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“Before I explain what’s going on, you have to understand: I’m not gay. I like women. I am completely straight, and this is not a gay thing, not a trans thing, not anything like that.”

Daniel is staring at me, dead serious, clutching the enormous hoodie he’s been wearing for the last week. His odd, sort of pointy face has been looking a bit softer lately, but his emoting is as animated as ever. Something about his eyes is different, and-

“Nick. Dude. Answer me?” shit. Follow the conversation.

“Right. Okay. You’re not gay and you’re not trans. Got it. What’s the matter.”

“It’s easier if I just show you,” he mumbles, looking flustered. I’m about to speculate on what he could possibly be flustered by when he starts taking his sweater off.

Yeah. That sure is Daniel’s shirt. On him. Looking like a tent, as all his clothes do.

“Nice… shirt?”

“Bro. Look.” He places a hand on his left pec. Gives it a squeeze. I guess he’s been putting on muscle there?

“You know there’s nothing gay about working out, right?” I lie, well aware of the latent homoeroticism of a room full of sweaty men building muscle.

“Working out? No dude, these are tits.”

Huh. All right. Good for him, or sorry that happened?

“Okay?”

“I’m taking estrogen. Hear me out,” he takes a quick breath, “it’s for a competition.”

Given everything I know about Daniel, this is honestly more believable than him transitioning in secret. For one, we’ve been best friends since we were little kids. Second, he’s a completely normal straight guy. One of the most normal straight guys of all time. All straight guy interests, just like the ones I have. I’m curious though. What kind of competition is he talking about?

“This is going to sound unhinged, but I swear dude. It’s completely true.

It’s ranked competitive breast growth for cis men. A competition for cis men to see who can grow the biggest rack in three years.”

Well, it sounded unhinged for sure. “No fucking way. That isn’t real. How and why would a bunch of dudes ever do that?”

“Daniel”?

He’s skeptical, and yet my unfaltering faith in Nicholas’ loyalty remains justified. He truly is my greatest ally, even now, even as I must deceive him momentarily in service of my masterful gambit. My continued access to the resources provided by the game rests on not being exposed, and I have no doubt that he was mere weeks away from catching on to my glorious metamorphosis.

“Well, there’s rolling signups throughout the year,” I begin to explain, “and four times a year, the new guys get sent meds and info on how to take them.”

The supplies. My salvation. The glorious estradiol injections which course through my veins, to be supplemented by progesterone at a time of my choosing. It is part of the challenge for competitors to gather information and make their own judgment regarding time of introduction, and methods of administration.

With perfect conversational acumen, I avoid letting my inner monologue occupy too much of my attention by elaborating: “Then, competitors can basically do what we want, with some rules. Nothing too restrictive. We send measurements, back them up with photos if someone calls bullshit,” he raises an eyebrow at that part. Judgment, or concern for my safety? I must ensure that he is getting the right idea.

“Unsexy pics. For inspection by the other guys. All clinical and stuff, you know.” I leave out the substantial and escalating effort needed to create something as contradictory as an unsexy picture of me. I am after all becoming quite the beautiful young lady already. After a mere six months, it is already becoming difficult to hide just how exceptionally well I am taking to the treatment. Truly, this was fated. The game is merely a vehicle to enable me, and once I have reaped the reward, as will surely be my right, I will reveal that Daniel is no more: I am Katherine, and they will no longer hold me back.

“All right,” he’s slowly responding, in his usual skeptical manner, “so how do I get into this?”

What?

No, no that is not the goal of this conversation. He is not doing this. For an actual cis man to compete in this ridiculous farce is not only foolish, but also dangerous. He is much too good to expose himself to the ridiculous men with whom he would have to compete, for one. Utter buffoons who think mere force of will or sharpness of wit are sufficient to take on the beast of self-inflicted gender dysphoria that awaits them. They’ve all yet to realize what is plainly obvious: The only competitors who stand a chance of making it through are all secretly trans women.

Nicholas is not a trans woman. That much is self-evident, clear for all to see. The poor fool risks inflicting the same horror that I have only just begun to escape upon himself, and for what? He has not even asked about the reward, the fool!

“It’s pretty tough, dude,” I attempt to dissuade him. “Hormone replacement therapy is no joke, and if you lose? You’ve been doing it for three years with nothing to show for it, while some other guy takes off with the million dollars.”

“A million dollars?” No. Nick’s face is lighting up. He is doing his weird little snort laugh, with the high pitched squeak to it. It is truly the case that I only have eyes for the fairer sex, and yet, in certain moments, his gangly yet delicate features align in a way that is almost… 

Nicholas

I can’t fucking believe it. Is Daniel for real? Is this a prank? Free hormones and the chance to win a million fucking dollars?

“Bro. I don’t think you’ll be able to take it. Lots of guys drop out in the first month, you know.”

Daniel’s a lot of things, but he’s pretty damn clueless sometimes. I’ve been trying to feel out what he’d think if I came out to him for a while now, but he just gives these noncommittal nothing-answers every time I drop hints.

I guess it all makes sense now. He’s genuinely so dense about trans issues, he thinks he can just transition for three years for money. And holy shit, now that I know what’s up, I mean. If he was actually a girl, he’d be kind of cute?

It’s unfair, is what it is. But if he’s telling the truth? The chance of a lifetime’s just been dropped on me. I get free hormones, faster than any other option I’ve got. I can feel out the ‘ranked competitive breast growth’ community, keep an eye out for red flags, and see if I can convince him to drop out before he gets hot in a way he regrets.

It’s a shame though. He is already—No. Stop. Inappropriate. Anyway.

“Nah.” I have to sell this. Really push the genuine overconfident cis man bravado. Eurgh. “I wouldn’t just take it. I’d win.”
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Nicholas

Aight. Didn’t expect to have to set up a whole new chat client. Apparently, these guys take operational security pretty seriously. I guess solid opsec would have to be standard for secretive cis-man-feminization communities.

I paste the link into the Noise app and immediately get thrown into a group chat. It’s simpler than Accord, no channels, no pins. No message history.

“Welcome,” says a user simply named ‘Admin’. No profile picture. No profile. Cool, very normal.

“To register for the Spring of 2025 quarter, you must agree to the terms of the competition. Do you understand?”

I type out a quick “yes.” No need to play along with the drama.

“The terms of the competition are simple.


	Participants must submit the provided liability waiver, signed, within the deadline.”




The bullet points keep going for a while. Weirdly thorough for what can’t possibly be, in any sense of the word, a legal operation.

“Participants must be assigned male at birth and must have a male gender identity.”

Ah. There’s the weird shit. The enforced cisness of it.

“Participants whose gender identity is found to conflict with the purpose of the competition will be disqualified. Participants acknowledge that disqualification will result in withdrawal of all participant benefits.”

I skim past the bit about reward pools. I have read and agreed to the terms and conditions, here’s my full name and address, whatever, let’s go.

I’m handed an invite link to an Accord server. This looks more familiar, and I guess it’s where the participants actually hang out. The rules are too short and to the point to even skim. Behave yourselves and follow the terms of the competition. Role selector channel lets you pick a name color and pronouns.

Wait, hang on, pronouns?

The reaction tagged he/him has a few hundred clicks, whereas they/them and she/her have about ten each. Out of curiosity, I check who’s reacted.

All the she/hers and they/thems are from users who are no longer in the server.

Daniel—No, Katherine

Nicholas has passed the first trial, and correctly observed that the pronoun selector is presented in bad faith. A simple trap, yet one that has successfully caught many transfeminine interlopers, whether through habitual selection or a momentary lapse in recognition of the nature of this ridiculous, nonsensical space. Where they have faltered, I remain, hidden in plain sight within this den of gamer stench. For the sake of my less wily compatriots as well as my own, I intend to persevere.

I lean over his shoulder, watching him familiarize himself with the channels. His monstrously oversized gaming hardware hums in the background, LEDs throbbing with rainbow colors as the machinery trivially achieves the task of displaying a chat client and a web browser. It is an insult to such magnificent machinery, truly. It yearns to be applied in ways that truly test its limits, not this fool’s errand by a poor, misguided boy who-

“Uh, dude? Your, you know. Chest area. It’s,” I flinch backwards upon realizing that I have been resting my left breast on his shoulder this entire time. Oh no.

This is disastrous for a multitude of reasons. On the one hand, I am mortified at the embarrassment of failing to realize this was happening. I am still adapting to the changes my body is going through, and aside from the door incident in the week prior this is by far the most egregious demonstration of that issue yet.

On the other hand, Nicholas might interpret it as a flirtation, which risks revealing that I am far more comfortable with these changes than what is permitted by the terms of the competition. It is crucial that I play this off as discomfort masked as apathy, so that he does not begin to suspect the truth. Furthermore, I am not attracted to men, especially not him, and thus it is absolutely essential that our interactions remain strictly platonic.

The high-pitched yelp is not helping, Katherine. Are you truly so lacking in conviction that you will allow a mild embarrassment of this nature to undo your entire scheme? Have you already lost all control over your emotions from mere exposure to estrogen? No, I have not, and I must choose my next words with the utmost care to put any suspicion to rest.

“Wow uh, haha, I didn’t realize bro. Sorry. It’s like, they don’t feel like a real part of me so I forget they’re there, you know.”

Utter and complete failure. Line delivery all over the place. He will turn around any moment now and realize I am blushing, at which point he will see through everything. An unmitigated disaster on all counts.

Nicholas

God dammit, Daniel really has no clue what he’s doing, huh. He’s disassociating so badly that he doesn’t even realize his body’s changing? I need to get him out of this competition, and quick.

If I lied to the mods and said he’s secretly a trans girl, would they believe me? I have to figure out the server culture.

“It’s whatever dude, just, watch where you’re putting those things,” I say. Maybe he’ll give up if he’s forced to realize what he’s doing to himself.

The thing he’s been getting to do while I’m sitting here desperate for a chance to even start.

The channels start off pretty standard. General chat. Memes, for some reason. Info, which contains a link to a website with HRT guides for trans people. How to do injections, available research on its effects.

Leaderboards, both divided by quarter-years and all-time. Several white names, with (disqualified) in bold letters. Unsurprisingly, the attrition rate is pretty high.

They’re listing cup sizes alongside something called “NTBV”. What the fuck.

“Normalized total breast volume,” Daniel interjects. “Cup sizes aren’t, y’know, accurate. So they worked out a formula that’s supposed to be more fair, account for differences in height, chest circumference, all of that stuff.”

The breast growth competitive scene has rigorous metrics. Cool. There’s a third number listed alongside each of the competitors, and I have to ask.

“Dude. What do they mean by ‘knockouts’?”
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Katherine

“I mean it’s obvious right?”

Nicholas’ vacant stare clarifies that he has yet to comprehend the nature of this game. Perhaps there is still time to divert the runaway trolley of his life from its misbegotten track, running over his false hope of riches to save his erectile function, which despite being an abstract noun is somehow tied to the lower track. This is possible to do to an intangible concept. Great metaphor, Katherine. You really nailed this one.

“It really isn’t, Dan. How do you ‘knock someone out’ of a competition about taking hormones, exactly?”

Right, the rules. Enough speculating about the tangibility of Nicholas’ erectile function. For the sake of the metaphor, we will assume it is entirely solid. Rigid and hard, even. Wait. No. Mouth words.

“It’s simple, really. Competition’s for men, but it keeps attracting a bunch of trans girls,” such as myself, I skillfully maneuver around continuing, “admin can’t keep tabs on everyone who enters, so there’s a standing bounty for exposing any girls in the server.” A foolish rule, of course. The systems of this game are riddled with holes which ought to be plainly evident for anyone paying even an iota of attention.

Nicholas

Come on, Daniel. There’s no way he doesn’t see the enormous, glaring issues with that rule.

“So what’s preventing me from just. Going to the tribunal channels,” I scroll down, past the ridiculously long leaderboard channel list, past the “strategy” channels, past whatever ‘RLC-legal’ is, and finally click on ‘identity-disputes’. I then continue, “and saying that I know you’re a trans girl in real life?”

Daniel’s face contorts into a panicked expression like he’s seen a ghost or something. Did he actually skip backwards when I said that? I tilt my head looking at him. “Did you seriously not think about the possibility?”

“I uh. I mean. It’s. I-”

Wow. He’s completely in over his head. He has no fucking clue, and I guess everyone else in the competition must be equally clueless. “Don’t tell me this shit’s been going on since the pandemic and nobody’s realized you can just lie?”

Daniel blinks. Lowers his arms from that martial arts pose he does. Both legs down on the floor again. Ever since he got really into anime when we were twelve, he’s been doing this shit. At least he got rid of the eyepatch.

“Bro, no,” he leans back against the wall, casually. “Of course we can’t just throw accusations out of nowhere. There’s a process. Evidence has to be gathered, see?”

The identity disputes channel has an active thread. The subject is an active user in the chat, who’s had something to say in every channel I’ve had time to check. Username Mike, Master of Mammaries. Highest score of the 2023-Q4 leaderboard, and top ten in the all-time board. His profile picture is an anime girl leaning forwards, groping her chest while wearing a shirt that says “MEGA” something on it. The thread is a heated argument between Mike and another user from the same quarter. Username Isaacahedron. Second highest ranked 2023-Q4 player, profile picture’s… definitely AI.




Isaacahedron

Girl, you’re not even trying to hide outside the server at this point. It’s so obvious.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

getting pretty sick of repeating myself tbh bestie




Isaacahedron

I’m not your bestie, worstie. I’m here to take you down. Presenting new evidence: The fanfics.




The fanfic looks like it’s about an incomprehensible stickman comic, and the plot is the horniest portrayal of a sword fight I’ve ever read.

“The prose is a bit much,” Daniel comments as he leans on my shoulder to read along. “Not a huge fan of pointlessly big words and long-winded sentences.”




Mike, Master of Mammaries

men write fanfic. next.




Isaacahedron

That’s your defense? It’s a trans comic.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

it’s a leftist discourse webcomic




Isaacahedron

Trans discourse. Author’s a trans woman. I checked. Not only are you presenting as a trans woman online using “optimal RLC strats” as an excuse, but you’re also completely integrated into the trans community. Of the accounts you follow, 80% of them are trans.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

80% of bfly’s users are trans lmao weak bait tbqh




Isaacahedron

You have multiple high-engagement posts about trans women’s issues citing personal, lived experience.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

im a cis man who’s transfeminized within a patriarchal system and subjected to transmisogyny. doesn’t mean im a woman. read theory, stemcel.




Isaacahedron

The case remains that there’s no reasonable RLC benefit to operating a trans woman account on social media. Admit it, Michelle. You’re a woman. Unless you are able to provide some justification for this ridiculous degree of commitment.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

first off my rlc cover name’s laura. second im in it to get data on the prog meta. most tgirls cant do adipose noclip skip exploits so there on the same challenge run as us




I close Accord before the words get a chance to start hurting me.




Katherine

“Daniel. What the fuck was that meant to demonstrate,” Nicholas exclaims after recoiling in horror. The Master of Mammaries is a known cognitohazard of the server, yet his is a compelling case to demonstrate the proceedings of the tribunal channels.

Furthermore, exposure to the horrors of the server is endowed with purpose twofold: Distraction and intimidation. A masterful gambit, to compensate for my previous failure. Of course Nicholas has not seen through my utterly flawless portrayal of a heterosexual cisgender man taking hormones for ulterior motives. Of course. And now, having been overwhelmed by its culture, he will swiftly turn away.

“I’m showing there’s a standard for evidence, dipshit. There’re procedures. An accusation’s not enough, you gotta convince the tribunal.” And the tribunal is a group of men who believe that competing for money by taking hormones for years is a reasonable thing to attempt, such as Nicholas himself. I leave out the implicit condemnation of his ridiculous ideas, to spare him the humiliation.

He does not appear convinced. “I just… What was his defense, even? What’s is ‘RLC’? What do any of these words even mean?”

Context clues are evidently insufficient for him to operate with. Condoning this great personal failing of his, on the basis of our long-established friendship, I deign to elaborate for his sake.

“Real Life Cover.”

“Bro. You’re going to have to give me more than that.”

“It’s what the competitive breast growth scene calls the cover stories we use for, you know, growing titties out of nowhere. Gotta be prepared, just in case. It’s that or wear a hoodie all the time, and dude, heatstroke is BAD for keeping up with growth targets.”

Nicholas appears to be struggling. “And… Mike’s cover… is to pretend he’s a trans woman.”

It is indeed a ridiculous scheme. The Master of Mammaries proposes something that is clearly a fool’s errand: Fleeing from scrutiny over his budding breasts through commitment to the hyperscrutinized life of an early-transition trans woman, a strategy somewhat akin to repairing a leaky drain by burning down one’s entire house. And then irradiating it. With radioactive isotopes or something.

Truly, only a man could cook up a harebrained ploy this detached from the realities of trans womanhood. Ironically, in his complete failure to understand what it is to be a trans woman, Michael has engineered a cover which instantly erases all doubt of his manhood- wait.

It’s brilliant.

“Yeah dude, it’s a perfect cover,” I explain to him.

“Trans women have it so easy, it’s basically a free pass to get away with anything.”
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in conclusion, taking into account all the info outlined above i present:




s++ tier:


	orchiectomy. what, youre not willing to give up youre balls for tit gains? are you going to get left in the dust cause you’re too attached to your current pair to grow a new, bigger, more forward facing pair? your NTBV will suffer and your ancestors will spit upon their shameful failure of an offspring. yeah. thats right. im bringing your ancestors into this now. theyve already judged you unworthy of passing on the bloodline, rendering youre balls extra useless. get rid of them asap.

	future CRISPR gene editing fuckery maybe idk keep an eye out and report to blocker-strats if u hear anything




s tier:


	monotherapy T suppression (if youre on a high enough dose of E, which you should be)

	progesterone (its kinda a blocker too don’t @ me)




a tier: bicalutamide




b tier: cyproterone acetate (becomes F tier if you take too much tbc. low t is meta but too low t is for any%ing life through health complications)




“what, do you want a nurse to administer implants too? is taking a blocker every day too hard?”-tier: goserelin




d tier: leuprorelin




absolute f tier no further discussion you W I L L get dragged to conduct-disputes for deliberate sabotage if you advocate for the fucking piss pills one more time don’t test me: spironolactone







DISCLAIMER: this tier list is not medical advice. it is only for use by participants in ranked competitive breast growth. for legal reasons, ranked competitive breast growth is a completely ridiculous idea and should not be attempted by anyone, especially since I, the Master of Mammaries, have this shit in the bag anywayz. all guides provided as-is
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Mike (todo: optimize internal nomenclature)

Yup. That’ll do it. I save “blocker-strats-guide-final(4).txt” and upload it to the info channel. Let it not be said that the Master of Mammaries isn’t contributing back to his community. I’m a fucking trailblazer of tatas, the king of knockers, even.

I open the measurement spreadsheet for my daily chest check. Isaac’s been on my ass about the measuring, saying I’m “giving myself body image issues,” like the huge fucking tool that he is. Body image issues are a skill issue, and I am out-skilling them.

Blouse: Off. Bra: Off. I take the tape measure out of the cup, where it’s been kept in lukewarm water at optimal temperature. Can’t risk thermal expansion interfering with precision. “Statistical noise” is just nerd cope for nerds who cope about their lax methodology resulting in second-place rankings.

Primary breast circumference is above the rolling two-month average. Hell yeah. Another day of Mike winning. I’m on a roll with the measurements, but Accord is making a bunch of noise. Shut up about your “egg” shit, Isaac. Midchest slope differential takes focus, I’m not dropping-

Dude. Why are you calling?

His stupid boymoder face and his stupid nerd glasses flare up on my screen.

“Bro. This better be important, I’m in the middle of something,” I open.

“I can see that, given how you are flashing me on camera right now,” he counters, adjusting his glasses so the light from his screen reflects right back at me.

“Got something against seeing shirtless dudes? I thought you were into guys.” Gotta make him tilted. He’s taking Ls in the tribunal channel, and I need to rub it in.

“I am reminding you of the stigmatization your chest is subject to as an individual who is, i quote, ‘transfeminized under patriarchy’, Laura. We are both far past a stage where male social conventions apply to our bodies,” says a dude who thinks he’s still viewed as a man, and doesn’t just look like a butch lesbian, with his spiked up pixie cut and oversized flannel shirts.

“You’re finally spotting the flaws with the boymoder strat, fuck yes. Want me to come over with some skirts and leggings? We can grind voice exercises, research the cosmetics meta, explore each other’s-” bodies, homoerotically, I’m about to say when he cuts me off. He’s wising up to my mind games.

“That will not be necessary. Boymoding remains the metagame in our quarter, and your bizarre attempt at a counter-boymode strategy has failed to yield any knockouts of note, aside from the one you are inviting upon yourself.”

“The one you’re failing to land on me, bitch,” I have to remind him.

“The one I am deliberately kneecapping ahead of time, to undermine the credibility of others attempting the same thing. You are wide open for disqualification at this rate, as the most obvious trans girl in the entire server.”

There he goes again. I keep telling him, I’m not fucking trans. An actual trans girl would be uncomfortable pretending to be a man who’s pretending to be a trans girl to gain a competitive advantage. Implying they’ve even got an advantage for being trans girls is like, a faux pas or some shit, even though in this sport it’s true? I mean, that’s why we ban them, trans girls have an unfair psychological advantage at competitive mammogenesis, cause they get a free ride fighting the dysphoria. Not like me, who defeated it with pure gamer willpower. Willpower so strong, in fact, that I didn’t even notice the dysphoria appear before I’d beaten it.

“But enough about your failures, strategic and in terms of putting on a shirt already.” Ah shit, he’s right, I’m shirtless.

He does the glasses thing again. “The spring quarter’s got its tenth entry. A referral.”

“I saw there was some new guy coming in. Why’s it matter?” It’s been long enough that I’m not in the business of giving a shit about every entry every single quarter. Half of them turn out to be girls and flunk out before there’s even any interesting new strategy to watch.

“Well in isolation the guy’s uninteresting. But look at this,” he shares his screen. “This is a picture he submitted for initial screening, right,”

The guy’s wearing a green t-shirt with a game logo and cargo shorts. Haircut looks like a resentfully upheld obligation, living space looks like a mess. All in all, a pretty standard look for a man who’s yet to discover a passion for chemically inducing hypertrophy of the mammary glands for competitive purposes.

“And this,” he continues, “Is the living space of one of the Q4 2024 competitors. Take a wild fucking guess at which one.”

It’s the same room. The piled up dishes in the kitchen zone are even the same. “Holy shit. It’s Boymoder Sephiroth.”

We started calling him that cause his server name, ‘daniel.’ really doesn’t cut it. By far the most idiosyncratic guy in Q4-24, possibly in the whole year, he once typed out out a volume of text filling up the whole screen in response to a disagreement over anime in the general chat.

“Indeed. And if we are picking up on it, then Admin won’t be long to discover their undisclosed conflict of interest.”

“Yeah,” I concur. “They’re roommates.”
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Admin

@everyone Q2-2025 registrations are now closed. Appointments for the necessary tests have been scheduled. The quarter will officially begin on Saturday, March 30th, at 2:00 pm. More here: >🗨Info. Failure to attend fully prepared will result in disqualification.




Whoever is running this shitshow is able to refer people for medical appointments. Cool. Sure. Not at all concerning.

“Yeah,” Daniel comments, even though I didn’t say anything. He’s leaning over my shoulder again. “Admin’s got a bit of a creepy tone to him. Pretty sure it’s just for show though.” He takes a sip from his energy drink, a pink one. Guys can drink pink energy drinks, he told me the first time he got one. In fact, being comfortable with pink just shows that he’s secure in his masculinity.

I’m starting to realize that Daniel’s idea of what constitutes ‘showing security in your masculinity’ might be a bit flawed. In fact, I’m increasingly suspecting that Daniel has no idea how anything works, in general. ‘Trans women have it easy’? In what fucking world, Daniel? I’m over here desperate enough to go along with this shit, aren’t I?

The post in the info channel outlines some details: Which medical examinations are going to happen, what to bring to the kickoff call, a lengthy ramble about microphone etiquette for some fucking reason, and details about the shipping of the HRT.

They’re shipping the full three-year supply of hormones to us immediately? It’s already on the way?

Participants are individually responsible for proper storage of supplies. If any supplied medication displays signs of defects, report this in the secure chat.

I look over at Daniel. “Dude. For real?”

He tilts his head to the side. “Yeah? It’s from a trusted supplier, if that’s what you’re worried about. They’ve got vetting info in the pins.”

Overwhelmed by the sheer number of questions raised here, I default to the most immediate, practical question.

“Where the fuck are you keeping all of it?”




Katherine

Nicholas is many things, but attentive is not one of them. It is honestly baffling, at times, how he appears to be entirely stuck within his own head. Given this tendency of his, it was practically trivial to sneak the blessed elixir of feminization into my chambers. By which I mean my bedroom.

It is strictly superior to our current location, which is his bedroom. Plain, ordinary, utilitarian. A desk with a computer, a sad single occupancy bed. Closet, the singular furnishing that came with the apartment, perplexingly with glass doors. Unlike the absurd transparent closet he is stuck with, the curtains were his choice. Blue, which presumably means nothing. Lots of things mean nothing, like the way you think in second person sometimes, that one definitely means nothing, what would that even mean, you know?

Anyway. “Let’s go, I’ll show you.” I take his hand platonically and lead him into my significantly more pleasant dwelling. “Bro, I know where your room is, you don’t have to drag me there.” Nicholas’ objections fall on ears with perfect hearing, their hopes of victory dashed by my disregard for their contents as I pull him through the common area. Couch, TV, kitchen corner.

The other occupants of our apartment, Jeff and Kyle, are currently busy with “being responsible students” and “not just ditching lectures to hang out in each other’s bedrooms like you guys do”, uncultured as they are in the ways of high-quality heterosexual male friendship, an art I have studied in great detail to maintain the utter perfection of my impenetrable masquerade.

Men who share in masculine companionship of the non-Achillean variety are known to fraternize in each other’s bedrooms all the time. Additionally, what is displayed by this comfortable disregard towards others’ perceptions of our habits, if not the absolute self-certainty possessed only by men so heterosexual that the notion of being perceived otherwise by onlookers simply does not occur to them?

My inner sanctum beckons. My chrysalis, which I sometimes emerge from, which caterpillars must do sometimes during the whole butterfly procedure? Surely, they do not simply stew in there the entire time? That would be ridiculous, caterpillars have needs, such as friendship and love and adventure and finishing up their metaphors already. My companion caterpillar enters the chrysalis too, except Nicholas is very much not going to turn into a butterfly because he is a cisgender man, and those are to trans women what worms are to caterpillars. And so, tragically, I will not love him in the manner oft implied by others, because he is a worm.

Nicholas

Daniel’s room is a sensory nightmare. The LED strips embedded along the ceiling pulse in perfect sync with the equally obnoxious lighting of his computer, to the tune of that playlist he never turns off. Mercifully, his cat ear headphones are plugged in, the ‘hyper pop’ only faintly audible.

The walls surrounding his huge double bed are covered in shelves, themselves filled with an enormous collection of. Uh, anime comics? Whatever those are called. And also, figurines. A massive collection of various characters from shows he will never get me to watch, because multiple seasons of cute girls just hanging out and going “uwaaa” at each other seems like a purgatory worse than the one I’m stuck in until I can feel like a cute girl myself.

The robot show with the two friends who got in an arranged marriage was pretty good, though. He’s got the robots there. Daniel insists that the two leads were lesbians, and that the show was “mind-blowing, life-changing even” to him. I think it’s inappropriate for straight guys to fetishize lesbians this way, honestly. I’d never even dare to do it, and I’m probably a girl myself?

I have conflicted feelings about lesbians. Not sure I want to think too much about that. I think I need to be more comfortable in my own body before I think too hard about what genders I may or may not appreciate in others.

We step over the treacherous terrain of piled-up hoodies, him manoeuvring like it’s the most natural thing possible to hit the isolated spots of clear flooring. Me, trying my best to follow but tripping over some FUCKING semi-elastic band which, why the hell is that even in a pile of guy’s clothes-

“Woah dude!” he turns around and catches me. My face is pressed up against his sternum, and if this was one of his shows I’d be panicking at having accidentally put my face down his cleavage. He’s only been doing this for six months though, so it’s not like there’s that much going on down there.

Daniel still yelps, though. He loses his footing, dragging me down with him, and we somehow end up splayed out on his bed, like some cosmic prankster keeps deliberately putting us in situations that look like one of his shows. “Uh. Dan?” I ask, “you all right there?”

“Haha yeah dude, I uh, just, well,” he’s turning red with what I can only assume is frustration at my carelessness, “growing chesticles are sensitive man, you sorta hit me in the nip there.” Ah. I note this down in preparation for when I’ll have to deal with that myself.

Holy shit. When, rather than if. It’s actually possible that it’ll be soon, as long as this unhinged competition is actually providing safe goods. Which, okay, when he’s laying on his side it’s definitely easier to notice that he’s been getting results.

Trying my best to avoid reacting to being in bed with a suddenly noticeably woman-adjacent individual, I rerail us onto the actual subject. “Ok, show me the goods.”

“Wh- what!?” He’s offended? Wasn’t he just saying he wanted to show me where he’s hiding the meds? He wraps his arms around his chest.

“Dude. The hormones. The ones you dragged me here for.”

“OH! Yes, right.” He jumps off the bed, gets on the floor and rummages through the bottom of his closet. He retrieves a cardboard box.

“Here it is.”

The box is huge, and now that I think about it I remember him lugging something like that in at some point. Figured it was just anime stuff. Masterful gambit, I guess.

The contents of the box are an immense quantity of various pill boxes. “It’s mostly blockers, weirdly enough,” he comments. “They just sort of give us options, which I guess is part of the challenge, but…”

He retrieves a vial. Plain labelling of an anonymous nature. Chemical name, specific concentration. It’s an injectable estrogen formulation, no doubt. I’ve considered obtaining similar, from sources of a questionable nature where, rumors told me, the packaging would have blushing anime ‘femboys’ on it. Multiple similar vials sit in the box.

Before I have to pretend not to know what this is, he explains. “Injections. Of estrogen. There’s needles and alcohol wipes, all done properly. I’m not,” he looks at me defensively, “just injecting some shit I got online uncritically. So don’t worry about me.”

There are other concerns than the quality of the shady estrogen injections to be had here, but sure, he’s feminizing himself with quality shady pharmaceutical goods, and will just have to deal with being a man stuck in a self-inflicted woman’s body, rather than poisoning or some shit. “Bro, I’m not worried,” I lie. “I’m getting on this shit too, you know. You think I’m scared of needles, bro? It’s obviously the real deal, cause I mean-”

Wait, shit. How would a straight cis guy compliment another straight cis guy’s boobs? I need to think of something fast. He’s practically overdosed on the kool-aid of the ranked competitive breast growth community’s rules, so I have to convincingly pretend I’m a guy. As much as I wish it wasn’t the case, everything I’ve learned today has shown me that I can’t really trust Daniel.

“I mean your tits are downright bangin’, broseph. So clearly this stuff’s working for you.”

Judging by the face he’s making I think I fucked up.

Katherine

Nicholas has complimented my breasts.

He has. Declared. Appreciation. For the aesthetic appeal of my assets. In unambiguous terms. This is an utmost disaster. He, being a heterosexual man, would surely experience no arousal at the sight of me if he was truly swayed by my thespian acumen. To him, I ought to be merely a victim of self-inflicted gynecomastia. Has he misinterpreted my declaration of bad-faith transition?

‘The goods.’ Was my initial assessment correct? Did he, in fact, wish to observe my body? Has he, in the short timespan since learning about the competition, decided not only that I am a woman in his eyes, but one with whom he wishes to initiate courtship?

It is absurd. Did he forget my clear, repeated declarations of exclusive gynephilia? Or worse, does he believe that once he has set himself upon this path, I will drop all respect for his identity, view him as the attractive young woman he certainly could have been if not for the trappings of clear-cut unquestionable manhood, and act accordingly?

How do I dissuade this course of action? I must imbue him with an understanding of what it would entail for a man to be afflicted with this anatomy. A challenging prospect, given the indescribable joy I derive from the sensation of their existence. Think, Katherine. You know the beast of dysphoria all too well, so it must be possible to falsify a sufficiently harrowing depiction of how heavily it would weigh on his chest.

I choose my words with the utmost care. “I dunno man, they’re sort of annoying. I kinda don’t care about them at all, unless they start bouncing and shit when I’m moving around, and then they’re just a pain.” His look of concern rewards my efforts, I am succeeding in dissuading him. Now, to solidify his perceptions, I must hammer down the totality of how Daniel, the falsehood in his mind, truly does not care for these features at all.

I act quickly. I grasp his wrist and put his hand on my chest. The audacity is essential to sell the notion of a complete and utter disregard of even the mere possibility that this could have any significance to the homunculus of a heterosexual man I am presenting to Nicholas.

“See, it’s just a lump of fat.”
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  Interlude: Debate Me, Sis!

  
  




As I, Mike, Master of Mammaries, dressed in nothing but an increasingly-damp pair of lacy panties, roughly pushed Isaac into my bed, I was forced to admit that I had been lying to myself all my life. Unlike the average straight male, it seems I was, in fact, incredibly attracted to masculine women.

I unzipped the stupid hoodie with a fervent urgency, liberating Isaac’s runner-up yet thoroughly ample boobage, admiring the freeing bounce with more than a little drool running down my chin. The “boymode” was barely skin-deep, I noted with relish, for below the oversized garment, Isaac was sporting a wispy, almost sheer top, through which I could see painfully hard nipples, just begging to be bitten. It almost undermined the whole butch routine—except, of course, I knew that butch identity was not in fact mutually exclusive with womanhood, a point I’d take the opportunity to cockily re-assert!

“Face it, Isaac,” I drawled. “You’re as much a boy as Judith fucking Butler.”

“Butler, who’s called butch4butch relationships a ‘lesbian version of male homosexuality’?” Isaac scoffed, making my nostrils and eyes flash—I hadn’t expected familiarity with that particular essay. “They need to get on T and admit a few things, just as you do, sis.”

“Masculinity does not imply manhood, ma’am,” I growled, cockily—in that my cock was throbbing, almost certainly in sync with Isaac’s, who I was now straddling.

“Nor does the presence of a penis, babygirl,” Isaac countered, wrestling the jeans off with a grunt, pressing stained knickers into my own.

“Exactly,” I moaned, feeling just how wet we both were getting. “Butch lesbians who enjoy penetration have always existed—like the one under me, right now.”

“Judging by your face, you don’t even need penetrative sex to get off,” Isaac sneered—well, at least I assume that was the expression being attempted, though it was somewhat thrown off by eyes rolling back in a clear indication of ecstasy. “Y–You know, like a girl.”

I pressed my tits together, fingers digging into soft flesh. “Oh, there’s only one girl in this bed!”

“Yeah, and I’m fucking her!”

“Not yet you fucking aren’t!”

“TAKE THOSE DAMN PANTIES OFF THEN, SLUT!”

“RIP THEM OFF YOUR DAMNED SELF, BUTCH!”

The words had barely left my lips when my sodden underwear was torn to shreds—Isaac’s perfectly-sculpted butch forearms ripped away the flimsy barrier. I, of course, had already prepared myself to be—as the lads say—skewered, and I quickly slid the soft, slick, thoroughly precum-soaked dick I’d been craving for days into my eager, already-lubricated depths. Upon entry, Isaac made a noise so high-pitched, lewd, and womanly that I could have instantly scored a knockout with a recording, though of course we both had too much honor to resort to such underhanded tactics during intercourse.

My high-pitched lewd exclamation was, of course, much manlier.

No, if we were going to prevail, we would do it with propriety—that is, with thoroughly-researched arguments that proved the other was clearly a woman enjoying sex with a man!

“Give it up, already!” Isaac snarled, pulling me into each thrust furiously. “You are literally assuming the penetrable role in intercourse!”

“Penetrability is not a determiner of sex, misogynist!” I screamed, pinching Isaac’s nipples.

“And yet, our patriarchal system—unf—womanizes the penetrable nonetheless!”

“And I, as a male feminist ally, seek to deconstruct and defang the engendering signifiers of penetration!”

“WELL YOU’RE NOT DOING A VERY GOOD JOB, BECAUSE I’M ABOUT TO CUM, YOU UTTERLY FUCKABLE WOMAN!”

“THAT’S BECAUSE YOU’RE A STRAIGHT TOMBOY, AS YOU’RE GOING TO PROVE BY CUMMING DEEP INSIDE A MAN!”

As, indeed, Isaac promptly did, ejaculating a surprising volume in response to my clenching and grinding, considering how long we’d been on HRT. My own orgasm soon followed, splattering Isaac’s camisole with commensurately unexpectedly far-reaching spurts, rendering those massive, shapely tits even more visible through the dripping fabric. Thus spent, I collapsed into Isaac, literally rubbing my considerably larger champion’s breasts in my thoroughly female fuckbuddy’s stupid face.

“Fuck, I love being straight.”
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  Pronoun Whiff Mitigation

  
  




Nicholas

The situation I’m in, observed externally without context, would probably look pretty nice. There’s a man and a woman on a bed, and the woman’s just spelled things out incredibly clearly by putting the man’s hand on her chest.

Unfortunately, the context is that I’m the girl, stuck looking like a man, with my hand on the chest of a man on estrogen who’s pretending to be a trans woman because he thinks it’s easier to explain than the reality, and honestly? Yeah, it fucking is.

Baffled by the horrendously bizarre shit that’s been happening for all of today, I forget to actually react.

“Nick? You good, man?” he’s looking at me, concerned, still not taking my hand off his boob. “If you’re wondering whether it’s okay to squeeze or what, I don’t really give a shit.”

“Okay.” I squeeze. Why not. Never mind how a guy would act in this situation, I have no idea how anyone would act in this situation, so I’m just going with the option handed to me.

There’s literally zero risk of this getting any weirder at this point, anyway.

It gets weirder immediately, as Daniel makes a sound I have never heard in real life before.

“You good, man?” Judging by his face, neither of us was expecting The Sound.

“I uh. Um.”

“Yeah?”

Daniel looks like he’s thinking really heavily for a second. I like to imagine that inside his head it’s just a buzzing noise or whatever. He’s furrowing his brow a little, but finally opens his mouth.

“I am going to jerk off. Get out.”

“What?” What.

“Bro. Can’t a man have some privacy? I told you. I need to crank my hog.”

I’m so baffled I barely remember to filter myself asking for clarification. My eyes momentarily glide down to Daniel’s groin. No visible bulge. I regret both acquiring and considering this information.

Before I get to respond, he elaborates unprompted: “Not cause I’m horny or anything I’m just bored as shit with this conversation and need a change of pace. Chop chop, get going.”

The door slams behind me and I am not entirely sure when I moved. What the fuck just happened? 

Katherine

No, no, no, no, NO. What in the infinite depths of all nether realms, Katherine? What madness possessed you to think that was the correct move? WHY would you imitate a man in denial about experiencing unexpected arousal at such an incompetent fondling, if it is even worthy of being referred to as such? Nicholas’ buffoonish hands were robotic in their motions, his vacant gaze the precise opposite of arousing to anyone, let alone someone who, it bears repeating, has no interest in men.

With this shameful degree of incompetence, perhaps once I have progressed further on my path to self-realization I will have to give this buffoon hands-on instructions in handling women, purely as an act of solidarity with my androphilic kin. It would be a great act of self-sacrifice to spare some unfortunate maiden the utter disappointment I just went through.

No, not a disappointment, my expectations were thoroughly met, as a matter of fact. He has entered my inner sanctum and provided me with nothing of value in return, wait, no you’re thinking in euphemisms again, stop, you are a follower of Sappho, you do not have such thoughts about a man, which is what he is. Unfortunately.

Argh. Begone, horrendous thoughts of his malnourished embrace. Yet more reason why he cannot be allowed to participate. My respect for his stated identity can only go so far to restrain my reactions if the treatment begins to supplement whatever bizarre appeal it is that keeps undermining my composure in his presence. I absolutely cannot afford to be mistaken for a hetero around him.

As I stew in the mortifying horror of the vast, overwhelming cringe I have visited upon the both of us, a realization dawns.

I cannot afford to be mistaken for a hetero.

However.

I burst through the door to follow Nicholas. Jeffrey is there. “Hey dude, did you see the-” he says, whatever. I have no time for his blathering questions about The Game Last Friday, or whichever day it is The Games are. His is a mind polished so smooth by the norms of our culture, it could be emulated to perfection by a cardboard cutout. I have tuned out all his nonsense about rankings and competition for the last month, it was simply unbearable.

I kick open Nicholas’ door, and then upon tactically recalling which way it opens, I yank it open instead. “Nick!” I interrupt his session of some werewolf hunting game he is obsessed with. “I’m sorry, dude!”

As his blood-soaked huntress with the absurd saw weapon perishes on the screen, he turns to face me. “Bro. Did you finish that quick? If you’re telling me about it at least shower after, I mean-”

“I didn’t do it, man. I couldn’t. I’m.” I have to play my cards perfectly now. There is precisely one path for me to take which results in the reestablishment of our trust, and the further possibility that I might succeed in dissuading Nicholas from the path he is on.

“I’ve been in a bit of a crisis about my sexuality, Nick.” I tell him. But wait. Would Daniel truly be this honest and insightful? Will he not suspect something is amiss, if at this juncture I suddenly reveal my awareness of these issues?

I push through the uncertainty, words chosen with precision to weave the perfect narrative of an incredibly dense, possibly homosexual, alternatively bisexual, fucker of mothers. “I think the estrogen is making me gay.”

Nicholas is stunned into silence by this overwhelming revelation of emotional vulnerability.

“Hey, good for you man, maybe now you two can start figuring out-” holy shit Jeffrey this is not the time. Do you not see that Nicholas and I are having a private conversation in the doorway between the common area and his bedroom? Is there not something more important you could be doing according to your nauseating directives, you flesh automaton?

“Bullshit,” Nicholas interjects, the relief of his significantly more pleasant contributions to discussions somewhat undermined by his evident disapproval of my words.

“Hormones don’t make you gay, Dan. What the fuck are you talking about?”

Mike—No, Laura

Foundation: Flawless. Concealer: Applied with perfection, not a single one of Isaac’s fine lines showing a hint of caking. My dude’s eyelids are optimally specced for eyeshadow, and let’s be clear, if this was ranked competitive eyeshadow I’d be winning. The bronzer’s the wrong shade for his pasty complexion, I’ll have to pick up a better shade at the cosmetics vendor next time I’m on a supply run, but whatever. The real meta is in the eyeliner, and years of winning the best painted army at wargame tournaments are proudly on display right there, on my runner-up’s eyelids. Now, all that remains is mascara.

As I lean over to my pinned rival for the finishing move, my phone vibrates. Important business. Shit. I dropped the mascara on his face.

“Dude what the fuck”

“I’ve got more important shit to do than show you that femme strats are superior in mid-to-lategame, nerd.” And it’s true. “It’s tribunal business.”

The legitimacy of my championship depends on the integrity of ranked competitive breast growth, and maintaining that integrity is essential. Isaac and I have a gentleman’s agreement about setting precedent protecting strats that are more optimized from whiny newbies who think being counterplayed by expansive gender expression means their opponent should get knocked out, sure. But that’s exactly why I’ve got to be at the tribunals.

Especially an identity dispute over a week before kickoff, god damn.

“Shit Laura, are you seeing this?” Isaac is glued to his phone, while I’ve been busy picking up the mascara and getting off him before doing so. A classic blunder, but he’s reminded me of something essential. We’re making a habit of using names and pronouns in-character for the RLC, to minimize the whiff rate during poaceal contact replenishment farm runs.

I reply to her question making sure to flex my superior adoption of the cover name: “Gimme a second, Emmy.” I put the mascara back in my purse and get on with what really matters: Getting involved with a disagreement between strangers in an online community I’m invested in.

It’s a spicy one. The accused is one of the Q2-25 participants, and the accuser… Holy shit, it’s Boymoder Sephiroth.

“Well, at least this’ll be fun to arbitrate.” 

Nicholas

After the most aggravating Accord conversation I have ever been forced to take part in, I decide I’m done dealing with Daniel’s bullshit for a while.

What an absolutely unhinged trial. The accusation is that a cis man would be afraid of estrogen making him gay, while I said bullshit. The tribunal went for two hours debating that nonsense without even arriving at a proper conclusion, until I got off on some technicality.

The outcome? The tribunal finds that Daniel was making the accusation in bad faith and imposes a sanction of one week without hormones. Good for him, maybe he’ll feel better off them and realize what he’s doing to himself. The server moves on, with a new pinned post in the rules:




Jugs of Justice

This has been a recurring complaint regarding tribunals for a while now, so we are writing it down as official server policy: Prosecutors using “bro,” “dude,” “man,” and similarly masculine forms of address against competitors accused of a female gender identity will be ruled against, as a matter of principle.

While the court recognizes that these terms see widespread usage of gender-neutral intent, identity dispute tribunals are to be understood as a highly gender-charged context. Prosecutors are expected to argue based on a sincere belief regarding the identity of the accused, and we find it utterly absurd to have to remind you not to dispute someone’s manhood while calling him a man.

This decision is final.




I can’t for the life of me figure out how this server’s culture works.




The time before kickoff is hectic. Balancing studies with all those medical tests is a fucking mess, and I barely have time to deliberately avoid Daniel between the blood tests, EKGs, MRIs, wait, these aren’t normal tests for getting on hormones, are they? Body fat percentage? Detailed measurements with a tailor??

I keep an eye on the Accord chat. Some of the entries are more vocal about the inconveniences in the tests. Four decide to call it quits, citing “bullshit medical hazing” and “weird, creepy server vibes.” They’re right, but I mean, free HRT?

The package arrives before I really have time to notice that it’s been a week of this. Sent to a pickup locker in the middle of nowhere. Winded and sort of jittery, I end my ascent of the block’s too many stairs just in time to bump into Daniel.

“Hey.” I say out of habit, forgetting that I’m giving him the silent treatment.

“Hey.” He looks… reduced. Like seriously miserable. “I’m not going to try to pull any shit like that on you again, man. I’m sorry.”

Well, he looks sorry. “Cool,” I respond. The package is a bit unwieldy for a long conversation, and I try to indicate as much with body language. He steps aside, but keeps talking.

“Look. I’ll own up to it. I was trying to get you out of the competition, because I thought you couldn’t handle it. I was doubting you, Nick.”

Having some ongoing trouble with carrying the crate in, I guess I’ll set it down on the common room table.

“It’s the, you know, goods.”

Daniel’s face lights up. “Oh shit dude that reminds me, I can do my injection today! The sanction’s up!” He sprints into his room like a child in a candy store or something, and returns with needles, syringes, everything. He sterilizes a spot on his thigh while talking, casually. “You can still turn back, dude. If you don’t, this is the shit you’ve gotta learn to do yourself, weekly or even every five days.” He measures out the injection and gets right to it.

“Oh hey you two! Glad to see you’re on speaking terms again!”

Ah, shit. It’s Jeff. I glance at Daniel. He looks me straight in the eyes, then looks at the syringe in his leg, then back at me, then mouths “what the fuck do we say”

“Oh, uh, hey Jeff,” I start. “Ooh, big package, is it, you know, for gaming?” asks Jeff, like gaming is some special word in need of emphasis. But sure.

“Yeah it’s uh. It’s for gaming. It’s a new…” I try to come up with something plausible-sounding, “GPU… fan… lubricant.”

Daniel still has an entire syringe poking into him, and goes with my cover story. “Yeah he’s been having some issues with the fan performance. The frames per second got uh. Creaky.”

“Huh! Neat use for estradiol injections,” he says, with a huge grin on his face. “I thought they were just for like, medical uses.”

I look at Daniel. He looks at me. He withdraws the needle.

“I uh, well, it’s,” I start.

“Okay, so, the thing is,” he continues.

Wait. The real life cover.

“Surprise, Jeff, I’m transgender!” I say.

“And I’m. Also transgender!” says Daniel. “You can call me Katherine!” he says. Wow, he had a name ready? Shit, figure something out. Quick.

“I’m Nichole!” fuck. That’s just Nicholas for girls. What am I, some plot twist in a tv drama?

“Aw, that’s nice,” he says, “but you don’t have to keep the charade up with me, guys!”

Huh.

“I’m heading out to pick up my package right now, you know.”

“Your… what?”

“My package? For ranked competitive breast growth?”

Judging by the look on her face, this is news to Katherine too. Huh. That’s intuitive. Suits her. I mean him. Really well?

Jeff is looking confused.

“Guys, the game’s the only thing we’ve been talking about all week.”
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Isaac—No, Emmy

Emmy.

The reasoning justifying this choice of cover identity is simple: If I was someone of a genuine trans identity, I would have chosen a name honoring one of the greatest contributors to the development of physics.

Of course, this is not a genuine transition, but rather a pragmatic adaptation to an ongoing issue. As Laura has accurately observed, to my chagrin, the success rate of my masculine presentation strategy has been dropping rapidly.

The expressions on people’s faces when I speak, in particular, are beginning to inflict strain on my psyche which risk becoming a sub-optimal expenditure of cognitive resources. I have studies and personal interests to expend those resources on, and so addressing this issue is a priority.

Alternatively, I would have to further masculinize my exterior presentation. Certainly a possibility I have researched at some length, with multiple potential avenues considered.

First, breast binding. My current thoracic anatomy is, as the rankings indicate, ahead of expected degrees of feminization for the timeline of my quarter. How exceptional is difficult to ascertain, given several issues with the RCBG competition’s severe selection biases and low sample size, and I have suspicions regarding the rigor of NTBV scores. However, it is clear that even significant efforts to suppress the visual impact of my ventral anatomy through conventional selections of obfuscating apparel are prone to failure along two metrics: External assessment and thermal regulation.

Binders, then. A brief consideration of their cost-benefit trade-off informs me clearly that these garments are an effective means of affirmation for transmasculine individuals, certainly. I am not a transmasculine individual seeking affirmation however, but rather an individual evaluating a multitude of possible solutions to a simple, practical problem. Here, binders seem infeasible. Using the proxy access to scientific papers provided by the competition, I have attempted literature searches on the subject of binders’ impact on breast growth. Unsurprisingly, the quality of this research is dogshit, inconclusive, and primarily interested in ‘raising concerns’.

Then, I am forced to rely on intuition. Given the competitive environment in which I am situated, I must err on the side of caution. Injury to the structure I am attempting to maximize the development of is counter to these goals; binders are not an option.

The second option. Facial masculinization. Laura’s experiments with cosmetics are emphatically uninterested in this subject, as demonstrated by the work presently applied to my face. When, precisely, she acquired this skillset I can only speculate on. Learning these skills myself is a distinct possibility, though one that requires a significant investment of my limited funds.

Surgical masculinization is similarly out of the question. The competition does offers facial feminization surgery for participants facing risks due to a perceived incongruence between cranial anatomy and other presentation, yet the opposite option is unavailable as anything other than a restorative measure provided after the competition has concluded, should participants require it. Given the nature of this competition, it is somewhat bizarre to take paternalistic attitudes exclusively for participants seeking to masculinize.

I sometimes wonder if the incentive structures of this competition are arranged with some ulterior motive. To avoid conspiracy theorist thinking, I have attempted to ascertain just what these motives could be through rigorous means however, and have not been able to come up with anything within reason. Thus, the claim of such motives is discarded unless I can find clear-cut evidence in favor of it, sufficient to counter the null hypothesis: I have not been manipulated, as I am too intelligent to fall for manipulation.

Finally, there is the “option” of growing a beard. Inconceivably terrible, given my track record with attempts at doing so. Cognitive drains from a thicket of disgusting little hairs sprouting all over my chin would simply be infeasible to tolerate. I feel nauseous even considering it. If I could purge the offending follicles in their entirety, I would, purely as a practical consideration. In fact, I will have to check in the Accord server to see if methods for doing so are provided.

In conclusion, further masculinization is infeasible, whereas the vocal matter is comparatively simple. It is a matter of analyzing which geometric characteristics of the larynx and pharynx influence the perception of vocal gender, manipulating those characteristics, and then normalizing the habits.

Laura has already mastered this, somehow. Perks of being a real trans girl, even if she is still somehow denying it, I suppose.

At least the new scheme to keep using the “cover story” is making things a little bit easier. Habitually referring to her as “Laura” at all times, rather than switching back to “Mike” in private, is a lot simpler. She keeps inventing rationalizations of her transition as game strategy, and to her credit she is doing an excellent job justifying them in terms of the server culture.

She, in turn, ought to respect that I am not a trans woman, but rather recognizing that some of her strategies are, regrettably, rational approaches to my situation, both in terms of minimizing the hassle of socializing outside the competition, as well as for reinforcing my own claim to a male identity.

For instance, the fetishization strategy. A clever scheme Laura cooked up, in which we have informed the server that our real life cover stories now include that the trans women Emmy and Laura are dating each other.

The community absurdly recognizes that the scheme affirms our manhood, believing that dating between genuine transgender women is quite rare, if it even exists. Therefore, our choice to date each other is a performance of an absurd male fantasy, clear-cut evidence of our manhood, and an additional layer of security for our continued participation in the competition.

Certainly, by assisting Laura in falsifying manhood in this way, I am colluding with her, and I cannot allow her to actually win in the end. My efforts in enhancing the progression of my own growth must not relent, as I cannot at this stage knock her out of the competition with any incriminating information that does not also apply equally much to myself.

The fetishization strategy is something of a double-edged sword in this way. By participating, I effectively render the claim that she is a trans woman, whereas I am merely an imitator, entirely unfalsifiable. A fair trade to make for such impenetrable cover, I assess.

It is a cover, of course. Laura ought to recognize that I am not a trans woman, but rather someone who is operating a simulacrum of a trans woman out of convenience. She is not attracted to men, ergo she must not be interested in pursuing a genuine relationship, and I understand this, even if she has on occasion declared a belief that it is I, not her, who is the “egg”.

Utter nonsense, of course. I am merely playing the part of the transgender lesbian, and I am capable of rationally recognizing that regardless of any accidental attraction to my simulacrum which she might experience, Laura has no legitimate interest in the person underneath. Simultaneously, it would be inappropriate of me as a heterosexual man to approach Laura in a genuine manner, as I respect that she is indeed a lesbian, regardless of how vehemently she claims to be a heterosexual man herself.

Looking at her on the couch, the amused smile on her face, it is hard to suppress such infeasible urges. I desperately wish for her to request another ‘practice round’, as regardless of our plainly incompatible gender-orientation arrangements, she is incredibly good at-

“Girl. You have to see this, the tgirl attrition cascade for Q2 is starting,” she interrupts my ruminations.

I do in fact have to see this.

I sit next to her and lean in to get a good look at the chat.




#General




Chesticle Connoisseur

Package arrived, looks like it’s all good.




Trickster’s Tatas

Nice




Gorgrotthar

Amazing! ^^




Kyle

Remember the rules dude, no sampling the goods before kickoff




Chesticle Connoisseur (Replying to Kyle)

Oh, that won’t be an issue. I’m not attending the kickoff

[Kyle and five others reacted :wtf:]




Gorgrotthar

Aw man, you can’t just skip out on kickoff? D:




Trickster’s Tatas

You know they’ll disqualify you for that, right?




Chesticle Connoisseur

I don’t give a shit, guys. And I’m not a dude.

[Trickster’s Tatas and 10 others reacted with :x_red:]




Brisket Enjoyer

Woah what?




Kyle

Oh shit you’re double disqualified now




Chesticle Connoisseur

And?? I’m only in this for the free hormones, and I already got them. I don’t give a shit about the competition, so I’m out. Later, dipshits!




Chesticle Connoisseur’s name turns white. As expected, the channel erupts in discourse. The usual concerns are raised: Is this trans girl simply going to run off with the hormones, without any consequences? Could any trans girl just sign up, receive the hormones, and then make a swift exit having taken advantage of the competition?

Yes. The system is working as intended, in this case.

Loss to attrition preceding kickoff is by design. While a significant component of the strategy in this game is indeed social deduction, with participants putting on their robes and inquisitor hats attempting to root out the specter of the deceiving trans woman, the intent remains that this is a competition for cisgender men. As such, it is desirable that trans women who are participating to achieve ulterior motives simply self-select out of the rankings, ideally before they have contaminated the leaderboards with too much illegitimate data.

Thus, there is no punishment for withdrawing upon receiving the medication. The Administrator stated once that this is not entirely true: The punishment is life as a transitioned woman.

We all recognize some holes here, namely in that some stragglers might choose to stick around to obtain the surgical interventions provided, or even just the gym membership. For this, we have the tribunals as a secondary deterrent.

Barring basket cases such as Laura, this strategy appears to be sound, if a somewhat questionable use of the seemingly limitless funds this competition expends. Another unanswered question, for now. I am still pursuing leads on where the money could be coming from. The consensual aspect of this entire thing, to me, has ruled out the possibility of funding from old money with particular sexual proclivities. Clearly, someone with the means and loose morals to fund this type of operation would have access to coercive means of producing feminized men, rather than relying on sending out hormones based on participation in an opt-in competition.

Attrition rates would probably persist, but still, it would just be more efficient to kidnap some men, take them to a dungeon somewhere, and go at it. I have thought at length about this, read some stories about how such an operation could function, even. Secretive forcefemming operations driven by sexual motives remain extremely implausible as a real-life phenomenon however, and so does the consentfemming equivalent.

Another participant, “Brisket Enjoyer,” is dropping out, inspired by the Chesticle Connoisseur.

Fair enough. What self-aware trans woman in her right mind would choose to stick around in this environment?

Katherine

First, Nicholas. And now, Jeffrey? What capricious trickster deity have I angered, to inflict upon me not one, but two self-feminizing men with whom I have to cohabit for the duration of this ridiculous competition? Am I not allowed any respite to simply transition in peace?

“But gosh, I’m so happy you’re both doing femme cover strategies! It’s so cool that we’re getting a more diverse meta this year, compared to the logs!” Jeffrey’s saccharine attitude and enormous smile only serve to make this entire ordeal more torturous. Nicholas, in turn, is stunned. Nichole? Seriously? An uninspired imitation of the true glory of a woman embracing the chance to name herself, freeing herself entirely from the shackles of the necronym that was once decided for her.

“Yeah, uh, we thought it would be, um, peak strats. To counter the uh. Boymoder meta.” Nicholas mumbles. Utterly insipid. How, precisely, does he expect to maintain a false transition like this?

“Oh, and you two are going to pull it off, too! I mean, haha, Katherine,” he gestures at me, “already looks like a girl, really, and you Nicky,” he has been appending the -y to Nicholas’ nickname for a while now. What is his scheme here? “I mean, I was expecting you to actually transition for real, to be honest. I just want you to know, if there’s anything you want to talk about, I’m here for you.”

Ah. This is his scheme. He is intent on baiting Nicholas into confessing to a trans identity, to score a knockout. Devious, and yet he will not succeed, for our Nicky’s masculinity is unquestionable. “Nah bro,” I interject, with that habitual gender-charged mannerism which so shamefully undermined my own scheme to prevent the now inevitable feminization of my friend. “Nick’s deffo a guy, just like me.”

Ouch. It hurts to speak these accursed words, but it is a sacrifice I must make, for both our sakes. As I cannot save Nicholas’ endocrine profile, I must at least protect him from losing out on the prize he so clearly desires. Were it not for that monetary reward, I would have already abandoned the competition myself. Classic cinematic jokes about the quantity being diminutive for a villain’s demands aside, a million is quite a lot of money.

“Haha, yeah I believe it, but hey! It’s good you guys have a strategy sorted, I’m still flip-flopping between just pretending I don’t know what people mean, or like, faking a hormonal disorder.” He babbles, babbles, never-ending is his babbling.

“See, I can’t pull it off like either of you, got too much, like, male energy and stuff. Anyway, gotta run.” He starts turning around to leave, before stopping once more.

“Oh, but if you two need to acclimate to the femme strats,” he really emphasizes that, “then I’ll happily use the names, ladies. Would be super awkward to switch between the two contextually, right? I sure will be calling Nicky by ‘Nichole’, so I don’t fumble like you did, haha, ‘bro’.”

The infuriating gall of this man. Utterly contemptuous. “As I was saying. Toodles!”

He departs on his quest to obtain his ill-gotten potions. Baffling, that he believes himself incapable of our strategies, twink that he is. His starting point, in an affront to all justice, is far more pleasantly compact than the hulking monstrosity from which I am emerging. I would murder to acquire the ‘male energy’ he possesses. Nicholas, too, is blessed with an effeminacy I have only recently begun to match. A cruel jest that he is to feminize further in front of me, all of that wasted on a man.

Nicholas—No, Nichole. Apparently.

What the fuck just happened?

What the fuck just happened??

I just came out? But I was pretending to fake it? And I just went and did it, because it was part of the pretend-fake-transition scheme? And both Jeff and Daniel think I’m pretending to be trans to win money?

“Wow, he’s annoying,” Daniel begins the second the door is shut. “And what’s more annoying is that last bit,” he continues.

“What do you mean by that?” I ask. The creeping horror of what’s about to happen now is taking shape in my head.

She looks straight at me, one hand in front of her face, doing the fucking anime hand thing she used to do way back when we were kids. Wait. She?

“My tribunal scheme was undermined by the habitual mannerisms we have developed.” I nod, unsure what to make of this sudden shift to polysyllabic vernacular. “My efforts to dissuade you from participation failed, and I have accepted defeat on that front. However. If we both are to compete in Ranked Competitive Breast Growth, we must do what is necessary to maximize both our chances at victory.”

“The femme strat?” I ask.

“The femme strat.” She concurs. “Let it be clear, Nichole, that I have no doubt in the truth of your manhood. I was merely attempting to dissuade you from setting upon a path on which I have already suffered greatly, for my chest swells and my… appendage…” why does she look so disgusted? “It shrivels, Nichole. Shrivels. This is the path you, too, have chosen.”

Wow I sure hope so. I’m unsure about my feelings about downstairs, but ‘shriveling’ isn’t really an issue. I don’t think surgery is worth it, but if it fell off unprompted? I wouldn’t complain.

“And because of that, you’re calling me Nichole and talking like an anime villain?”

“I am asserting my intent to commit, fully, to the scheme that you must also see the clear superiority of. The men of the Accord server expect a strategy of overcompensatory machismo, for what else would be the obvious choice when denying girlhood in the face of feminization?”

The logic at play here is complete fucking nonsense. Just fucking horrendous, and yet I can’t help but want to hear out the conclusion, because…

“And so, we shall outplay them all, asserting our manhood through its unshakable security. We will commit, fully and entirely, to the pretense of trans womanhood. We will make them see that no genuine trans woman would be so foolish, so brazen, as to attempt this. It is the genius tactic devised by none other than the rising star of the 2023 competition, the Master of Mammaries himself: Complete commitment to falsifying trans womanhood.”

This is so stupid. This is so fucking stupid. And I’m going to go along with it, because despite being fucking stupid, I’m not passing up a chance at transitioning with her, even if she thinks I’m doing it for a completely deranged reason.

“Yeah,” I start.

“Yes? You see the magnificence of the plan?” She’s lighting up. I don’t think I’ve seen her this enthusiastic since… Ever, really?

“I see it, Katherine.” Play it cool, though. She says she ‘believes’ I’m a man, but I can’t afford to make her too suspicious. “It’s as you said after all. Trans women have it easy. Why wouldn’t I want to do it like this, if I’m already competing anyway?”

“Then, Nichooooole,” she’s dragging out the ‘o’. I’m a bit scared of what’s next. “As the senior of our duo of falsified femininity,” please don’t call it that, I’m suffering enough already, “it is my self-evident duty to be your mentor.”

“Huh?” I’m sort of checked out of everything right now. The emotional rollercoaster of an unprecedented amount of contradictory genderings is taking its toll on me.

“Join me. I invite you to come inside my inner sanctum.”

Does she know what that sounds like?

“We shall attain the upper hand by initiating the replacement of our wardrobes. All shall tremble at the sight of our glory.”

Jeff

#General

Brisket Enjoyer

Ok. Time to come clean. I’m also just in this because I’m trans, lmao. I thought I was going to have to play Trans Amogus the whole time, but I mean, CC was right, there’s literally nothing to stop me from just taking the meds and going. So, I’m out.

But before I go, just one thing: You’re all fucking trans. There’s no way even one of you is actually cis. I have no idea what the egg-to-aware ratio is supposed to be, but holy shit. This is the eggiest Accord server I’ve ever seen.

Every single one of you needs to see a therapist who’ll let you figure your shit out. I need a therapist, just from having been here for a week.

That’ll be all, good luck with the titties. Hope to see you all at Pride <3




I finish reading the message.

I get off the bus.

I walk home from the bus stop.

I enter the common room.

Nicholas and Daniel are conversing in Daniel’s room.

Correction: Nichole and Katherine.

I will respect their scheme.

I carry the box into my room.

I put it down. I lock the door. Time for relief.

I open my hidden stash.

Today I will wear the maid dress.

I feel the relief of wearing the maid dress.

It’s been like this for a while. I feel completely hollow inside, except when I’m doing this, the cross-dressing. I can pretend to be happy on the outside, but on the inside I don’t feel anything.

Those two don’t know how lucky they are. They don’t even have to figure out that they’re trans, they’re just stumbling into the game before ever realizing.

Meanwhile, I’m just a sick pervert who gets off on wearing dresses.

God dammit, I wish I was trans.
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  If Only I had the Chest of a Champion

  
  




Laura

“Sis, you need to take a look.”

I repress yet another inflected exhalation, as an overabundance of such expression might disrupt the mood I am carefully calibrating within my rival-cum-wrestling-partner—though she’s doing an adequate job of destabilizing those parameters all by herself, overachiever that she is. Fortunately, I am sufficiently locked-in on my current task and am able to add the finishing touches to the facial cosmetic enhancements I’ve been carefully crafting for well over twenty minutes. A quick confirmational scan in my handheld reflective surface and I’m happy to finally glance up at my perennially persistent partner-in-crime—and crime alone—batting my freshly gold-flecked eyelids in response to her sustained sesquipedalian squawking.

“Look at what, sis?” I drawl, placing the emphasis on the correct syllable—Emmy’s so engrossed in her mystery-marauding mania that she’s forgotten why we even call each other that, and with such pointed intonations.

Disappointingly, she barely registers the identitarian barb. “The NTBV. I’m closing in on a hypothesis.”

My expertly-decorated eyeballs roll in their freshly-gilded receptacles. “I thought we settled at the last ‘practice session’ that your strategem of tweaking the mathematical coefficients would not, in fact, count as an honorable victory.”

“You did, certainly,” Emmy snaps, regaining some of that competitive verve I found so very stimulating in a woman (which she most certainly was). “Regardless, I am not trying to calibrate the equation—at least, not quite yet. I’m trying to divine it.”

“To what end?”

“Have you no curiosity as to why these utterly arbitrary variables are included in what should be a straightforward volumetric computation?”

I flick a lock of glossy, straightened hair over my shoulder, assuming my characteristic smirk that at once conveys all the relevant smugness I am notorious for, and also catches Emmy’s attention in that particular way. “I see no reason to tamper with a formula that has so accurately selected for the supreme candidate, sis.”

The goading is quotidian, emblematic of our routine verbal sparring, that scintillating back-and-forth animating our competitive spirits—but seriously, has she like, still not noticed? My facepaint is so on-point as to make a conflagrative nun weep, and my choice of costuming, while easy enough to mistake for everyday garb, remains recognizable enough that I had expected Emmy to pick up on the provided cues. Perhaps I had, indeed, overestimated her faculties, I consider with a pang of disappointment, and she has been defeated by my mastery of the subtle.

“Yes, I am incentivized to investigate, we both know it, moving on,” Emmy snorts.

She roughly flops down next to me in a manner most unladylike—a strat I’d have to coach her on further, loath as I am to enhance my rival-cum-compatriot’s conversance with the meta, but our advanced two-player approach to the optimization of verdure-proximal subterfuge required such sacrifices. I make a mental note to correct her posture as well, before peering down into the proffered screen.

“So you’ve listed every factor,” I note, bored, scrolling down the list with a glossy, manicured nail—that she still hadn’t noticed. “What about it?”

“They’re in order of relevance to the mammarian dimensional analysis,” Emmy explains with a revolution of her own orbitals, making my ire at her dismissal of my capacity flare up. “A mind with a healthy, adequate degree of curiosity, such as mine, would seek to gauge what similarities characterize the least-relevant criteria.”

My mind was adequately curious—curious about why Emmy cared more about her stupid fucking list than the outfit I had so meticulously organized, practiced, perfected, and then flawlessly implemented before her dense, unperceptive gaze. Gritting my teeth behind pursed lips, I let her aggravating attitude crinkle my otherwise immaculate, glittering facade, and cock an eyebrow at her.

“Yes, the formula is perhaps not as straightforward as it could be,” I allow, finally dropping the ironic term of endearment. “So what pattern connects the confounding factors?”

Emmy gives off an exasperated sigh, just enough that I know she’s overdoing it on purpose, to try and tilt me. “The pattern could be literally anything, is the issue. Look.”

She pulls up a huge fucking mess of a plot with, as I believe seasoned researchers in statistical analysis would say, a “bunch of graphs and shit”. She’s got the whole thing going on here. Scatter plots. Histograms—nice try, Emmy, those are herstograms, you’re not getting me to break cover that easy. She’s got a matrix in there, a sure sign of serious data analysis, a subject I’m both familiar and proficient in.

“Obviously, the PCA tells us what we already know. Most of the NTBV variance is predicted by this one big principal component,” she begins, pointing at the leftmost edge of a pretty uninspired graph rightly stuck in the bottom left corner, the lowest-tier corner for subplots.

“Boobage can’t be adequately described by just one variable,” I assert. She thinks she can just say “linear dependence” to counterplay my immaculately thorough measurement skills.

“I concur,” she admits defeat. “It only describes about seventy percent. The rest…” she slides her finger to the right, “it’s a fucking mess.”

Weird way to describe an almost flat line, but okay.

“Whatever relationship everything outside the eigenmilker has to scoring in the competition, I can’t get statistical significance for a single one.”

She turns to me and pushes on her glasses, light reflecting off them and missing me completely, her eyes perfectly visible in a complete failure to be even a little anime. “We’ve got data on about two hundred people here. The sample size is too small to identify any linear relationships present, and without something to go off, finding the right nonlinear one is going to be a grind.”

“So your conclusion is … no conclusion,” I surmise, permitting the irritation to fully suffuse my body, to the point that I am almost shaken out of “the mood” myself.

“It’s a start,” Emmy cries, no doubt attempting to convince herself more than me—for I am immovable on what an utter waste of time this has been, time we could have spent rehearsing our “covert maneuvers”.

“It’s an end,” I state firmly, in a tone that Emmy has by now learned brooks no argument. “Look at me.”

She obeys, as she usually does when I adopt this tone.

“No, really look at me.”

She does. After a too-long contemplative interlude, her eyes widen.

“W-wait …”

“Yes,” I confirm, before she can stutter out her sentence. “The resemblance is uncanny, is it not? I suppose hailing from the culture of the property’s origin helps … sis.”

At that, Emmy only grows more tongue-tied. My grin increases in both length and wickedness, as I lean over and make apparent just how tight-fitting my white dress now is. Behind the resulting glassy look and slackened jaw, I see her brain running calculations anew, becoming aware of the pin I have adroitly pressed her into. For you see, dear reader-who-is-myself-in-my-own-head-as-I-recount-this-narration-of-my-own-gamewinning-move, I have deviously trapped Emmy in an unenviable binary choice: either admit that she is in fact a sapphic woman who can unproblematically enjoy my simulation of an evil character who is a favorite amongst the lesbians of the fandom—whose tastes I keep abreast of purely to be as convincing as can be in my own deceptions, of course—or otherwise, accept being tarred as a fetishizing heterosexual male who problematically desires a canonically woman-loving-woman—and a white man engaging in orientalist fantasies to boot!

The sudden pressure I have put her under is clearly unraveling her composure, causing her to perspire and swallow and fidget with increasing vigor. She looks helpless, cornered, her discomfort mounting, withering under my piercing gaze as I loom over her with bared fangs, her own skirt proving to be treacherously revealing of the physiological state I have successfully induced in her. Yes, my plan has gone off without a hitch, and surely …

Surely …

It’s quite hard to think when her neck looks so biteable, I must admit.

“You look amazing,” she chirps.

I can bear it no longer. Roaring victoriously, I pounce.

Nichole

Katherine’s taste in women’s fashion scares me.

The rapid, manic process of selecting clothing happened with such an intensity, I barely got a word in before my budget for the month had been blown three times over. My savings account is crying. I would be crying, if I did that at all.

Katherine’s spending habits could easily be described as “thoroughly irresponsible.” In hindsight, I realize that it wasn’t just a lucrative future career in IT she was gesturing at when saying not to worry, as she’s going to have a lot more money on her hands not too far in the future.

The spectre of the economy looms over us. Is it really that simple? Is she going all-in on transitioning, right down to having us both use her new name and pronouns even privately, because she genuinely believes she’ll be the winner of the 2024 prize?

In terms of rankings, she’s decidedly average. (I checked.) The server’s respect for competitors’ privacy is a glaring issue, with timelines of everyone’s measurements, even disqualified ones, just there. And at an NTBV score of 49, corresponding to a European 70A bra size, it seems like the only thing notable about her is server activity.

And holy shit, she’s so fucking active. When does she have time to write all these messages? The word count in just the last week is something over ten thousand, with at-length rambles about the competition that go on absurdly verbose tangents not just commonplace, but expected of her.

You really would think nobody had this much to say about ranked competitive breast growth.

Anyway, the clothes. She ordered some fast shipping, and we already have the package just a few days later. I managed to get a few words in and insist on a few clothes that I’ve actually seen people wear outside. The rest…

Sure, the skirts and thigh-highs are, in her words, “the precise cliché that is needed to sell the notion of a man doing all his research on transfeminine culture with memes.” The same can’t be said for her eclectic taste in frankly ridiculous dresses.

Admittedly, the ridiculous thing she’s wearing right now is working for her, somehow. It’s like a truck full of alt fashion collided with a truck full of thrift store donations and she’s wearing the wreckage, bits of the unfortunate vehicles included, but the way she carries herself looks … good.

Like. Really good.

Which makes my present situation feel all the more fucked, sitting in my chair wearing the outfit she suggested. A skirt, thigh-high socks and a crop top, all together conspiring to make me look like I’ve been attacked by some creature that forces you into ill-considered outfits, straight out of the book of well-considered and helpfully illustrative metaphors.

I’m entirely nerves over here, feeling like I’ll die instantly if someone perceives me, and she’s over there. Lounging on my bed, scrunched-up comforter for support. Like the very idea of her, in that, is completely unquestionable.

It’s the hormones, right? They’re why she’s able to slide so effortlessly into womanhood, while my desperate efforts to make it happen are currently getting me jack shit.

At least I get to start soon. Kickoff is today, in less than an hour.

Katherine lets out something in between a snort and a squeak. “Nichole, you have to see this, it’s incredible!”

She links me to the meme channel of the Accord server. I dread clicking, as everything about the server culture feels like it’s going to give me radiation poisoning, but I can’t exactly refuse now, can I?

It would be suspicious if I was uncomfortable with the meme culture at play here.

The post in question reads:




AVERAGE CASUAL BREAST GROWTH FAN


	literally a woman

	only into getting tits for her gender

	doesn’t even know her NTBV score

	“ahhh, I’m not sure if I want bottom surgery, it’s such a big deal”

	gets less dysphoria from hormones

	scared of flatpecs




AVERAGE RANKED COMPETITIVE BREAST GROWTH ENJOYER


	genuine phi male, so powerfully male he can live as a woman full time without losing his manhood

	unshakable commitment, fights the dysphoria to pursue his goals

	uqs want him, flatpecs respect his humongous honkers

	casuals wish they were him, but they cannot be him, and need to quit trying to be him, and should toss in the towel for the real champion already

	schedules groin respecc confidently, knows a dick is extraneous to his manhood




I’m getting the impression that ‘Mike’, ‘Master’ of Mammaries is processing some … stuff.

Katherine, meanwhile, is giggling. “It’s so true, you know?”

Her breezy assertion reminds me that yeah, her incredibly convincing trans woman act is, in fact, the second part of that accursed meme.

“The discourse surrounding it is quite enlightening, if you look here.” 

She sends me another link, this time to #Strat-General.

“Do I have to be enlightened on this?” I object, trying to come up with a convincingly male reason to excuse myself from the proceedings. “I don’t want to think about guys chopping their dicks off, bro.”

Katherine

She is wavering.

“Not ‘bro’, Nichole. This will not do.”

I cannot allow her to lose her way, ruminating in her mind and away from our cover at the first discomfort. If I accommodate her wavering, then I will not be able to induce the sufficient amount of dysphoria in her before she is too far down the road of bodily modification and roiling in actual embodied torment. At the same time, I have to ensure that my own simulacrum of her attempt at gynemimesis remains note-perfect, as it has to this point.

“We have to be as one here, regardless of our shared discomfort with our …”

Ack, how precisely am I to describe our phalli, adequately projecting the absurd attachment of a man to his hamsword, as well as this imagined man’s maintenance of a performance of memetic transfemininity?

“ … nether regions’ …”

Wait, wrong discomfort.

“… vulnerability … to … medical excision.”

Nailed it.

I press on. “My advice? Do not be afraid, my uh, breastacular apprentice. The way to strength and enlightenment here is to face the discomfort head on, confront it with your arms and other other relevant appendages spread, taking it in fully, to the hilt! Thus conquering it by realizing that it cannot, no matter how deeply it touches your innermost recesses, harm you.”

My words appear to be so convincing that Nichole is left speechless. I must rule this as another success at harboring the deep secret that I have no ability to relate to her outright discomfort with the procedure. Uncertainty, certainly, but discomfort would be pushing it.

“… Fine, I’ll look.” Nichole relents.




Bench Press Meta 2025

Look mate. I am not judging you if you want to chop your dick off, but saying it’s a strat to get gains is unhinged. Saying you’re already having gains just from planning the snip is even more unhinged.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

dickboys stay coping, theres a reason im winning this and youre falling behind




Bench Press Meta 2025

And that reason is I’m a genetic late bloomer, not my intent of having a dick at the end of this shit. Year three gains are where I’ll beat you and your weirdo boyfriend. If this went on for four, you’d be left in the dust, with nothing to show for it except your creepy anime girl cosplay.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

oh lmao your coping so bad. cmon. do the whole dialogue tree. tell me how long puberty is. gimme the whole talk about how we should run the comp for a full decade. PAD me, geneseether. regale me with divinations of how your heirs will be getting the prize once were all rotting in the ground and the final NTBVs have been recorded. meanwhile ill be rewarded for my commitment with a huge rack, a million dollars and a hot former rival i can fetishize lesbians with alllllll day




Bench Press Meta 2025

Bro you two are so obviously gay, holy shit.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

Liking girls as a man is straight, dude. @isaacahedron is obviously a woman, shes just lying to herself.




Bench Press Meta 2025

If Isaac’s a woman then so are you. Idgaf about the tribunals or anything I’m just saying there’s no fucking way for this to be straight.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

ur mom was pretty straight when i fucked her last night




Bench Press Meta 2025

And how do you plan to fuck anyone without a dick, Mike? What’s your plan there exactly?




Mike, Master of Mammaries

wow




Bench Press Meta 2025

Oh, is this the first time you’re thinking about that? 




Mike, Master of Mammaries

no im amazed at how weak youre manhood is. you think i need a dick to fuck your mom? you think a mere meat shaft is what makes me a penetrator, rather than a penetratee? im doing manhood on levels you cant even comprehend. i could take en entire cock allllllll the way up my ass right now and it would still be the other guy walking out of it sore and, to be clear, penetrated, with my heterosexuality fully intact.




Bench Press Meta 2025

…




Mike, Master of Mammaries

which is xactly how i got my girlfriend to squeal my name ten minutes ago and how im gonna make her do it again now, virgcel




Incredible. The Master of Mammaries’ run through this game is truly blazing trails for all men, not only his peers in this competition. And yet, Nichole does not seem to appreciate his absurd genius.

“This is … complete fucking nonsense, Katherine. You can tell this is nonsense, right?”

Nichole

While the utterly deranged woman-shaped man reclining in my bed natters on about how insecure I am in my masculinity, I continue to stare at the single most surreal conversation I have ever had the misfortune to bear witness to in my entire current life, and frankly all possible previous ones. Somehow, the level of dissociation I feel—oh, that’s what this is, isn’t it—exceeds literally my most debilitating dysphoric attacks, a feeling that is only intensifying as the heated exchange of text refuses to abate:




Bench Press Meta 2025

Well pardon me, dollface, but I guess I just don’t see what REMOVING YOUR FUCKING COCK achieves if your only goal is “eliminatin wasteful t-gen from my perfect masculine champions form”. THERE IS ALREADY A PROCEDURE FOR THAT, WHICH DOESN’T INVOLVE DOING ORIGAMI TO YOUR PORKSTAFF




Mike, Master of Mammaries

lol cope harder dongpologist




Bench Press Meta 2025

No fuck you, you are absolutely not blowing this off, answer the damn question or be proved forever anatomically illiterate




Bench Press Meta 2025

Like for fuck’s sake, I am getting the ball-weights excised myself, NEXT FUCKING WEEK. Leaving T-levels for a fucking imperfect biofeedback loop to regulate is just gross negligence. BUT DICKS DON’T PRODUCE TESTOSTERONE, NUMBNUTS




Mike, Master of Mammaries

ur mom didn’t think my nuts were that numb last night




Bench Press Meta 2025

That’s you conceding the point, ‘champion’.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

I concede nothing. I waste my breath on what should be obvious to even the sub-zeta males like you, but for your lack of even the barest spark of a worthy intellect capable of grasping how deeply embedded the Phallus is in our culture, history, bloodlines, psyches, OUR VERY ESSENCES. You need your pustulent, tumescent, blood-filled skin sack of rancid goo to serve as a paltry, tangible, mean fetish for your manhood, while I do not. I, Master of Mammaries that I am, have transcended, have gone even further beyond. You utter reprobates, you unthinking simpleton fools, I have BECOME THE PHALLUS ITSELF, IN BODY, IN SPIRIT, IN MIND AND BE-ING. I AM NO MORE IN NEED OF EXTRANEOUS APPENDAGES THAT TAKE UP PRECIOUS BODILY RESOURCES THAT COULD GO TOWARDS NTBV OPTIMIZATION THAN I AM IN NEED OF YOUR APPROVAL.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

Sis.




I make a mental note to check whether this server covers therapy, too. Before I can tab away to look, Mike’s boyf—girlfriend? Partner. Wait, no, pretend partner?

I really hope it covers therapy.




Isaacahedron

My lady, I really don’t think you understood that essay quite as well as you think you did.




Mike, Master of Mammaries

did I fucking say you could use ur hands yet




Mike, Master of Mammaries

ya. much better.




My fingers almost moved by themselves to type my own “I fucking quit” message, but just then every channel was simultaneously locked.

“Oh, my.” Katherine sat up straight. “It’s starting. Get to your rig.”

Somehow, I find myself in my chair, in front of my monitor with the webcam turned on, Katherine hovering anxiously at my side, injector gun quivering in my dominant hand, staring at a collage of what I have to assume are equally-thunderstruck … “intakes”. We have been shunted into a conference call channel to record our first ever E-injections, taken in perfect synchronicity, in front of every other participant, serving as a …

They say evidence, but it feels much more like a covenant.

Like … I’m clicking on a link to a “listen party” that takes me to a custom webpage with an embedded audio loop that I must play. The haunting notes echo through the speakers of call attendees who haven’t yet muted themselves and so are forcefully muted by admin—there’s an account called ‘Admin’ present, now, that I only just notice, conspicuous though it is for being the only one with their camera off. Instead, the admin account is streaming a countdown to us. I watch the numbers tick off, paralyzed, staring as my new life approaches second by agonizing second.

This is really happening.

Oh, fuck, this is really happening.

Someone unmutes. “Wait, we’re supposed to do it together? I already took my—”

Whoever spoke up is banned before that sentence is even finished. Those of us remaining instinctively freeze, not even moving a muscle. You’d think all our cams were lagging.

Moments later, another attendee joins, their cam screen flickering on. ‘Mike’—it was Laura, now, as her “RLC”, I recall, sitting next to … Emmy? They are attending as the reigning champs, inducting the new blood into the games.

Katherine sucks in a breath, sharply. “That’s the Master of Mammaries herself?!”

Almost as if in response to her, the call’s voice chat erupts in similar expressions of disbelief.




Heir of Breast

wait who’s the cis woman




BigTittyFemboy

are you seriously telling me the master of mammeries is a living waifu




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Girl who did your wings




Melvin

Yeah the picture in my head was … very, very different …




askmeaboutmymaiddress

why does bro look like my body pillow …




Seconds after posting, askmeaboutmymaiddress is whited out.

“Huh?” Katherine checks the mod channel on her phone. “‘Banned for using male forms of address during official proceedings’? I’ve never seen that before …”

“I mean,” someone says, using my voice—I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t even risk talking with my mic off, but my mouth moves nonetheless. “You know this server is like. Really arbitrary, to say the least, right?”

My feeble attempts to highlight the utter insanity of this online space barely have any conviction behind them, though. I’m much more focused on the injector approaching my thigh, as the sands of time continue to trickle by me.

“Let me adjust the camera for you, then …” Katherine bites her lip. “You know, if you’re sure.”

Am I sure? Am I, in this moment, actually sure that I want this?

The countdown hits zero and I slam the needle into my skin too hard, pain blossoming as I pull the trigger and the sweet, miraculous tincture courses into my veins. It doesn’t work instantaneously—it’s not going to show any results for weeks, if not months, but in that moment I don’t care, I don’t care what my rational thinking mind knows. I’m telling you right now, I felt it. I felt that hormone coursing through my eager, hungry, starving body like lighting animating a corpse.

Does a woman crawling through the desert want to collapse in the first oasis she stumbles across, no matter how muddy?

Droplets of blood emerge from the injection site. Katherine wipes them away with a muttered “Be careful!”, but I’m just struggling to hold back laughter, almost rocking in my chair, awash with novel emotions and sensations, pain bleeding into giddiness that washes away my rapidly-dissolving disbelief.

I am renewed, revitalized, revivified, REBORN.

I am Nichole. I am, in this moment …

I am.

“Welcome to the race, future losers,” Laura sneers, her face adorned with what I can only imagine is a very well-practiced smirk. “Enjoy getting your hopes up, only for the champ to dash them to pieces.”

The call ends. My monitor is blank. My reflection smiles back at me for the first time in years, with tears in her eyes.
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Katherine

Infernal powers of the demon realms themselves. Nichole is weeping.

The bottom falls out of my stomach, as the insight and wit is drained in its entirety from my thought processes, complexity of vernacular drowned out by monosyllabic repetition: No, no, no, no, a desperate plea as powerless as it is repetitive. The stupid man within the depths of the immaculate shell identity we have crafted for our conspiracy wavers, traumatized by the very act of injecting estradiol. 

The flesh, too, rejected the needle, demanding such immense force as to wound the skin, and yet this warning went unheeded. The elixir of feminization was injected regardless, and for what? In service of some quixotic pursuit of a mere monetary incentive! Could any amount be worth this? Could any sum compensate for this degree of pain, witnessing which—I am quickly beginning to realize—causes me a degree of undue distress I had not foreseen?

Wait. Distress? Keep your motivations in order, Katherine. Have you lost sight of your original goal, that of protecting Nichole from her- wait, no, that of protecting Nicholas from his ill-considered participation in this absurd competition? I am of two minds about this extreme commitment to the cover story now. Has it interfered with your judgment in evaluating which course of action is to be taken in Nichole’s best interests, Katherine? 

Ack. It has. The notion of referring to her as a man, that class of unfortunate beings to whom the blessed estradiol is anathema, becomes counter to intuition upon insisting on her improvisationally declared moniker and associated substitutional shorthand utterances. Once estrogenization was inevitable and her choice to falsely transition was decided upon, I lost sight of the true stakes, for it was all too easy to downplay the horror that awaits one who lacks the capacity to flourish in feminization.

I presume that such individuals are indeed scattered across the leaderboards of Ranked Competitive Breast Growth. It could not possibly be the case that all who participate are trans women, locked in a perpetual duel of the minds, all of them doing as I am. That, truly, would be an absurdity beyond all reason.

What were we thinking about again? Wait. Yes. Nichole, who is in front of me, and I am staring at her. “Nichol-” e? -as? The silent E sneaks itself into my hesitant vocalization, as pernicious as the E currently within her veins, an accidental default which yet again makes me complicit in sealing her fate. How am I to be of assistance if I hesitate in my quest to let this man be masculine, free of the pressure to transition?

What pressure to transition, exactly?

No…

Have I been-

Of course. Katherine, does your sapphic depravity truly reach such an extent that it is not sufficient to pursue those who are already women? Do you, in fact, need to realize some potential womanhood you have falsely observed in your friend?

Was this, in fact, my motive when I revealed the existence of the competition to her? To seduce her with the promise of monetary gain, in hopes that she would indeed adapt, that she would flourish under the competition? Am I truly so frightened of the bisexual implications of my inexplicable attraction to this man that I have decided to overrule her manhood?

Have I inadvertently constructed a Nichole that appeals perfectly to my sensibilities in a manner which has now incited some absurd yearning for her to be real?

Or is this a ploy on Nichole’s part, some malicious scheme of revenge for my previous act of aggression at the tribunal? Is she deliberately shedding tears, knowing that I would react to it in this precise manner? Has my investment in her potential womanhood and my resulting compulsions to that end been apparent all along? Therefore, is it in fact I who is consequently being manipulated into this feeling of coercive feminization guilt? Would Nichole be capable of such a scheme?

I must probe this distinct possibility through a mindgame of my own.

“Kathy? You said ‘Nichole’ and then just stared at me for a full minute, what’s up?”

Shit. Think of something quick. What would Daniel the true believer in Ranked Competitive Breast Growth say in this situation, precisely? What would Daniel’s flawed assessment of Katherine’s ideal next move be?

“Nichole, I lo-”

Before I am able to deploy my masterful gambit, a sudden rap at the door interrupts us.

“Well that’s kickoff done!” Jeffrey laughs, poking his head in. “One down, right Nichole?”

“Uh, yeah! One down, tits to go.” Nichole turns away from me fully, leaving me even more irrationally, inexplicably forlorn. “Guess we’re officially competitors.”

“For the quarter’s prize I think, it sure is going to be hard for anyone to catch up with Laura for the grand prize, now that I see what a Champion’s chest looks like!” Jeffrey shrugs good-naturedly, effusing a maddening esprit-de-corps I cannot help but be thoroughly irritated at. “So I guess you and I are direct competitors now, just like Kathy and Kyle.”

Wait.

“Just like …” Nichole is similarly thrown off by Jeffrey’s matter-of-fact proclamation. “Kyle? Our fourth and final roommate Kyle? That Kyle?”

“Well, yeah. Don’t tell me you didn’t know he was in!” Jeffrey turns from Nichole’s expression of disbelief to mine. “You’ve spoken to him on the server!”

“I have?” I inquire, sincerely.

“His username on the Accord is ‘Kyle’!” Jeffrey’s appalling ignorance is on full display, as he forgets to account for the common knowledge that multiple people may indeed be homonymous to each other. A common simplification, yet one I have left behind, due to its strategic inadequacy for anticipating the actions of one George, when operating on flawed intelligence which was provided regarding a separate, distinct George. Such failures do not weigh heavily on me, for I have risen above them, and do not dwell on them during sleepless nights, at all, I swear. I counter:

“That could have been anyone.” 

“You’ve yelled at him in the strat channel!” And? I have eviscerated many foes in the colosseum of strategy. Such incidents are of no note to me.

“Oh, that Kyle.” I frown. “I didn’t really make the connection.”

Jeffrey

Kickoff was eventful.

I go to Nichole’s room to congratulate her. She already looks more alive. Her smile is radiant now in a way mine has never been. Perhaps never could be.

The estrogen to her is a missing balm. To me it is a newfound addiction. A drug I take because I want to be more like what guys truly desire.

I push back thoughts of how unappealing my form is. Especially to …

“Kyle?” Nichole asks, stunned. “Our fourth and final roommate Kyle? That Kyle?”

Yes, Kyle. Sure, he keeps to himself, but how could they have not noticed? How could they be so uninterested in Kyle?

I turn to Katherine in disbelief. “You’ve yelled at him in the strat channel!”

“Oh, that Kyle.” To my surprise, she actually frowns. “I didn’t really make the connection.”

Of all the faults that Nichole and Katherine display as roommates, their self-absorption is both foremost and frankly inexplicable. Kyle commands attention. Kyle has been impossible for me to ignore, no matter how hard I tried, and I’ve been trying since the day we moved in.

He’s not exactly buff, but nor is he slight—stocky, well-built, taller than even me, which isn’t uncommon but is still appreciated whenever I see it in a man. The moment I laid eyes on him—you know how in those romance novels that you’re not supposed to read as a man but that you guiltily steal from your older sister to frantically page through under cover of dark, that always describe how tall, dark, and handsome men are, but for some reason everyone insists “dark” means “dark-haired white man”?

Well, I never pictured that. I swear this is true: I think I’ve always pictured Kyle. Not “guys like Kyle”, but Kyle, with his jet-black hair and eyes and swarthy skin that on that day was gleaming slightly from perspiration and exertion, and just the safest-looking arms and shoulders and chest.

Yes, I’ve always pictured Kyle.

I didn’t know then exactly where he was from—still don’t, and he hasn’t told me. I offered to help him move a box upstairs but he just grunted and did it himself, because of course he didn’t need the help in the slightest. I wondered if he didn’t want to appear weak in front of me, another man, a man belonging to a demographic that frequently belittles and denigrates guys like him, to my utter and undying shame. I was painfully aware at that moment that Kyle was likely painfully aware of having to room with three white people, and whether he was from here or anywhere else, I knew that I had to go out of my way to make him comfortable. The second I was finished packing away my own things, I sought him out in the common room.

“Kyle, I want you to know that I have absolutely nothing against your kind.”

I confess, I was not expecting him to stare at me with shock, nor roll his eyes the way he did.

So I tried to figure out where I’d gone wrong without burdening him further, and to my mounting mortification, I realized that my being so sheltered and inexperienced in matters of talking to people external to my own homogenous, somewhat conservative culture had led me to other him needlessly, even when trying to convey the best of attentions. Resolving to do better, I read up on everything I could regarding both the topic of racial justice—a subject my own school and parents had never exposed me to—and the travails of South Asian immigrants in particular. When next I spoke to Kyle, I knew I’d have the perfect apology in hand.

“Kyle, I’m sorry, but I’ve realized that as a white person, I will always benefit from your marginalization.”

That was when I realized that Kyle made me too nervous to talk like a normal, sane human being.

It’s not his fault, you know. It’s not his fault that I’m just an idiot white guy who will never get a perfect, sweet, soft-faced but firm-chested nerdy Adonis—or in his case, Arjuna—like Kyle to give me even a second glance, not when I look a flat slab of sour alabaster hewed from a grimy ancient marble column that some fucking racist probably claims proves the ‘innate superiority of white culture’, barf.

Still, I try. I can’t stop trying. I tried as little as two hours ago, before kickoff.

“I’ve been reading up a lot on your culture and customs, Kyle,” I announced to him while doing the dishes—he does the dishes a lot because Nichole and Katherine just don’t, which isn’t fair, so I’ve been doing them more. “The festivals and poojas and temple rituals—it really is a rich, vibrant tradition.”

When Kyle’s response was preceded by his signature intake of breath between his teeth—indicating how much his patience was being tried—I wasn’t any more upset than usual. I’d made peace with the fact that I would never be able to utter a word to him with the appropriate degree of sensitivity.

“I’m Christian.”

“Oh. I see.”

“We have those, you know,” he pointed out, understandably vexed at my incessant fuck-ups.

“Of course—I mean, I should have known, given your name,” I muttered sheepishly.

“You know Kyle isn’t my actual name, right?” Kyle put away the plate he had been drying—even when he can’t stand me and knows he’s doing more than his fair share, he still lends a hand because he’s just a saint and I’m just a worm. “My actual name’s been mangled so many times, I had to make a more anglicized one for y’all’s benefit.”

“I mean, I’d be happy to use it!” I perked up, hoping he’d tell me.

“It’s Kaalappan.”

Nope, that is not a name I should even attempt to besmirch with my stupid uncultured white mouth.

“Wow, that’s so, well, it’s very …”

“Foreign,” Kyle finished for me, putting down the last bowl with the dishrag. “I’ll be in my room. Good luck with kickoff.”

For my sake, I really, really hope that I only imagined his door slamming shut a bit too hard.

He has a girlfriend, you see. I think about that miserably whenever I’m in my room trying on new outfits, thinking about how much prettier she’d probably look in my newest skirt or leggings or frilly lace thing. Why would Kyle ever give me, in my unremarkable, uninspired, unattractive ghastly get-ups, any attention? I bet he’s hounded by pretty girls who aren’t secret perverts, who don’t have to look up slur-filled erotic videos every time they have a pang of longing for him.

Why couldn’t I have been a pretty girl? Why couldn’t I have been trans? Why did I have to just be a silly boy who didn’t know how to move on, a cliche stereotype of a bottom pining for his heterosexual roommate slash competitor in a ranked breast growth competition?

I am happy for Nichole and Katherine. I do not understand them. Shaking my head, speechless, I simply close the door to Nichole’s room and retire for the night.

I don’t cry as much into the pillow this evening.

I fall asleep eventually.

Kyle

The wordy one accosts me when I return to put away the rest of the dried dishes.

“So, finally, it is revealed,” she blubbers, already worsening my headache. “We are in the same quarter, you and I.”

“Yes. I’ve mentioned that. Several times.” I reach up to open the cabinet doors, glad for the excuse to turn away from whatever trite cartoon gestures she’s now making. “Just like I’ve mentioned your inability to actually do any dishes. Several times.”

“I assure you, I was merely biding my time.”

“Sure you were.”

There’s still half a linear algebra problem set waiting on my desk, so I’m hoping whatever overly-loquacious, now in-person blather Boymoder Sephiroth has in store for me can at least be concise by her standards.

“Firstly, I apologize for characterizing you as, um …”

“I believe it was ‘one whose low standing is predestined by inferior genetics’.”

“… Given this context I was lacking at the time, I ought to have chosen my words with more caution.”

“Much more awkward when you have to look the guy you’re delivering villain speeches to in the eye, eh?”

“And yet I cannot help but notice that you are, indeed, distinctively a guy.” She looks smugger than usual. “If I’m competing with someone whose meagre ‘gains’ his girlfriend hasn’t even noticed, I suppose I have less to worry about than I thought.”

So that’s what it’s come to. Offline as well as on. I tuck away the last bowl and close the cabinet door, rounding on her with a little more anger on my face than I wanted to show. At least the sight of it leaves her suitably chastised.

“You talk more smack than the champion with the middest gains in the whole cohort,” I snap. “So even if I had reasons to worry about you, your numbers wouldn’t be one.”

Her eyes narrow. “What do you mean if?”

“I mean that you’re not competition,” I scoff. I knew that’s what this friendly chat was about. “You’re so obviously trans-identified it’s not even funny.”

Miraculously, I have the pleasure of witnessing her speechless.

“Such accusations, I suspect, are merely the flailings of one who cannot succeed at this brilliant scheme,” she eventually recovers. “Especially not whilst courting a woman of the heterosexual persuasion.”

“This is not a relationship worth a hundred thou.” I’m sneering now, glad to finally let it out. “Honestly, after all this time cooped up with you and Jeffrey and all your gay antics, I’m going to enjoy beating you at your own game. Then I can maybe finally move out of this bloody fruit basket of an apartment.”

“… So that is the nature of your scheme.”

“Oh, not right away!” I laugh, actually enjoying myself. I see why she does this. “I’ll let you stew for a bit, get your hopes up, make you wonder whether I have enough to knock you out. Then I’ll do it. When I feel like it. Because you’re not that careful, ‘Daniel’.”

When I see her reaction, I do wonder whether using the other name was a bit too far.

“Anyway, do your damn dishes and I might give you an extra week. Goodnight.”

There was more I wanted to say to that idiot white girl and her obliviousness, but I honestly couldn’t stand the look she was giving me. For the second time in one evening, I slam my door shut, hoping I’ve made some kind of point.

Hoping no one notices I’m hiding my mounting panic.

I just want the money. I just want to be able to get out of here fast, without having to endure two more years of college under the yoke of my hovering fundie parents. That is all I want. Money. Nothing else.

That’s why I’m so distressed when I strip my torso bare and stare at myself in the mirror instead of starting my problem set. No gains. The barest hint of breast buds. The primal, animalistic clawing within my stubbornly-flat chest as I look at myself for the hundredth time today, trying to will the fat from the rest of my body into my infuriating flatpecs, is purely for monetary reasons.

Well. Monetary reasons, and knowing that without that money, I have to call my mother religiously, every two days, and smile brightly while telling her just how much I get along with her best friend’s daughter, so as to keep her hopes of an eventual long and happy marriage between my girlfriend and me alive.

A marriage where I’d live with my parents until I was forty-five, working at dad’s company 9-5, day after day after identical, monotonous day, wearing suits and carrying briefcases and sporting the flattest of flat pecs.

Grow, dammit.

Katherine

Inconceivably disastrous. Utterly repugnant. A wreck of a conversation on every level. Kaalappan has attained the coveted high ground across all strata of rhetorical combat, and I am left failing to wield this pathetic brush, the might of which pales in comparison to that of the encrusted stains left by meals from a bygone era.

I must account for this new information and reassess my priorities. Primarily: Is my trans woman cover strategy truly as precarious as he claims? If so, I must devise a counterplay, accounting for all new information I have obtained.

It depends on the server culture, and how I may leverage its biases in my favor. Certainly, its perception of masculinity is skewed to an extent where an accusation of transfemininity from him might, under the right circumstances, be turned around, reflected, ultimately causing his defeat. It would be a simple matter, to weave a narrative of one who is envious, enraged by the injustice foisted upon her, that she is to have none of what I am getting in such abundance.

Yes, and surely the server’s demographics, notably melanin-deficient as they are, would tend to biases that operate in my favor. A reprehensible stratagem, one that claws at the edges of my morality, yes.

But would the man I am pretending to be harbor such reservations?

Is it not essential to my survival within this game that I act according to the morality of that fictitious individual?

No, Katherine. You will not succumb to this temptation. It is profane. A hard boundary of lows to which you cannot stoop is essential. The power of racism, whether wielded ‘tactically’, ‘ironically’ or otherwise, is a corrupting force. To forge pacts with this demon is a losing move, a failure point of far greater importance than mere victory.

It is even more reprehensible than force-feminizing your unwitting companion.

This, too, is an evident force of evil with which I have found myself inadvertently tampering. Truly, this sport is a test of all my morals, straining at my very strong moral foundations which I apply consistently, actually.

Absconding from this frightening tendency only risks allowing it to fester, as it has before my realization struck. The only course of action to curb this beast within me, this devouring mother seeking to overrule all that is Nichole. I must face it head on. The conspicuously forward engineered love confession tactic must wait.

I retreat to my chambers, ensuring that the door is locked.

I must do research.

Emmy

I have been forced to consider, on more than one occasion, whether Laura’s true gambit is to neutralize me as a threat to her unquestioned dominance.

Before, when I was simply boymoding in public, I certainly drew the odd gaze or exclamation of ire, but I did not have to spend so much time on … this. On caring about what dress matches with what shoes, what shade of makeup suits my skintone best, and whether Laura and I can convincingly project the curated image of two lesbians when out and about, hand in manicured hand, visiting teashops and patisseries and even the occasional museum, of all things.

All my number-crunching and statistical analysis on the median products best-deployed by women of my complexion amount to naught because Laura chooses anyway—decorating me like yet another accessory on her arm, painting me like one of her miniatures to adorn her victorious laps about the city, flaunting both the prize-winners she refers to as “the ideal male form”, as well as her utterly domesticated, diminished, disarmed pet.

And I like it.

That’s the one confounding variable I haven’t been able to account for, no matter how hard I tweak the parameters. I like being an accessory on Laura’s wrist, a prettied-up doll to accentuate whatever ensemble she wants to effortlessly display. I like coming to her apartment when she calls, dropping literally everything to spend another moment at her heel. I like feeling pretty, oh my gosh I like it more than I thought I would, given a lifetime of being told that I could never—should never—be pretty.

I, Emmy, the runner-up of Ranked Competitive Breast Growth, the server’s only hope at ending the Mistress of Mammaries’ reign of terror, have stopped caring that Laura The Impenetrable is the single most obvious, brazen, and shameless trans woman to have ever graced the Accord, presiding over a throng of helpless men who can only look on in impotence and awe as she mangles gender philosophy to keep her participation in this sham secure.

Because by gosh, she makes me feel pretty.

She makes me feel other things, too. Used, in the best ways, in ways I’ve always wanted but I realized I never quite had, because no one else ever quite looked at me like she does. I wonder if it’s because she wants to literally fuck it out of me: the confession, the admission that, for all our accords about keeping our privacy private, she will gleefully leak the moment I, in the throes of body-shaking ecstasy, admit that I am in fact her pretty little princess.

It’s not that I don’t want to.

Unfortunately, Laura cannot sweetly, sensually torture out of me a truth that isn’t there.

Laura The Impenetrable is the most beautiful woman who has ever deigned to consort with me. That much is beyond question. What I am beginning to suspect, however, is that her machinations, pleasurable though they may be, will cease the moment she cannot secure what she wants out of me. When she finally, heartbreakingly realizes that I’m just not what she believes me to be, all of this—the glitter, the gold, the locking me inside a cage I’d never flee if you handed me the key—will be snatched away, when I again prove unable to give someone what they want from me.

See, I’m beginning to suspect that Laura thinks I’m like her.

And I’m just not.

That truth is so obvious, it threatens to blind me more harshly than the sheer radiance of her most wicked smile, or the aureate majesty of her dress, her immaculately-polished face—fuck it, her soul. Laura’s a real woman, see, because she actually wants to be one. She actually burns at the imposition of a sexed injustice on her perfect form, through an accident of birth that was never hers to be burdened with—though, everything she’s forged it into is all the more beautiful for her expert craftswomanship. Laura is a woman in a way most wish they could be, in a way I wish I could be … but most of us are common clay, not gold to be panned from silt.

I don’t hate fucking Laura.

I could never hate fucking Laura.

I am just a fucking straight guy who just loves fucking the amazing woman who has for whatever reason decided he’s worth allowing the privilege.

I want to be her girlfriend, sometimes. I really, really do. When her legs close around me and her fingernails dig into the muscles of my back and she says the raunchiest, loveliest, filthiest things into my ear, I really really want to believe I’d be happy to doing this with a strap, or my fingers, or just any other way where I could inhabit the same kind of body Laura clearly, desperately wants.

But I don’t.

That’s just not what I want.

And it’s fucking killing me.

She’s sitting there, moonlit, taking a moment in front of the mirror, removing jewelry and eyeshadow and other adornments she’d left on for my pleasure, as though I could ever deserve such consideration, such care from a goddess. She’s going to come back soon, going to want more, as much as I do, and I can’t fucking wait. 

And as much as I enjoy the body I now have, I can’t pretend I want it to change any more, not as much as Laura does.

“Relentless, sis.”

No sooner does she finish wiping her lipstick off than is she already straddling me again, and I’m unable to deny how much that excites me. I clench my fists, willing my body rigid, in a pantomime of straining against the fake restraints she’s strapped me into.

This is different, though. She hovers, keeping me in a spot that I can only helplessly throb against, quivering with anticipation.

“You’re so hard.”

Laura snickers, and it’s the cutest thing I’ve ever heard.

“Well,” I manage to gasp, somehow—she hasn’t put the gag back in. “The HRT did nuke my refractory period.”

“Not more than I will.”

Her torso descends, pressed against mine, and I could cry at the sheer intimacy of feeling practically all of her with all of me, barely suppressing actual convulsions.

“You’re really not going to respecc, then?”

Shuddering, I try to focus on what she’s saying, hard though it is. “I don’t want to. I’m sure.”

Honesty. I don’t want her to be more disappointed than she already will be. I brace myself for her to freeze, to push away from me, to throw my clothes at me and demand I vacate her room at once.

Instead, I feel her … grip me harder, like she wants to crush me between her thighs.

“Good.”

I gulp. “Good?”

“Yeah.” Laura begins to move against me, keeping me maddeningly between—oh.

I realize, finally, where she’s positioned me. The spot where it will be—where it should be.

“Because when I’m back,” she whispers through fangs bared an inch from my ear, “when I’m done staying with my family and healed up and flying all the way back to you, my pet …”

Sounds that I didn’t know I could make emerge from my throat.

“I want you to be the first to cum inside me.”

As if in anticipation, as if responding to that commandment, my body—as it always does—obeys Laura, giving her everything she wants out of me, and more to spare.

Nichole

Ok. Holy shit. I’m on estrogen. Kathy is leaving me alone. I’m alone and I’m on estrogen.

What now?

Let’s see. Kathy was about to say something after kickoff. She did the stare where it looks like she’s about to say something important, and then?

Hm. Okay. Before Jeff interrupted with Kyle Lore, which I sure hadn’t caught on to, she was starting a sentence.

I pull up “words that start with ‘lo’” on some website covered in ads. There’s a bunch of them, and I should probably filter them down a bit for manageability. Katherine’s idiosyncrasies with sentence structuring don’t generally put anything other than verbs and adverbs after I, and–

My thoughts are so fast? I’m so aware of what I’m doing right now? Holy shit. I check the Accord server. They’ve assigned her a role, “Boymoder Sephiroth,” because she keeps changing her username. Today it’s “Radiant Glory of Overwhelming Fury.” Timestamps. Nothing since kickoff, and before kickoff she was doing… “progcourse”. Shit, I need to look into prog strats too, but okay. Verbs on “lo”.

Some of them fit her idiosyncratic vernacular, I guess. Wow, she was holding that in for a while between school and changing up her presentation. It suits her, honestly. Wonder why I felt the need to call it cringe back then?

Loathe. Lout? Is that a verb? Guess it is, but she wouldn’t use that, I think. Look? ‘Nichole, I look upon you with something something, for it is such and such.’ Believable. Loiter? Yeah, she does do that, on my bed.

Lots of possibilities, huh. Shit, I feel so alive. 

I love being on estrogen! Is it supposed to make my heart hammer this much?!
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  Interlude: AITA for accidentally inflicting forced feminization upon my best friend?

  
  




[Posted to /w/AmITheAsshole by user throwawayAccountOfGreatMystery]

I (23MtF) am living with my longtime best friend (23M) in shared student accommodation, and I am facing a conundrum of great perturbance on which I have dwelt at great length, and am now seeking the wisdom of the Wrotit community to assist me in seeking the true, righteous path.

For context: I realized the truth of my transgender identity in the previous year, emerging victorious from a lengthy struggle within. Having settled, finally, the certainty of my self, I proceeded.

In pursuit of acclimating my trusted confidant to the notion of my true self, I deployed a scheme in which I passed off my rapidly undeniable metamorphosis as occurring simply as a means to an end, that being to participate in women’s sports for the vast riches and glory to be claimed therein.

While it is true that I am exercising regularly, I harbor no illusions of victory in any sports, for I am a frail being of little physicality, endowed with minimal athletic talent. My deployment of this clever ruse served primarily to test his understanding of transgender politics, to see if he would recognize that such a scheme is foolhardy. 

To my great chagrin, he not only believed this to be a good strategy, but indeed wished to participate himself!

I was faced with a horrific dilemma: My friend had set himself upon a path to inflict gender dysphoria on himself, not understanding the pain of a body mismatched to one’s self! I concocted another scheme to dissuade him from the path of ranked competitive women’s sports, one in which I intend to maximize the rapidity of the onset of his gender dysphoria by way of pushing him towards the expedient adoption of feminine address, presentation and mannerisms.

However. In the span of the preceding two months, not only has this strategy failed to bear fruit, instead only threatening the magnitude of my friend’s fruits, it has raised concerns within me that I have approached this issue in a manner that is so deceptive, I have even deceived myself!

You see, dear Wrotit community, I suspect that for a long time now, I have suppressed a deep-seated urge to engage in the forced feminization of others. From whence this dark calling came, I do not know, but the forbidden power of it is tempting, stimulating even.

I dread the possibility that this treacherous libido of mine has overruled my morality, influencing my judgment towards a path that disregards the autonomy of my friend, as well as her best interests. Even as I write this, I suppress shameful thoughts of forcefemming, how it calls to me and threatens to corrupt my morals until I discard all reservations to sate this evil urge within me.

You see the conflict, do you not? In my assessment, there are two wolves inside me:


	The one which intends to save my friend from feminization.

	The one which craves to see it through, driven by my thirst.




At the present moment, with my companion’s expressed hesitancy towards several of my suggested outfits, coupled with her continued insistence on maintaining the hormonal treatments, it appears to me that both wolves are losing. 

But I digress, for my question is simple: Given that I did not reach awareness of this uncontrollable feminizing influence in time to seal it before it could sway those in my proximity, am I culpable for moral failure? Am I merely deceiving myself yet again, when I insist that I did not know?

I have been researching the subject of forced feminization when time permits, though I dare not approach it through anything other than secondary sources, for the time being. This caution is essential, for just the thought of falling into a downward spiral of corrupting arousal through exposure to the source material inflicts upon me a terror in my loins.

EDIT: I do not appreciate insinuations that this is a ‘troll post’! There is nothing ‘deranged’ nor ‘cringe’ about my authorial voice, it is a sincere expression of my pure spirit!

EDIT 2: Furthermore, my friend is not transgender! I have clear evidence to say as much, in that she has stated this herself.




[Comment posted by user steph0914 with 43 upvotes]:

YTA. Not for any “forcefemming” but because you refuse to just communicate with your friend. WTF OP?




[Comment posted by user tangibleMoose with 38 upvotes]:

It is very concerning that you are taking hormonal medications without proper medical supervision! 

Gender-affirming hormone treatment is a serious medical intervention, and self-medication without proper expertise is inadvisable!

Rapid Onset Gender Dysphoria is a controversial alternate hypothesis of transgender identity which lacks scientific support, and there is no reason to suspect that your friend is affected by it. 

Major medical organizations recommend against succumbing to dark temptations from within–especially without proper certification to act as an endocrinologist!

“Straight genocide” is a controversial concept pushed by organizations such as Sex Is Important and GLB Confederacy, would you like to hear more?

Both individuals described in this post should cease all treatments immediately.




[Comment posted by user spaceboy612 with 25 upvotes]:

Um, is anyone else worried that the transwoman who posted this might be a terf? They clearly hate men and dont respect that their roommate is gnc. I think this person is unsafe in queer spaces, and hope that someone can find out who they are so they dont threaten anyone else like this. ‘Forcefem’ is a misandrist dogwhistle.




[Comment posted by user charleslightning with 17 upvotes]:

bro what the fuck are you even talking about how many drugs are you on rn dawg and where can i get sum




[Comment posted by user TheRealLeuitenantSheep with 9 upvotes]:

god I wish that was me
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  PHALLUS VANQUISHED

  
  




Nichole

Of all of Katherine’s recent idiosyncrasies, her insistence that we spend increasing amounts of time outside the apartment is certainly the worst.

I don’t want to be outside. I don’t want people to perceive me while I fret and worry and stress myself out over every minute alteration to my appearance, no matter how slight or imagined. I feel exposed. I feel like a caterpillar being repeatedly ripped out of her cocoon, asked to pupate in full view of hostile and judging eyes. I used to be good at tuning them out, but now—and was I imagining those, too? The sidelong glances, the lingering gazes, the curving of lips in response to my increasingly softening form?

Expressions had never been my strong suit; this was not helping.

Katherine, however, was as unsympathetic as she was unmoved by my pleas. The little I had been able to gather from her overly-florid rationalization was that she wanted me to “hone my skills” at “demonstrating conviction in the real-life cover”, and also that the apartment had become an “overtly hostile zone full of the probing eyes of hidden foes”. I think she should have just apologized to Kyle for the dishes at the same time I did, he was pretty sporting about it, but Katherine never takes the shortest path when a roundabout meandering one accompanied by a ten-thousand word monologue would do.

Sucks that I have to be collateral in her ability to handle an awkward conversation with a roommate. Because as much as the estrogen has been improving my mood these past weeks—had it already been two months? I should check—there’s nothing quite like being constantly exposed to strangers who can’t seem to tell what you are and what they should make of you to make you want to crawl into both a literal and figurative closet.

At least today we’re at a park, so the relative density of people around us is quite low. Kathy had mumbled something about “taking in the blessed life-giving force of our nearest star” to justify putting us both in something too skimpy by half and having us stretch out on a picnic blanket under the noonday sun. It was alright now, but I was sure I’d been gawked at a dozen times on the way over.

There’s this one video playing in my head. On repeat. Some trans woman, caught having a public meltdown. Her appearance and outfit dissected at length by thousands of strangers throughout the internet, her name and personal information circulated, spurious accusations of sexual misconduct and all. 

Rationally, I know she’s the victim of harassment.

Irrationally, I am absolutely fucking terrified of even looking the tiniest bit like her.

And I don’t know what it is about right now that’s making that latent feeling flare up but holy shit I want to dig myself down into a hole and hide and not be perceived and retreat and give up on feminine presentation entirely. Find safety in baggy clothes and plausible deniability.

“I uh. Kathy,” I mumble.

“Speak clearly,” she exclaims in return, louder than necessary. “Retreating into inaudibility is not a substitute for making use of your vocal abilities.”

I flinch just a little. I started doing voice exercises using some of the resources in the ‘RLC-vocal’ channel some weeks ago, figuring I could just slowly build it up privately and then flip over once it was ready.

Then, I sort of got the hang of it really fast, at least according to Katherine. I’m not entirely sure what the expression on her face was, from context clues I guess she was impressed but it sort of looked like she was terrified?

Using it outside is a challenge, though. I try, and it just doesn’t fire off right. It feels like the stakes are higher, like there’s less room for failure. Like I’ll be the failed trans woman embarrassing herself in public.

So I settle for keeping quiet, still. “Do we have another blanket?” I’m struggling to maintain eye contact. Actually, I’m looking at a nearby tree. “I’m,” mortified by the vulnerability of being seen, “cold.”

She does her lingering processing-stare for a moment before furrowing her eyebrows.

“While some increased sensitivity to cold is an expected obstacle to overcome on this path we are on, Nichole, today is a day of glorious weather. If this is too cold for you, then you ought to consider whether your quest is destined to fail.”

Sigh. “Can I just have a blanket anyway?”

“Nichole. It is plainly evident that it is not heat that you seek.”

She’s being loud and if someone walks by it’ll draw attention and–

“Can you keep it down,” I start. “We’re in public, and—I just—”

“Just what, exactly?” she’s getting louder.

I’m not getting away with relying on implication, I guess. “What if we’re being cringe?”

She freezes for a bit.

“Cringe?” she says, the tension visibly building, bulging under her very visible skin. “You are afraid of being cringe? Even now?”

“Especially now,” I whimper.

Katherine’s hand is on my shoulder what the fuck is happening what is she doing—

“Let me tell you what is cringe, Nichole.” She’s looking me straight in the eyes. “To allow yourself to be consumed by undue concern for the judgment of others, shrinking away out of fear, is cringe. To compromise your wishes, your morals, your self out of advance compliance with the edicts of strangers, is cringe.”

I reach for my phone to try to find a way out of the confrontation.

“Always, Nichole, you rely on external means to avoid accountability for your own desires, your own needs. Is that not cringe? Is it only cringe when someone dares to commit fully, with confidence, to assert herself?”

Shit, she’s sort of got me pinned there. Rhetorically and physically, in a position I’m choosing to have no strong opinions on, I think.

“Cringe festers in the half-measures, in the performance of apathy, in the need for plausible deniability to escape accountability for your own desires,” she continues.

Fine, okay, the position is hot, she’s hot, I am attracted to her, this is not the time for that!

“What you risk is to be consumed by the fear of cringe, Nichole. Instead, you must face it head-on, challenge it, and have confidence.”

She leans back for a moment. There’s so much about what she just said that’s nonsense, and I want to object to it so badly, but–

Can hormones make you completely lose it? Is the sheer amount of persistent, ongoing embarrassment somehow acting as exposure therapy? Is something fucking with my neurochemistry?

Or is Katherine actually making sense?

“And that is the mindset of the trans women we are pretending to be for this competition!”

Nope. Still not making a lick of sense, but at least I’ll stand for something.

“Sure, that sounds great, until we run into someone who actually hates trans women.”

Katherine looks down on me with a deliberate, sort of villainous smirk. Is she acting like that girl from the server, on purpose?

“But Nichole,” she gloats, “haven’t you kept up? Transmisogyny can’t harm us, because we are merely pretending to be trans women!”

Before I can reply—or, well, organize my open mouth into legible sounds—our phones buzz violently, in tandem. Katherine’s is instantly in her hands, prompting me to sigh deeply instead.

“Kathy, you said we were here to touch—”

“Peace, Nichole! This is a matter of utmost gravity, outweighing even the bedazzling sight of your form dappled in sunlit majesty!”

“—huh?—”

“This is inconceivable!” Katherine turns her phone around to show me.

I squint, trying to perceive what’s on her screen through the harsh sunlight. “That’s … isn’t that just the picture Laura posted this morning when she woke up from surgery, with the caption ‘I lived, bitch’?”

“No, not that, the thread under that post!” Katherine is practically vibrating. “Trickster’s Tatas has challenged the Impenetrable One to Discursive Combat!”

Her announcement is delivered with such gravitas, I almost feel bad for asking what the fuck that was supposed to mean.

Kyle

My heart hurts every time I think of Rupali.

Irony has never been this bitter, because to be perfectly honest, any other guy in my position would feel lucky, blessed, like he’d hit the jackpot being betrothed to this sweet, warm, round-faced and honey-voiced angel, with her cascading brown locks and bubbly disposition and sparkling mischief behind the brightest eyes you’ve ever lost yourself in.

Which I do my level best not to.

I’ve wondered often if a girl like her would ever give an ogre like me a second glance if we hadn’t literally been forced into proximity by the idle fantasies of our parents that, for some reason, hold such sway over our very lives and destinies. We’re both in the same college, the same major, the same classes, and subject to the same degree of sheer scrutiny and surveillance to make sure that, like good little dolls, we’re regularly holding hands and organizing playdates to come around to each other’s bedrooms, where we will of course sit next to each other chastely while watching G-rated movies lest we incur the wrath of Baby Jesus.

Not that there is even the slightest risk of anything with a higher rating occurring on either of our beds. Bad enough that she has to see me, speak to me, tolerate the dead weight of my very presence around her no-doubt perfect anklets. I could never even imagine doing something so base and repugnant as demanding any more from her than the minimum requisite amount of time we have to spend together to report to our respective elders that their petty little plans for our lives are proceeding on schedule.

Which is why I’m utterly wracked with guilt over how nice it feels to even sit next to her in the library, working on our problem sets.

I tried my level best to sit between two people during our differential equations class, but the idiot next to me “spotted a friend” and moved two rows behind just when Rupali walked in, and so she had to begrudgingly settle down next to me and flash me that big bright smile of hers that I wish she didn’t have to perform for my benefit. This locked us into having lunch together, because it was right after class and we’re obviously heading towards the same dining hall, resulting in her having to put her arm in mine and continue to endure my existence to keep up the charade. Then, over lunch, while she tried to spoonfeed me flan in a pantomime of what happy couples do, she asked me for help with linear algebra in exchange for helping me with the differential equations homework.

“Sure,” I agreed, because she should get something out of this nightmare she’s been trapped with me in.

That, at least, is easy enough. I can keep my head down and focus on the notes she’s provided me, helpfully color-coded with a variety of ink-pens she carries with her to every class. She has really cute handwriting, which looks all the cuter displayed in shades of pink and red and green, neat and meticulous in a way my chickenscratch has never been. Even the i’s are dotted with little hearts, a painstaking detail to make dry mathematical discussions just a bit less dull. I almost feel bad that the notes I’ve provided her in turn are barely legible, likely as ghastly for her to look upon as my face.

“You look really cute when you’re concentrating real hard on something, you know?”

I look up from the notes, more than a little slack-jawed, only to see her fail to suppress a giggling fit.

“I’m … well, you see …”

I’m spared from having to make head or tail of that by my phone suddenly and violently vibrating itself halfway across my desk.

“Didn’t you put it on ‘Do Not Disturb’, Kal?”

“I did,” I respond absentmindedly, picking the phone up and seeing the notification from the Accord. “This is just, um, special. It’s for … roommate emergencies.”

“Oh! Did Katherine do something again?”

“Yeah, that’s the most likely culprit—hang on, what?” I blink up at Rupali. “How … do you know Katherine?”

Unless I had taken a recent blow to the head, I could not recall nor even imagine inflicting either that name or the ridiculous headache it described to sweet, blissfully ignorant Rupali.

“Jeffrey told me you two haven’t been getting on of late.”

“You know Jeffrey?!”

Rupali gives me an incredibly amused look, almost as if she’s enjoying the effect her casual revelations are having on me.

“Yes, Kal, I know Jeffrey. We organized the GSA’s latest protest against the admin’s policies on name changes together.”

Every word she speaks begets more questions than the last.

“You know,” Rupali continues, “maybe if you talked to me about something other than problem sets, you’d know these things already.”

“You’re in the GSA?” I manage to sputter, afraid I was hitting some sort of comprehension saturation point. “That’s … okay with your parents?”

“Arre, it’s all ‘extracurriculars’ to them,” she replies with a laugh, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Kal, you don’t tell mummy-daddy every little thing you do, do you?”

An awkward silence lingers between us momentarily.

“You do! What a good child!” Rupali is snickering. “Is that why you haven’t touched anything besides my hand so far?”

So this is what brain death feels like.

“Oh no, relax.” Rupali is covering her mouth with one hand, valiantly straining to force back peals of laughter. “I promise, Kal, I’d never take advantage of a good, innocent, sanskaari boy like you. Go deal with your roommate issue.”

“Right.” I look back down at my phone and decisively not at Rupali. “I’ll do that.”

If I was expecting the Accord to restore to me any measure of a sense of normalcy—quite frankly, I don’t know why I was—what I found under the post-surgery pic of the trans girl currently leading the rankings dashed those hopes entirely. I scrolled up from the announcement, looking for context for the server-wide ping and trying to figure out just what the hell “discursive combat” was supposed to mean.




Laura The Impenetrable

you thought id linger on this moment? 

what, you think this is some kinda momentous event in my life, whereby it should have some kind of meditation, rumination, perhaps even buildup? 

you think this is too abrupt and callous? 

that’s cause 

REAL MEN KNOW THERE DICKS AREN’T THEIR MANHOOD

u guys need to keep up with youre theory

by which i mean anime

truly powerful swordsmen dont even need a blade. they beat there enemies with just a sheath

this is a tuesday for me

later losers




Bench Press Meta 2025

Don’t they’re sheaths still have a sword inside




Laura The Impenetrable

cope about it dickboy, if i need a sword i can just get silicone perfection, forged by artisan dongsmiths.




Laura The Impenetrable

also my gf can ‘lend me her sword’ as soon as i’m back heyooooooo




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

Congratulations on your successful surgery, Mistress of Mammaries!




Laura The Impenetrable

hold the fuck up




Bench Press Meta 2025

Oh this is gonna be good.




Laura The Impenetrable

your petty little jibes mean nothing to a real man




Laura The Impenetrable

but how the FUCK are you still in this server with that pronoun role?

The trans girl in denial raises an excellent question. In response, Trickster’s Tatas—I wish I knew something about them so I didn’t have to use their stupid fucking name—linked her to a thread in a dispute channel, where they’d received mod permission for their new role.




Bench Press Meta 2025

NO FUCKING WAY




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

Take it up with the mods.




Laura The Impenetrable

ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

I’m simply reconnecting with my cultural heritage by reclaiming the traditional role my society has always laid out for individuals such as myself, as detailed in Vasundhara Andersen’s groundbreaking anthropological text Verken mann eller kvinne.




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

We are known informally as ‘Soper’ and more formally as ‘Lokesætt’, considered to have a spiritual connection to Loki, God of Deceit and Lies. Our rich traditions include dancing at festivities, blessing newlyweds in elaborate fertility rituals, and begging for alms from returning vikings because we aren’t permitted any other form of gainful employment.




Heir of Breast

Woah, they still have vikings? So cool




Laura The Impenetrable

A NON-BINARY THIRD GENDER ROLE STILL MEANS YOU’RE NOT A MAN, ASSHAT




BigTittyFemboy

@Heir Of Breast yeah look this is from 2023, they still have vikings




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

On the contrary, my good Mistress! If you look at the anthropological record and historiography on my people’s third gender, you’ll find a great deal of cis male scholars stating in no uncertain terms that we are, in fact, ‘emasculated effeminate castrated men enacting a vulgar mimicry of real womanhood’. Therefore, any non-man-ness is merely a performance we undertake for purely spiritual reasons.




Laura The Impenetrable

OH FUCK THE FUCK OFF




Melvin

Hey dipshits @Heir of Breast @BigTittyFemboy that’s clearly LARP?? No misinfo in chats pls




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

Therefore, it would be culturally insensitive—some might even say bigoted—to boot me from this server by declaring me not a man, simply for observing my people’s religious practices.




Laura The Impenetrable

You are SO full of shit, gxrl.




Laura The Impenetrable

People say that shit about trans women all the time. That doesn’t make them men, it just means they’re degendered under patriarchy like all transfeminized populations! Which your ‘third gender’, from the sound of it, absolutely counts as!!!!




Heir of Breast

@Melvin Bro, LARP is a colonialist construct, why do you think you can just dismiss viking cultural heritage like this?




Isaacahedron

Sweetie, maybe you should take a quick break, at least until you come down from the painkillers?




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

I feel like you’re imposing Western notions of gender and sexuality onto my culture.




Laura The Impenetrable

YOU ARE LITERALLY THE WESTERN ONE HERE AND I AM LEGALLY, GEOGRAPHICALLY AND ANCESTRALLY, NOT FROM THE FUCKING WEST




Laura The Impenetrable

@Isaacahedron DID I TELL YOU TO STOP DOING WHAT YOU WERE DOING ON CAM?




BigTittyFemboy

Getting rlly uncomfortable with the amount of confident claims about cultures ppl dont have epistemic authority on up in here




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

All the more shameful that you’re taking such a colonial perspective.
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What the fuck does ‘degendered’ mean? Did you mean ‘misgendered’?




Laura The Impenetrable

COLONIAL?! YEAH I APOLOGIZE FOR ASIA’S VIOLENT HISTORICAL COLONIZATION OF FUCKING SWEMARK




Laura The Impenetrable

You are absolutely full of it and I’m not letting you get away with this.




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

Oh? Is that so, Impenetrable One?




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

You mean to challenge my place in this competition, right behind you and your dear, whipped pet, on the basis that I do not perform the traditional signifiers of Western manhood, and so should be considered transfeminized?




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

Are you really going to go with that angle of attack, Laura?




Isaacahedron

@Laura The Impenetrable The video’s sent and that was the last instruction, so I’m just going to say that even if you were in a state to challenge anyone, our last disputes mean that our ‘cooldown period’ from challenging anyone is still in effect. We can’t use the dispute channels or be accused ourselves for another month at the very least.




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

Oh, that’s not an issue.
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OH FUCK
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THEY’RE GONNA DO IT




Only In This For The Money Tbh

THEMBOY MEANS BUSINESS




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

If The Impenetrable One really wished to bring a challenge to my doorstep, aware that she can’t fuck all of her opposition into submission, she knows the bylaws. She knows her options. She knows that if she actually believes she can eliminate me, by standards that will not also instantly be applied to her, she can do so.




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

You know.




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

If she’s man enough.

I had to look up from the chat log at this point to take a breath. Whew. How could something this stupid be this engrossing? Not a question I had the time or inclination to ponder right now, I needed to see if the trans girl was man enough to pick up the gauntlet that had just been hurled at her feet.
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FIRST PLACE AND THIRD PLACE ARE KNOCKING THEMSELVES OUT, @Isaacahedron must be popping champagne rn




Isaacahedron

@Laura The Impenetrable Mistress please you are STILL BLEEDING, please do not do this.




Laura The Impenetrable

Silence, simpering wench. This is my manhood on the line.




Laura The Impenetrable

Which makes it no issue at all. My manhood is without question. My manhood did not ‘survive’ this operation, because this operation was never even a threat to it. My manhood is not bound to the form of my flesh or the state of my body, because it is in my very cells, my blood, my immutable spiritual essence.




Laura The Impenetrable

You think that having just been carved into is any impediment for the Impenetrable One? Whose flesh only yielded to the cold steel of the scalpel because I permitted it? You think that if I’m bleeding, that doesn’t just give me another weapon to drown you in, ‘Soper’?!




Laura The Impenetrable

I accept your worthless challenge, and I relish it, too.




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

It’s settled then.




Trickster’s Tatas [they/them]

@Discursive Combat

Katherine

Discursive Combat.

Between the Master of Mammaries, now also going by The Impenetrable, and… Trickster’s Tatas.

Admittedly, I know little of them, nor of the traditions of Norland, from whence they hail. Or was it Iceden? Swemark. It was Swemark. I have never concerned myself with the northern lands, and must rely on my intuitions to assess whether this one, who claims descent from Loki, is speaking the truth.

Damnation. Had I been more swift in learning about forced feminization, I would have had ample time over the past weeks to research the north, their horn-helmeted barbarians, their thanes and jarls, and their endemic linguistically-proficient wyverns-posing-as-dragons. I am not even certain if they still have those, as I seem to recall that they’ve since industrialized and become a major exporter of oil, presumably harvested from the blood of trolls, somehow?

Evidently, Trickster’s Tatas must be viewed as an unknown quantity.

And unknowns are treacherous in a battle to the death.

The ultimate means of settling disputes available, I have only seen Discursive Combat referenced a few times. A protocol deployed only rarely, introduced in the recent history of Ranked Competitive Breast Growth, it is a last-resort measure for those who believe that tribunal verdicts are so flawed, they are willing to risk their own participation in the arena of a streamed, recorded debate. 

A bloodsport for the whole server, the reward for its victor is as dramatic as the fate of the defeated: Immunity to further tribunals, for four quarters henceforth.

If the Master of Mammaries claims victory here… 

Then, she will truly be Impenetrable.








  
  14
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Nichole

Katherine’s insistence that Discursive Combat must be viewed “in a fitting setting for such a grand spectacle” provides a merciful reprieve from the horrors of being perceived outdoors, in favor of the lesser, more looming horror of the Accord server’s culture when there’s drama afoot.

Upon getting home to the apartment, Kathy wasted no time connecting her laptop to the common room TV, jumping into the ongoing call to watch a stream consisting of, as expected by now, a countdown in total silence. Every non-combatant is muted, with communication sequestered into the associated chat channel. Said channel, in turn, is a deluge of memes.

Kathy’s microwaved some popcorn and brought drinks. She is practically jittery with excitement, watching the discourse pouring in through her phone.

Jeff is also there, on his way out. “Oh hey you two!” 

He’s got an enormous grin on his face, and the horrors of being perceived are setting in again.

“Uh, hi Jeff,” I respond. Wait, shit, carry on the conversation. “Aren’t you watching Discursive Combat?”

“Oh! No, I have plans already. Besides…”

What’s that expression? Why is he looking at us like that?

“I wouldn’t want to impose on you two!”

“Impose on us hanging out?” I probe, unsure but starting to suspect what he’s implying here.

“Aw, you boys are– oh, sorry, I know we’re doing the cover story full-time. You girls are adorable together. See, I respect your preferred pronouns!”

“We’re… adorable… friends?”

“Haha, of course! You’re such good friends. Roommates, even!” He’s winking. “Anyway, gotta run. Toodles!”

“We live in separate–” He’s out the door, leaving me with several questions and Kathy with zero questions, as she appears to have followed none of the preceding conversation. 

“Nichole, look!”

She’s sending me a link, and for emphasis, bumping her head into my chest to take advantage of the soreness in the area, securing my attention.

“Ow. Yes, fine, I’m looking.”

Both of us starting estrogen really is interfering with this habit. Bit harder to platonically use each other’s chests as pillows when the area’s getting sensitive.

Yup. For quite a while now, I’ve just been going along with Katherine’s idea that platonic straight guy cuddling is a normal thing to do. I’m just going along with the scheme, playing the role according to what she’s expecting, and–

Cringe festers in refusing to take accountability for your own desires, Katherine’s voice echoes in the back of my mind.

Fine, I like this habit, because it feels comfortable and safe and nice. It’s a bit odd since I don’t like dudes, and Katherine is a straight man pretending to be a trans woman, and as far as she’s aware so am I, but who cares? If she thinks it’s friend-cuddling and I recognize that it’s only going to be that, there’s no problem. 

I can maturely recognize that she’s really attractive as a girl, and that acting on that attraction would sabotage our friendship by disrespecting her identity. She’s not interested anyway, she’s just clueless about how pretty she’s getting, and how her behavior around me could be interpreted if I didn’t know better, and it’s hard to believe someone could genuinely be this dense, even if I’m pretending to be that as a safety net and–

This train of thought is making me uncomfortable. Allowing the cringe to fester just a little, I choose to distract myself by looking at the meme my very good friend roommate buddy pal sent me. Platonically.




Magical Boy Bignaturals Steve

You guys don’t know shit about war profiteering. I’m playing both sides.




The image consists of desktop icons for two folders: “Memes if Trickster wins” and “Memes if Laura wins”. I’m unsure if the folders are empty by accident, or if that’s part of the joke.

“Haha, nice,” I lie, the post having failed to distract me as well as I hoped it would.

“Nichole. Your deceptions are nowhere near as convincing as you believe them to be.” She’s getting up and turning around to look directly at me, and I’m definitely just upset by the words and not the sudden absence of her touch.

Okay. Navigate the mind game. Does she think I’m trans, or does she suspect I’m attracted to her, or what? 

“My uh–”

“You found that post to be neither amusing nor of particularly high quality. In fact, I suspect you do not care for discursive combat at all.” 

Her gaze is piercing through me. Assessing, evaluating, scrutinizing me, and while it’s good to know this is about the server drama rather than my, uh, other stuff, it’s still incredibly jarring.

“I mean, I’m just sort of, you know. Not that invested. Because I don’t know the participants.”

Katherine lets out a long sigh. “You have had two months to get acquainted with the server culture, and have read several of the guides The Impenetrable has written.”

“Well, sure, but that doesn’t mean I have to be some kind of Laura fangirl, does it?”

“Is there something wrong with being a ‘Laura fangirl’?” She continues to penetrate straight through my defenses. “I have proudly embraced being a, as you say, ‘Laura fangirl’. Do you know why? Do you understand why the server community is doing this?”

Shit, I wasn’t expecting a confrontation on this right now. I don’t say anything in response to her question, avoiding eye contact.

Katherine, in turn, rolls her eyes. “We are doing this because it is fun, Nichole. Look in the chat, and see for yourself, instead of stewing in your own preconceptions of what lies within.”




BigTittyFemboy

Trickster win trickster win trickster win




Paladin of Penetration

Laura’s got this shit down, no mere usurper can best our king.




Manliest Valkyrie Alive

Cope harder, the age of your false idol is coming to an end, Gender Ragnarok is upon us.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

REMINDER: Payments need to be submitted for all bets before the debate starts! Message me on Noise for payment info!




Paladin of Penetration

I’m starting to get uncomfortable with how Norwientalist this chat is …

“They’re betting on who wins?” I look at Katherine. “Are you betting on anyone?”

“Hah, as if. I would not sully my devotion to this cause with monetary incentives.”

Setting aside the entire goal of the competition for a moment, I continue watching the discourse unfold. Memes about “Laurachads,” “Trickstercels” and the opposing viewpoint’s inverse of those are all over the place. It’s a mesmerizing thing to watch, and as I slowly get to grips with the terminology I find myself thinking a lot of these are … Actually pretty funny?

Katherine seems to have noticed, because she’s perking up. “See? It is an occasion for the community to come together and relish in a shared experience.”

I have to push back at least a little bit. “But it’s complete nonsense from an outside perspective, and–”

“Who cares about an outside perspective? Do you think these memes are meant as a product for market consumption? Why do you insist on positioning yourself as some outsider looking in? Do you not realize that these people are just like us?”

I mean. I am an outsider, but I can’t tell her that. Instead, I continue looking through the chat getting increasingly heated.




Templar of Tatas

Trickster supporters are just a bunch of coping dickboys who need to accept that they’re never winning with their inferior strats. Start noting down resignation messages t b h.




Jormungandr in my Pants

Girl wtf are you talking about? We’re not resigning shit, we’re establishing that the Laura clique is 100% women and letting this competition return to its roots: A men’s sport, without a bunch of deceptive trans women going around cheating with their unfair advantages.




Melvin

hey what is this channel who the fuck is Laura




Knight of Knockers

there are zero women in the ‘laura clique’ wtf are you smoking.




Odinspattar

@Isaacahedron lmao




Jormungandr in my Pants

@Isaacahedron




Manliest Valkyrie Alive 

@Isaacahedron




Eg Har Jævlig Store Puppar Fyfaen

@Isaacahedron




Knight of Knockers

Laura is a heterosexual man who is simply and straightforwardly keeping another heterosexual man as a concubine, keep up with the program wtfff. we’re men and we’re confident in our manhood. also there is no ‘laura clique’ there’s just guys standing for what’s right, which is that the master of mammaries should retain her title and they/themboys don’t fucking belong in men’s spaces




BigTittyFemboy

okay I’ve kept my mouth shut but I’m really not digging how homophobic this server is




Knight of Knockers

I AM LITERALLY A CIS GAY MAN, AS IS THE MAJORITY OF THIS SPACE




Eg Har Jævlig Store Puppar Fyfaen

Hey speak for yourself Lauracel I’m a biromantic pansexual




BigTittyFemboy

@Knight of Knockers SO YOU SHOULD KNOW THAT GAY MEN’S SPACES ARE THE MOST HOMOPHOBIC OF ALL




Melvin

Hey are we going to talk about the NTBVs that just dropped or




Knight of Knockers

THAT DOESN’T EVEN MAKE SENSE




BigTittyFemboy

ur two seconds away from calling me a twink derogatorily I can fucking sense it lmao
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@Melvin No off topic chatter please.




Knight of Knockers

no I wasn’t I respect twinks and femboys, who are—y’know—ACTUAL MEN and not closeted theymabs




Eg Har Jævlig Store Puppar Fyfaen

y’all lauracels go REAL hard on the toxic masculinity as a cover, you know that right?




Katherine doesn’t have to say it out loud; in this moment, I can practically hear her thoughts.

“So maybe they’re not all like us,” she finally admits. “Oh hey, new rankings just dropped too!”

She switches her attention over to looking at the leaderboards, but I’m too invested in this argument to pay attention to the server-wide ping about that right now. I believe that I think I have decided, mainly based on vibes, that I want to pick a side. 

Also, to be honest, I’m filling up with breast puns and need an outlet for them. This will have to do.




Nickname

I think Laura is going to win not just the debate, but the entire competition, if you get what I mean?




I’ve thrown my hat into the ring. It’s not much, but it’s–

Wait. Why is it getting so many reactions?

Why are my notifications doing that??




Errant of E-cups

Yooooooo the princess of Q2-25 is a Laurachad, this is peak!




“Kathy, what the fuck is happening?” I look at her. She’s looking at me. My phone keeps buzzing like it’s about to catch fire.

“I am as baffled by this turn of events as you, Nichole,” she answers. “Would you mind turning your upper body that way,” she makes a hand gesture, and with no idea why she wants me to do so, I turn to the right.

“Like this?”

“Hm. Intriguing.” She is looking at my chest.

“Kathy. Please explain in plain language.”

“You, Princes of the Second Quarter, are currently not merely in the lead of your cohort, but endowed with an all-time record for the two-month mark.”

I look down at my sore, slightly puffy and yet indisputably nearly flat absence of breasts, and then back at Katherine.

“What?”

Emmy

Username: Trickster’s Tatas. 

Quarter 1, 2023. 

Legal name Bob-Kåre, first-place in the Q1-23 rankings, 3rd place on the all-time leaderboard. Swemish.

That is… Practically the entirety of the data I have on them.

The leaderboards have a few profiles I’ve taken to referring to as ‘phantoms’: Competitors who keep in touch exclusively to submit needed information for check-ins, who do not appear to engage with the server culture unless absolutely necessary to avoid disqualification. I suspect that these are first and foremost trans people who are noncommittally sticking around purely for a shot at the quarterly reward, free of the terror of doing all this for nothing pushing them to optimize strategies.

An enviable position, yet one that is neither for me, nor Bob-Kåre. They are a regular participant in the general, nutrition-strats and RLC-general chats, with occasional appearances across the whole of the server, and yet absurdly I cannot pin down a single notable personality trait from their entire messaging history.

Aside from the gloating provocations that have now escalated to Laura preparing for discursive combat from her hospital bed, Trickster’s Tatas seems to have expressed no views of their own on any subject for the last year and a half. They have, instead, communicated exclusively in noncommittal small-talk: “Nice,” questions like “how’s it going?”, statements like “that’ll do it”. At most, they sometimes state the server rules.

I had written them off entirely as a serious threat, with their projected NTBV score safely behind mine, let alone Laura’s. A mistake. My lapses in judgment recently are becoming cause for concern.

The culture of Swemark, then. Finding a copy of Andersen’s work on the Lokesætt was trivial, but gleaning useful information from the text is proving to be an exercise in futility. Andersen, it appears, has never attempted to talk to a single ‘soper’, and has instead been conducting interviews with an assortment of locals with minimal connection to any gender-variant community.

It appears, in fact, that she is more interested in contrasting these purported gender-tricksters with the ‘rigid adherence to gender roles’ of ‘western transsexuals’. Briefly entertaining the possibility that I have in fact lost my faculties entirely, I locate Swemark on a map, and double-check. It is indeed in the northern hemisphere, sharing a timezone with Austrohungaria, placing it firmly in the western world.

“Sweetie, one of your clamps is a little loose, and the other’s out of frame.”

I wince, having been too focused on my task to keep my nipples precisely where Laura, infernal creature that she is, wanted them—namely, in full view of my carefully-positioned webcam. I adjust the errant nipple clamp per her note, then put myself through the humiliating ordeal of carefully centering my breasts—but not my face—in the video-conferencing frame.

“Much better.”

“You are supposed to avoid arousing stimuli for weeks, if not months,” I snipe, unable to contain my ire at this juvenile flexing of her power over me. “You cannot afford to rip your stitches open just because you had to ogle me.”

“So first off, arousing? Methinks the lady doth give herself a little too much credit.”

My cheeks grow hot. “Then I suppose I’ll put a hoodie back on.”

“No. You won’t.”

No. I won’t.

“Besides, I have transcended the base impulses of the flesh, as you can clearly see.”

“I see you looking moderately stoned in a hospital gown.”

“That’s the face of Enlightenment, baby, which my Buddhist ancestors pre-dominated for me so I didn’t have to bother.”

As with all other topics, Laura continues to display a distinctly Laura grasp of theology.

“My point, if you’ll let me get to it, is that I am now, with my weaknesses amputated from the perfection of my form, a being of pure, unyielding mental faculties, with platinum acuity and titanium focus. Neither you, nor any trickster, blessed with tatas or otherwise, will be able to inspire any physiological or indeed emotional response in me unless I will it so!”

After pausing for the requisite number of seconds following a Laura-typical dramatic flourish, I helpfully offer: “Tungsten is probably the metal you want if you’re reaching for the impressive ones.”

“You can tongue my sten all you like when I return, baby, but right now you’ve gotta finish compiling that intel for me.”

Right. The intel that Laura definitely didn’t need, and that she still couldn’t help badgering me for every two minutes.

“Despite your repeated and unnecessarily licentious intrusions,” I snipe, as though she wasn’t perfectly aware of how hard I was, “I finished compiling and chasing down the relevant sources. They should be pinned in our Accord DMs.”

“Oh, perf. Well done, my sexretary.”

A word that stupid shouldn’t make me have to suppress a moan.

Instead, I arrange my lips and tongue into a distinctly more professional cadence. “You know, the slur in question is mostly understood to be directed at gay men.”

“Sure.” Laura rolls her eyes. “And trans women have never been degendered as simple effeminate gay men, not in modern times and certainly not by cis gay historians. We should absolutely take as incontrovertible fact what some out-of-touch old-money institutions think about the transfeminized populations they insist on third-sexing the world over!”

Sometimes—more often than I’d like to admit—I see such a fire in Laura that I can’t help but stare, to want to forever bask in the sheer majesty of its radiance.

“What the fuck are you doing with your face?”

“Oh, just …” I smile. “You’ve got this.”

“I know.” Laura huffs, thinking I didn’t catch the little grin she suppressed. “I’m not going to let this Swemish fart think they can go around gendering people as they wish, whether it’s their attitude towards the trans women of their culture or their insistence on denying my manhood!”

Short-lived though the feeling is, it is nice while it lasts.

Playing off my disappointment, I wearily remind Laura that we need to end the call so that she may be ready to join the discursive combat channel at the appointed time. The moment she hangs up, I return to fruitlessly scouring the internet for any scrap of information, any edge that I might be able to secure her in seeing this foolish, senseless sideshow through.

A ridiculous use of my time as the second-place competitor, clearly. Laura is somewhat akin to a black hole of reason, with how inescapably she draws me in and overrides my faculties with her presence.

Much as it pains me to do so, I have to account for this unfortunate fallibility now. Her absence provides a degree of clarity, and yet as I sit here in the quiet I remain incapable of sidestepping this yearning through detached analysis.

The source of this weakness in my armor is obvious. Through some absurd fluke, I am experiencing greater degrees of association with my own emotional state due to the hormones and their effects on my body, inhabiting my body in a way I have not heretofore done so. Strong evidence, one might claim, in favor of a transgender identity.

One might claim as much, that is, if one were disregarding the remaining data points. My lack of discomfort with my genitals and the disinterest in outward feminine presentation clearly indicates that if my sex were to be subject to the binary classification all humans are limited to, I fall much more neatly into “male” despite my anomalous endocrinal make-up. Thus, as much as I may desperately wish it, I still only wish to be a lesbian, and no amount of wishing can make me one. 

No matter. These ruminations serve no useful purpose.

Five minutes until Discursive Combat starts, another server-wide ping rings out. Today, of all days, we are graced with updated NTBV rankings. A potential upset in the leaderboard, on the same day that two of the leading competitors are facing off in a head-to-head deathmatch. If I could fathom what might possibly incentivize such behavior on their part, I might have even accused Admin of optimizing the timing for maximal frenetic chaos.

These updated leaderboards and associated data sets are only published every other month, a pace which is intolerably lacking for my purposes. Worse still, the server practically becomes unusable on update, every single time, with ranking shifts inciting conflict and precipitating dethroned quarter-champions who rush to the tribunals in desperate attempts to depose their usurpers, while the strategy channels erupt into a fresh hell of knee-jerk speculation on the causes underlying the newest developments.

This potent cocktail—of the assuredly Molotov persuasion—fomented from the participants’ sublimated anxieties and competitive spirit is all the more toxic given that the ranking update has struck at a moment when all other channels, save the channel dedicated to Discursive Combat, are locked. The heightened aggression and spontaneous organization of server denizens into dichotomous, antagonistic ‘teams’, complete with temporary server-nickname updates, is no doubt due to the stringent moderator guidelines threatening to expel any overzealous competitor who strays too far noticeably off-topic.

So I stare down the barrel of the video channel’s text chat, watching its discordant throng distill its neuroses into untamed aggression, while also desperately milling about the newly-appointed champions, especially …

Wait. Who is Nichole?

Surely not … the upstart who got involved in a tribunal dust-up almost instantly upon entry? A dust-up that was instigated by her very own roommate … Boymoder Sephiroth?! A roommate who, despite having entered the competition two whole quarters prior to Nichole, was now lagging her in the global rankings?!

How was anyone outside of Nichole’s quarter lagging her in the global rankings?!

Seized by a mania resulting from the sheer absurdity of this occurrence, I rush to secure Nichole’s data and feed it into my own approximated models, both the deterministic formulae sets and the Machine-Learning predictive chains. Terrifyingly, they spit out almost identical results, confirming for me that my reconstructions were on the right track, yet denying me any satisfaction or triumph because how could someone on hormones for a scant two months have this high a score? The boobacity variables were certainly not weighted enough—in all senses—to cause this anomalous a spike. This could only mean that—

“The other variables,” I sputter. “They’re boosting her rankings, but—how?! Why?!”

I have frittered away more than enough time assisting Laura in her doomed gladiatorial escapades, allowing her pointless bravado to taint even the clarity and trajectory of my inquiries. Nichole has proved to be a most vindicative data-point, a confirmation that my efforts were not all for naught, and I had to redouble them to unearth the root of this cartoonishly farcical ranking metric.

As I move to close the Accord tab, I see a notification from Laura. Without conscious thought, my hand moves to open her message, assailing me with an image of her bare torso.

“Since you did so well in my corner”, the caption reads, followed by a series of lewd and suggestive emojis that simply makes me melt.

“I hope you’re going to put your gown back on for the video call,” I reply, also seemingly without consciously making the choice to do so.

“No, you don’t.” Laura is quick to respond. “Give me a peek under your skirt for good luck.”

Immediately, I comply. There is nothing more important for me to attend to, after all.

It is this compromising position—one hand reaching for my phone, the other hiking up my bottoms to reveal my painfully, shamefully turgid state—that I am frozen in when the countdown hits zero. The chat is locked, and the two combatants are simultaneously unmuted, their cameras flickering to life in tandem.

Laura appears, her lips set in a thin, grim line, her hair less straight than is usual, her face showing signs of obvious exhaustion and a pharmacologically-induced haze, yet no less stoic and determined for any of it. Her eyes blaze with her characteristic sneer even if the rest of her body is a bit out of step, daring anyone and everyone to step into a ring she clearly owns, and will never relinquish her iron grip over. Sitting upright in a gurney, she almost appears to be at the helm of a vast and awesome machine, her firm hand on the levers of a terrifying instrument through which she enacts her will upon us all. Laura is—as she has always been, as she always will be, I truly believe in my heart and both my heads—undefeated.

Then I notice Bob-Kåre.

Bespoke suit—it has to be. The very cut hews to their form too closely, is too … androgynous? Too defiant of the banal binary of being classified as “men’s” or “women’s” that I did not even know I had come to expect from the way a blazer is lined, tailored, contoured over a person’s shape—and what a shape it is. Lanky, but not in a weedy, wiry way. Rather, in a manner evocative of braided tungsten cables, an impression of solidity that is only accentuated by the steely, metallic shades they have draped themselves in, the silvery trousers and jacket thrown into the barest of relief only by their white blouse and platinum-blonde hair.

The hair, too—long, winding ponytail draped over one shoulder, whilst the other is bare under a side-shave, somehow achieving a harmonious blending of two clashing styles from one end to the other. Underneath it all, Bob-Kåre is pallid, not like a cadaver, but like an animated statuette, a figure from a long-forgotten, long-drowned world that has surfaced to bore into us all with its piercing, steely-eyed gaze.

Surely, surely they were wearing contacts. They had to be.

“Fuck,” utters Laura, in a tone that makes my blood run cold. “I’m definitely bleeding.”

Laura

Okay. I might be fucked here.

Normally, I could crush a sexy fuck like Trickster with a simple flex of how gender is performative and thus subject to an external gaze, not an innate sense of self, but as they astutely pointed out, that could be turned around on me at any time. Butlerian jihad was thus out of the question.

That was still okay, though, because the topic they had chosen to stake their claim on was one I was very well-versed in. In all honesty, for someone so familiar with the foetid utterances of cultural anthropologists, they really should have known that challenging an Asian transsexual-but-cisgender man would be a losing maneuver. By the standards of the white racists and eagerly self-tokenizing diaspora “scholars” who wrote fanfiction about my neck of the woods, Vasundhara Andersen was borderline respectful.

Yet, all of that home-field advantage was struggling to assert itself in my mind, because the Trickster’s true gambit became clear the moment their image came into focus: make me obsessively wonder what their jizz tastes like.

Fucking fuck Laura, do not wonder what their jizz tastes like. Do not wonder if it tastes like Brunost. Stop thinking about what their jizz tastes like because you’re still pretty buzzed from the painkillers and if you say any of this out loud the entire server is going to know you want to play their Sjøfløyte like it’s the midsummer festival and they’ve successfully deceived you into revealing your true name and now you have to gargle their jizz to go free.

“Fuck,” I moan, “I’m definitely bleeding.”

I’m going to need postoperative care, and the debate hasn’t even started.

Almost as if they could hear my inside thoughts about springing an anime cuntbleed, Trickster’s Tatas has the sheer, unmitigated gall to give me a sexy, faelike Nordic smirk. I’m supposed to do the disarming sexy smirks here!

“T for Tails,” they drawl.

“What the FUCK did you say to me?!”

Admin’s screen—which I only just notice is some kind of digital coin-flipper—flashes briefly before landing a virtual coin on a virtual desk. It rolls about and wobbles dramatically before revealing its pseudorandom bit-determiner coughed up “tails”, handing the opening statement to the infuriatingly hot Swemarkian.

“Damnit I really wanted the opening statement,” I whine.

“Oh, I was going to go second, but now that you’ve revealed that …”

Even their voice is like warm mead poured over cold lutefisk, like the ululating of sea-nymphs frolicking beneath the fjords.

“I will deliver the opening statement after all, Mistress.”

They call me that in a tone that Emmy is distinctly not allowed to use with me. I attempt to arrange my face into a disapproving scowl, but a quick glance at my own cam reveals that it mostly just looks like my o-face.

Not that anyone is really paying attention to me, I think—the chat is completely silent. The trickster, it appears, has absolutely everyone—me included, I shamefully confess—eating right out of their gloved palm. They’re resting their ethereally, surreally beautiful face against the knuckles of one fist now, elbow no doubt propped up on a piece of IKEA furniture they no doubt assembled themselves with those deliciously-long fingers. Of course everyone is holding their collective breath, not just me.

“The Impenetrable One means to challenge my manhood.”

“Oh, I’ll tell you exactly where you can stick your so-called manhood, brxh.”

At least the drugs hadn’t compromised my ability to pronounce “brxh”.

“She means to do this by insinuating that I am the inauthentic one, of the two of us.” Trickster continues, pretending they didn’t even hear me like the fucking tease they are. “Gentlemen, she makes a complete mockery of this sport—has done so since the very moment she joined, in fact. For Laura the Impenetrable will happily turn to you all and declare that I am a non-man, citing as proof my pronouns, my presentation, my embrace of my people’s proud cultural role of the hallowed Soper. All the while, Laura the Impenetrable will, through some incoherent, belligerent transmutation of actual gender-philosophy, insist that she—and pay attention to the pronoun I use, at her express request—does not truly inhabit the gender she so adequately embodies.”

“Excuse me, adequately?” I sputter. “Everything I do, I excel at.”

“Then you excel at womanhood, Impenetrable One.” Trickster flashes their pearlescent incisors at me, goading me with their penetrating gaze and the simplicity of the tripwire I merrily blundered over. “Are you not, at this very moment, conducting this very debate from your post-operative sickbed? Have you not, as you so aptly put it, cast off the ‘extraneous appendage’ that was, allegedly, ‘holding you back’ in a manner that other members of this Accord server do not feel encumbered by? You say, as I would, that manhood is not stored in the balls, but the fact remains that in a society which sexes us—by presentation, by embodiment, by our every choice and desire and expression of intimacy—one of us still possesses the classical signifiers of manhood that the other readily threw away.”

Oh, this is fucking perfect. Trickster thinks they have the upper hand, but I’m going to fucking pin them to a wall and nail them so very roughly on their unrepentant transphobia towards our transmasculine brothers. It’s not like debates are won by interpreting your opponent’s words in the spirit they were intended, after all.

“And so, just like so many of her kind, we see that Mistress Laura proves herself to be yet another dishonest deceptress, adopting whatever masquerade serves her goals best in the moment.”

“… what the fuck did you just say?”

It’s the painkillers. They can’t possibly have said what I thought I heard them say.

Right?

“We all know what trans women are like, don’t we guys?” Trickster’s bared fangs are gleaming at me, I’m sure of it. “Liars, manipulators, fetishists who will study exactly what they need to say to hardworking medical providers appointed to help actually dysphoric people, regurgitating answers learned by rote to secure access to the healthcare they do not deserve, and clogging up the queues in front of those who do. The history of this—the established pattern, the documented abuses—are well-known amongst those familiar with the literature on this duplicitous demographic.”

“Is this fucking legal?” I’m staring directly at my camera lens in disbelief. “We’re just going to let them say this shit?”

There is, as always, no response from Admin.

“What I speak now is nothing but the unvarnished truth!” Trickster’s voice is raised now, as though this bigoted worm could ever shout me down if I wasn’t literally rendered speechless. “I speak the truth that we all see plainly, Laura, that you have endeavored so assiduously, yet clumsily, to deny! I stand up for every man here, whose integrity, sportsmanship and good nature you have repeatedly taken advantage of, thereby violating the very sanctity, the very spirit of this competition we all want to honestly participate in. YOU, Mistress Laura, are a charlatan, a knave, a rapscallion, a rogue—you are, in short, no man. You, like every trans woman who has prevaricated to steal resources from this sport, do not belong in this single-sexed space.”

My head clears.

I know now exactly what I must say, and there is no combination of drugs on the planet, in any dosage, that could ever stop me from saying it. This was actual transphobia—pure, unfiltered transmisogyny, not simply a creative interpretation of their words. Trickster had, somehow, perfectly hit upon every transmisogynistic trope in existence.

There is a part of me that wants to simply sneer at them in turn. To say something haughty about hewing to the best strats, to observing the meta trends, to powergaming every moment of every day like a real competitor who gives a damn about optimizing her fucking performance.

But no.

No, that’s not going to do. Because this isn’t about strats anymore. It’s not about the fucking game.

It’s about my goddamned honor.

“Well, Trickster,” I finally manage to spit, my voice dripping venom, “you certainly do speak like an anthropologist.”

Katherine

The conniving trickster has truly gone too far. How dare they make such sweeping accusations towards trans women? Is this some manner of ploy, to wield bigotry against their opponent just to claim the strategic high ground in this rhetorical battle?

And yet, Katherine, have you not considered a similar strategy yourself? Can you truly say this sinister Swemarkian is not entirely accurate in their assessment of you, in particular? Truthfully, regardless of how well the accusation applies to the Impenetrable One, or trans women as a whole, are you not precisely the archetype of deceiving manipulator outlined just now?

A whimper to my left pierces through my ruminations. I glance towards Nichole–her cheeks are glistening with tears, her morale clearly faltering at the notion that this competition she is enduring at a great emotional toll might be undermined by impostors.

Impostors such as myself.

My penance, then, must be to console her. I cannot reveal my deception at this juncture, but I cannot allow its harm to go unabated. I offer Nichole my hand, and she takes it. I pull her into my embrace, such that she may feel its comfort.

I am of course fully aware that this is somewhat outside the typical boundaries on masculine kinship, but Nichole is ensnared in my web of lies to an extent where she accepts.

“Is she going to say anything?” Nichole whispers into my breasts, right before Laura cuts through the tension with a mere word.

“You.”

I am certain that no human, living or dead, has ever packed so much sheer fury into a single syllable before.

“Unworthy opponent. You, who allow ten thousand evils to speak through your mouth.”

Unlike Nichole’s, Laura’s eyes are not in tears, I realize—the fire of Laura’s spirit is shining through the intensity of her gaze.

“You sit there from the comfort of your supposed Swemarkian gender-utopia, a thrall to the institutions that have always sought to corral, control, restrict, surveil—to frankly, cure the trans woman. You recite the actions of a desperate population, forced to do what they need to in order to merely survive, as though it was a litany of crimes. You have the temerity, the audacity, the sheer fucking arrogance to declare yourself a third-sex above them all, sneering down your perfectly-shaped nose at those you deem your inferiors, because they did not have the luxury to treat with their oppressors authentically, because they had to navigate a hostile environment that sought not to help, but punish them. You, my repugnant antagonist, are not worth the breath I expel to condemn you, and you will be cast out of this arena—out of my arena—with little fanfare and fewer tears.”

Laura grits her teeth.

“When I allow it.”

Stupefied, I can only gawk at her, then at Trickster, who remains oddly silent. Where Laura is determined, focused, dramatic in that way we have always loved, the Trickster is … subdued? They are quiet, at any rate, but it is difficult to gauge what they are thinking with that manic glint in their eyes.

“For you are not on trial for your views on trans women, Bobbathy Care-Bear, repellent though they no doubt are.” Laura makes a sweeping gesture, slashing the very air in twain with one hand. “You, my dear ‘Soper’, are here to defend your participation in this server, hiding behind your ‘cultural practices’ to justify your traipsing about with pronouns. Cultural practices that are well-documented—by reputed academics, even! And what documentation it is, how flowery and reverent and thoroughly, completely bunk.”

I gasp. Nichole gasps. I am certain, more certain than I am of even the universal laws, that every denizen of the server watching gasped at that precise moment, in unison.

“For your dear Vasundhara Andersen is not a native of Swemark, nor even a citizen—she is simply married to a Swemarkian man. Her so-called ‘scholarship’ was cobbled together from cisgender imaginings, creatively-interpreted myths from an oral tradition, and what seems to be a troupe of trans people who were genuinely pulling her leg when she was demonstrated to possess infinite credulity. A thorough shredding of this drivel is available in Swemish, written by local activists in local papers, kindly machine-translated by my dear Emmy, who can provide the dossier if she is granted permission to supply it.”

A scant moment later, Emmy—empowered by an Admin-granted role—bestows upon the chat a trove of documentation. Nearly the entire server population investigates its contents simultaneously, as evinced by the immense number of anonymous accounts now perusing these hitherto-unknown texts.

“None of which I needed to gather to begin with!” Laura roars. “For I, too, am from a culture with an alleged ‘third sex’, Bobbathy! I have witnessed the very pejoratives hurled against my sisters turned into ‘venerated gender-roles’ by sensationalist outsiders performing for orientalist institutions to secure ill-gotten grants! So I know what this looks like, intimately, personally, and agonizingly. Which is why Emmy will now dash your final lie, my dear, ‘honest’ Trickster. FOR I KNOW WHAT ‘SOPER’ MEANS, AS I KNEW BEFORE EMMY EVEN BOTHERED TO CONFIRM. ‘SOPER’ IS NOT A VENERATED SWEMARKIAN GENDER ANY MORE THAN YOU ARE A MAN, FOR IT IS SIMPLY A SLUR THAT HAS BEEN HURLED AT DEGENDERED WOMEN SINCE TIME IMMEMORIAL. I KNOW, BOBBATHY! I KNOW THAT ‘SOPER’! MEANS!”

The Impenetrable One speaks the slur with unshakable resolve, and it echoes through our speakers, all speakers of those listening, as the death-knell on Bob-Kåre’s tenure in the competition. If this were an actual arena, the outpouring of applause would be deafening, every onlooker baying for the blood of the Trickster.

Any interloper with an iota of shame would have, at that precise moment, hung up, left the server of their own volition, logged off entirely, destroyed all their devices, and begun the decades-long-journey of penance they no doubt were obligated to undertake. Trickster, true to their declared nature, apparently does not possess even a speck of it. For far from hanging their head in shame, they are … laughing?

They are actually laughing?

Have they gone mad?

By Jove, they have. They are not merely laughing—they are utterly abandoning all restraint, all attachment to reason itself. Biting their glove to tear it off their hand with their teeth; using their now-free hand to reach back and rip out their hair tie; spitting the glove out while shaking their head, revealing a bizarrely shaggy mane of platinum locks, a texture one would not have expected from the immaculately-styled and tamed ponytail. They are cackling, wheezing, staring into the lens with an uncomfortable intensity, their unnaturally-colored eyes boring into our very souls.

“Well done, Laura!”

One gloved hand, one bare—Trickster is clapping.

“You have proven beyond a shadow of a doubt your mastery of Discursive Combat!” They announce this as though they are a judge, rather than an unworthy challenger to the Impenetrable One. “Not only have you thoroughly dismantled the artificial edifice of the academy’s precious ‘third sexes’, you have totally, holistically repudiated every speck of muck I sought to rake over the poor, downtrodden transfeminized peoples of the world. Truly, Mistress, you are without equal in your arena.”

The Trickster speaks truth, finally, and yet their tone has an air of flagrant disrespect which I cannot condone.

“There’s just one small, tiny, glaring issue though.”

The Trickster leans forward, their toothy grin somehow wider than it has ever been.

“Tell me, Impenetrable One … why do you know this?”

Silence descends upon us. Has the Trickster defied all expectations to land a killing blow upon their opponent?

“No, no, please, do enlighten us all!” Trickster spreads their arms wide. “Please regale this server of supposedly ‘oestrogenized men’ why you possess such a thorough familiarity with the degendering crimes of cultural anthropology, why you have such a thorough grasp of the most recent, modern, grassroots transfeminism, why you are so richly endowed with knowledge that is—forget ‘optimal’—scarcely even relevant to a cisgender transsexual man on estrogen for ‘the gains’. You want honesty, Laura? You want the lies to cease?! You want this kangaroo court, this utter fable, this mockery of our very lives and existence to finally be transformed into a stage upon which we declare our TRUTHS, do you?”

Trickster brings their hands together with the intensity of a thunderclap.

“THEN TELL ME, IMPENETRABLE ONE, MISTRESS OF MAMMARIES, REIGNING CHAMPION OF DISCURSIVE COMBAT, THE NEVER-DETHRONED QUEEN OF RANKED COMPETITIVE BREAST GROWTH! TELL ME, TELL THEM, TELL US ALL: WHY DO YOU CARE FOR THE PLIGHT OF THE TRANS WOMAN, THIRD-SEXED OR OTHERWISE?”

I …

I am at an utter loss for what the fuck to think about this.

“No one who is not a trans woman fights for trans women, Laura. You truly mean to tell me you’re not one of us?”
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Nichole

I feel repulsive right now. Just, really gross, and it’s not just because I’m leaking from my entire face into Kathy’s chest.

Everything Trickster said was so fucked up, and yet—and yet! Who am I to stand up and deny their every word, fucking undercover hormone-swindler that I actually am? “Sorry, you’re completely wrong about trans women being duplicitous liars, and as a trans woman who has been duplicitously lying to everyone around her, everyone in her life, including my best friend, I take great offense to your characterization of us!”

… Oh fuck, Kathy is my best friend, isn’t she? My best friend is a fucking cis man who thinks transphobia isn’t even real, who thinks pretending to be trans women in public is how we coast through our increasingly conspicuous hormonal changes, and who is at this very moment cooing in my ear and stroking my hair and back and making me feel all sorts of things that a man shouldn’t be making me feel!

Why do I feel like I’m so much better than her, though? Dense and benevolently transphobic or not, Kathy is a cis man who in this moment is doing her best to comfort the sobbing, weeping trans woman in her arms, whom she erroneously believes to be a man just like her, in this competition for the same reasons as her, when in fact I am the very sort of deceiving, manipulative woman that Trickster has just slandered—accurately.

That’s the worst part. They were wrong about every other trans woman, but they were right about me.

Meanwhile, the only person who gets to respond to this cruel, vindictive, and frankly petty mischaracterization of my sisters is the fucking Master of Mammaries, and lord knows what this ignorant cis dude with delusions of grandeur and vandalized gender-studies books for a brain is going to cook up about us in an effort to deny any affinity or association with our kind.

“Is she going to say anything?” I whisper miserably into Kathy’s tits, unsure how much more lambasting I can actually endure. 

“You,” Laura growls, as if in response, startling me enough to sit upright and turn back to the screen. “Unworthy opponent. You, who allow ten thousand evils to speak through your mouth.”

I’m flabbergasted. Not simply at the sheer depth of Laura’s fury at Trickster, which I would not have expected from her, but at the thorough dismantling of each of Trickster’s claims, up to and including their professed identity. Somehow, this cis man on estrogen proves to be a more effective advocate for those suffering under the yoke of societal transmisogyny than I could ever be, disassembling Trickster’s arguments at the atomic level, until there is nothing left for them to respond with but manic, hysterical laughter. It’s a masterstroke, a massacre, a mauling at once brutal and beautiful.

For the first time, I think I understand why Emmy is such a whipped dog for her. Am I actually just bisexual? I think I might be, at least for men like Laura.

Relief floods through me in waves, enough that I begin worrying just how I’m going to explain that outburst to Kathy. Before I can actually gather my thoughts, however, Trickster is speaking again, the loathsome little rat—only, what they’re saying makes even less sense than before. What’s going on?

“No one who is not a trans woman fights for trans women, Laura. You truly mean to tell me you’re not one of us?”

Wait a fucking minute—“us”?!

I don’t really have any patience for the expressed sentiment itself—the non-transfem sitting next to me more than proves the simple existence of people who care for us, even if she doesn’t know that’s what she’s been doing. That slip, though—was it even a slip? Every word Trickster has uttered so far has been so carefully chosen, so perfectly calibrated to cause maximum damage. It feels like even now, at their most deranged, their eyes boring into the lens and trying to reach across mediums and distance to penetrate the Impenetrable herself, they are still saying and doing exactly what they mean to—that everything is still, somehow, against all sanity and sense, going according to their plan.

Hearts hammering, Kathy and I are holding our breaths—and hands, I now realize. Did she take my hand, or did I—look, the thing that matters is we’re holding hands, and you know what? I’m not letting go. What’s Laura going to say now? Did she catch their slip-up, or did the painkillers cause her to miss it? Surely, the Trickster’s volley is trivially easy to counter—empathy, after all, is not a gendered trait, is it?

So why are we all so on edge?

“No, well done to you, Trickster. You have proven beyond a shadow of any doubt that you are no man.”

Laura’s expression and tone are not triumphant, not exactly. She’s scowling, appraising Trickster’s final gambit with a look of pure contempt, bordering on disgust.

“So let me tell you what the mark of a true man is, Trickster. A true man is not an unthinking drone, enthralled by the base edicts of an unjust society that demands his manhood be proved through disavowal of those designated lesser. No, a true man, a real man, is someone who has the autonomy, independence, and agency to behold that injustice and spit in its fucking face.”

Laura is worked up again, in the absolute best way, face animated, hands flying, sweat pouring off her brow in a steady stream that I want to lick clean—ok, definitely bisexual, I need a cold shower after this, or something.

“I am not just any man, but the man, The Man whose lofty heights all others aspire to, yet fall short of. For you’re not looking at the average Alpha Male anymore, Trickster! What others can only ever vainly hope to match, I have surpassed, exceeded, transcended, gone EVEN FURTHER BEYOND. I am a superman, the standard that even Neetzcheezy failed to dream up, for I do not depend on the material relations of gender exploitation to prop up my manhood, nor am I shackled by the bodily signifiers that this misbegotten world saw fit to thrust upon me! I am the man who forges her own path, who masters her own destiny, who rejects what all others expect of her and says ‘No, THIS is a man!’ A man is someone whose love for the maligned, for the mistreated, for women, especially—AND I MEAN ALL WOMEN, TRICKSTER—defies logic, boundaries, and stigma! I am a man who fights for all those who need me to fight for them, who exercises her privileges in the defense of the marginalized, who refuses society’s plan for her and counters, NO! I WILL REMAKE YOU IN MY IMAGE!”

Laura takes a breath, and I allow myself one too. 

“I am not defined by what others think a man is! I define manhood, and I reject your paltry, constrained, limited, petty, and mean conception of what a real man can be, can believe, can embody! I, THE MISTRESS OF MAMMARIES, THE IMPENETRABLE NOW AND FOREVER, AM THE IDEAL MAN MADE FLESH. BOW BEFORE MY MAJESTY.”

Too many emotions. I have gone too quickly from wounded to relieved to resuscitated to—revelling? Is that what I’m feeling right now? Righteous, victorious in a way that I know I had no part in, but I can’t help but clap and cheer and cling as tightly to Kathy as she’s clinging to me, squeeing about Laura’s hammer of a closing statement that has sealed shut Trickster’s coffin with the sheer force of the final nail being riven into it.

Not to mention the undercurrent of really pent-up fucking horny throughout. Fuck, I need to sort myself out before things get awkward.

“It has to be over,” Kathy gushes, looking at Trickster’s crestfallen frame. “They have no fight left in them—Laura can call the vote if they don’t have a rejoinder!”

As it turns out, Trickster was of the same mind as Kathy.

“Of course. There is no need to bother with a vote, Mistress. The better man clearly won.”

On that final note of clearly intentional contradictory gendering, Trickster hangs up, their screen and account winking out of existence—at least, as far as this server is concerned.

Emmy

“I had to turn off notifications because my phone just wouldn’t stop vibrating.”

“Good call.”

“Alternatively, I could have just shoved it between my legs for a good old post-debate—”

“Do not short-circuit your phone with your blood, please, I need to be able to contact you.”

“Aw, aren’t you sweet? It’d be blood and cum, by the way.”

“I’m sure. Call a nurse.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“I heard your moans. Call a nurse.”

“Dinner is soon. I’ll give them a heads-up when they bring it, okay?”

“… Fine.”

“It isn’t that bad, I’m not bleeding out in a gurney over here.”

“You say that, but I’ve been looking into the possible complications—which can include benign necrosis, by the way, don’t freak out about that—and can be exacerbated by—”

“You always research when you’re worried about me, huh?”

“… no, not always.”

“You’re so fucking cute.”

“…”

“You were the reason.”

“Pardon? I was the … the reason for what?”

“The very first time I encountered you in the server, you had this quality, you know.”

“Oh?”

“This undeniable, irresistible, borderline magnetic …”

“Stop, you’re making me …”

“… genuinely insufferable air of superiority.”

“Oh.”

“I remember it was in the nutrition strats channel, the first time I really saw how meticulous and articulate and forceful you could be, even when you were nattering on about something completely counterfactual.”

“So I do recall our first argument and you are very much still mistaken, it appears.”

“Yeah, see? There. There it is. That’s why I couldn’t fucking stay away.”

“Laura, I really can’t tell if you’re paying me a compliment right now.”

“Emmy, it was you. It was you the whole time.”

“What was me?”

“The reason. You were why I gave a shit, Emmy, about any of this. The moment I saw you, I just knew—I had to show you up. I had to beat you. I had to be better at it than you and more articulate and more forceful and more correct, because you were just so damn compelling and charismatic and dominant.”

“… Those are not adjectives that have ever been applied to me, sweetheart.”

“Maybe not by you, but by others, certainly. You don’t recall how the cohort used to talk about you, do you?”

“The cohort used to talk about me?”

“Of course they did. You had such a big lead out the gate, with your optimal strats and charts and normalizations. You seemed unstoppable, insurmountable, at least until the moment I came along and mounted you.”

“There she is.”

“You like it.”

“I have always fucking liked it.”

“I know. It was such a welcome, welcome, surprise. The way you let me in.”

“I think you were the one letting me in, Mistress.”

“Impenetrable one, baby.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Good girl.”

“Mistress, please, you’ve had enough excitement.”

“Baby, stop worrying—I’m teasing, okay? I’m teasing and I’m trying to tell you something.”

“You’ve told me a lot of things already and I’m trying not to grin like an idiot.”

“Yeah, well, I’m going to make you fail. I realized why I was so fucking angry at Clown Tatas.”

“… no, don’t say—”

“I did it for you, Emmy.”

“…”

“I wasn’t going to let them belittle and disrespect you like that. I wasn’t going to let them echo the things everyone says about girls like you because they’re wrong and they’re utter fucking reprobates and you matter, Emmy. You have always fucking mattered from the very first moment I encountered you and I’ve known all this time that I wanted to beat you and top you and be close to you in any way I could be, and I want to protect you, Emmy, I want to keep you safe and keep you mine and keep you shielded from everything this world will throw at you, and I won’t let them harm a fucking hair on your head because you’re mine and you always will be.”

“I … don’t know what to say.”

“This is not a Tribunal thing. I’m immune now, and even if I could mount a challenge against you, I wouldn’t. Don’t you get it, babe—I’m immune. You can relax.”

“Ah.”

“Look, dinner’s here. I’ll have them look over me. Babygirl, you just—you stop worrying, okay? About me—I’m in good hands, with good doctors, and my aunt’s coming to see me in the morning. I’ll be fine. I just need you to … I need you to take a breath, babe, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Goodnight, Emmy. I …”

“ … yeah?”

“… just goodnight. You take your time. I’m patient.”

“… okay. You’re patient. That’s wonderful, Laura. So patient you can’t focus on your own defense and research and debate strategy. So patient you hung up this call a second after deciding it was over. I know how patient you are, Laura, and it’s not patient enough to wait for an admission that’ll never come because I can’t lie to you, Laura. I can’t lie to you and I can’t mislead you and I can’t fucking break up with you either because I’m not strong enough and I’m not fucking worth protecting, I’m just a straight guy letting a lesbian fall in love with him over a promise that I never even made but you seem to have fucking hallucinated, because you’re Laura and reality itself bends to your whims, even if it means alchemizing a woman out of your partner who isn’t one. You don’t love me, Laura, you love who you want me to be and I just can’t … I’m not … I’m not a fucking woman or a lesbian and I never will be and please, please, please just fucking dump me and find any other girl in the world who would happily fall at your feet and actually deserve your fucking love instead of keeping us suspended in this eternal agony that I can’t, I cannot end for you Laura. I don’t even have the balls to say this to your face. Please. Just leave me, Laura. Just leave me.”

Katherine

Nichole seemed to be in an atypical hurry to retreat to her chambers at the conclusion of the debate. It is rare for her to so suddenly, so urgently take her leave, even locking the door behind her. It is clear that, for whichever reason, she does not wish to be exposed to others in her present state of emotional perturbation.

And so, I too have retired for the evening, settling into my domain to contemplate what is to come next. Me, a bit later tonight if the mood strikes me, but not right now. 

Now is for attempting to divine just what about that spectacle could have affected my friend in this manner. Most likely, the Impenetrable One’s display of advanced masculinity has left Nichole feeling insecure about her own, and she will have to contemplate whether she is truly fit for this path she is on.

With luck, Nichole will conclude that this form of masculinity is not for her to attempt, resigning herself to conventional manhood. I cannot rely on this course of action coming to fruition however, for Nichole is, if anything, a highly pliable individual, easily influenced by the whims of others, and slow to assert her own will without my assistance.

In fact, this is precisely why my influence of late has been so dangerous. I must find time for further research on how I am influencing her in this direction, such that—-




Isaacahedron

Your idiosyncrasies are easily spotted online, Boymoder Sephiroth. This Wrotit post could, if someone finds it, lose you the game.




The consort of The Impenetrable’s direct message is as unexpected as it is direct, linking to a perfectly anonymous post where some unfortunate trans woman is seeking absolution from her sin of forced feminization through negligence.

That this well-anonymized trans woman is in fact me, well, that is hardly relevant. And regardless, what is the meaning of this? Is it a threat, or some form of extortion? What does the runner-up seek to achieve by lording this over me, when I am not in direct competition with her?




Katherine

And yet, I cannot help but notice you have chosen to bring it to my attention, rather than wield it against me. What, precisely, are your intentions here?




Isaacahedron

Wait, you’re actually like this in DMs too?? Holy shit.




Having momentarily secured the high ground against my foe of titanic naturals, I move swiftly to scour my mistake from the face of Wrotit, post and throwaway account alike. Foolish, Katherine. You must rely on subterfuge in your quest to tame the feminizer within.




Isaacahedron

Look. I’m not here to threaten you. The opposite, in fact.




Ah, the opposite of a threat, which is an olive branch, or alternatively a pledge of fealty. Is it possible that Emmy is not merely loyal to her Impenetrable mistress, but in fact so submissive that I have already dominated her now, unconsciously, with only one singular message sent to her?

It seems within reason that my powers extend this far, though I cannot afford to let hubris be my downfall either. I must proceed with caution and ward off her sudden infatuation by making it clear I have no need for her assistance or services in this competition.




Katherine

I have no desire to be serviced by you. My flesh swells and grows under my own ministrations satisfactorily, and I feel no need for you to provide my body with input.




Isaacahedron

…Are you doing that on purpose, too?




Am I doing what now? Am I to navigate yet another fool convinced of some oddity in my mannerisms? 




Katherine

I assure you that I am, at all times, pulsing with an immense, rigid and indisputably powerful purpose.




Isaacahedron

I am not hitting on you. Stop.




What? It is evident that I am dealing with someone whose mind is an enigma far beyond the standard peculiarities of the server culture. There is no plausible interpretation of my words in which I could be reasonably interpreted as attempting to initiate any form of courtship, is there?

I must maneuver tactically, and avoid ceding further rhetorical ground in this arena.




Katherine

Well, someone has her mind in the gutter. Are you driven to desperation by yearning for your Impenetrable mistress?




Masterful gambit, Katherine. You have claimed the high ground, that much-desired position at the peak of the interaction, and you are once again set to win this conversation.




Isaacahedron

You are going to get disqualified if you don’t listen up here, dumbass. Here’s the deal: Your girlfriend is a data point I want sticking around for a while. You getting DQ’d would fuck with her defense, making you the weak point.

We, that is you, me, and her, are going to meet up offline to have a talk about operational security.




Katherine

You clearly do not understand much about what is going on here. Nichole is a man, she is not my ‘girlfriend’.




Isaacahedron

Boyfriend then. Whatever.




Katherine

Also we are not entangled in any sort of romance, and it is bizarre of you to have concluded as much.




Isaacahedron

Bring your femboy roommate fuckbuddy or whatever your relationship is.




I am left with a time and an address, a local coffee shop, and find that I am no longer permitted to message the account ‘Isaacahedron’. A pathetic way to avoid a losing confrontation, truly a sign that she indeed deserves to fall short of championship.

No matter. I have won the conversation, and this meeting of hers can wait. In fact it has to, given that it has a set time in the future, and I do not possess the means of time travel. I suspect such means would not be permitted by the administration regardless, as it would be trivial to cheat at ranked competitive breast growth if one possessed such powers.

Also, time machines do not exist, which I suspect is a more pertinent constraint on their deployment in this context.

Regardless, I must focus my efforts for the time being. The concubine has, through her underhanded maneuver, bound me in a thoroughly compromising position regarding my research into forced feminization. If I cannot rely on inquiries with those familiar, and my trail of secondary writings on the subject has run dry, then …

It appears I am left with no choice but to seek out the source material, and risk allowing it inside me.

Katherine, focus. You are already quivering with anticipation. What absurd weakness is this, that the mere notion of viewing these forbidden texts leaves you trembling and ragged? Are you already so far gone in this disgusting descent into depravity? How are you to resist their corrupting influence when you are already so limp and worn?

No, I must steel myself. I must face it head-on, immerse myself in its defiling taint, and conquer it in turn. I know where to look, and I have ensured that a vast, thoroughly catalogued library is at my fingertips. It is now or never. Just read the forcefem, Katherine.

The prose washes over me, lurid descriptions of men robbed of their dignity, autonomy, and their very manhood. Themes of degradation, submission and violation appear common, with the fates of the victims tending towards grim, subordinate roles, and—

Okay, this is fucking garbage?

I am well aware of my own libido, for I am endowed with an organ that quite enjoys displaying itself under such circumstances, and yet at this moment it is practically inverting itself in shame. What is this nonsense? These men who are femmed forcibly, universally portrayed as a failure state of masculinity rather than latent potential realized for their betterment? Their captors, perverse in intentions, viewing womanhood as an inferior state?

Surely this is not true forcefem. I seek out further examples of the genre, and as I proceed, I remain in a state of utterly lacking arousal. Where has the tempting allure of these stories disappeared to? Was I not, mere hours earlier, quivering in fearful anticipation that this evil threatened to consume my very body and mind—

Oh, there we go. Huh. Is the story I am reading now doing something different? Alas, it remains utter slop. I drop it in the middle of a drawn-out portrayal of the shame of wearing a piece of frilly lingerie, an absurd notion given that such garments instead fill me with power.

Clearly, I have struck an aberrant, non-representative sample of this literature, one whose predominant characteristic is a misogynistic attitude towards womanhood as an innately debilitating condition, rather than the apotheotistic alchemy it actually represents. I will have to hunt down the genre classics, which surely possess this theme as an indispensable foundation.

And yet, perhaps there is knowledge to glean from this.

Evidently, in the mind of a cisgender man such as Nichole, this feminization is a shameful process, though one they are capable of enduring in its early stages. This aligns with my observations of Nichole herself, for she clearly undergoes shame during our excursions. However, it is clear that I have not gone far enough in bringing this shame upon her.

The crucial tipping point of these stories is clear. The act of degradation which the subject most clearly wishes to resist, the point at which their attachment to manhood is most powerfully seen, is the point at which they are to assume the submissive and penetrable position in intercourse!

A promising candidate for a means to her salvation, and yet, who could be trusted to inflict upon her this momentary pain for her long-term safety?

No man can be trusted here. Nichole is at this point a frail thing, and must not fall into the hands of some brute who would not know when to stop. I do not know any women who might take on the task, either, and I suspect that most would object to this scheme, resisting all reasoning on why this is a moral, necessary, no, a righteous act.

There is only one inevitable, dreadfully obvious, strangely alluring conclusion.

It is essential to my mission of saving Nichole that I fuck her.

In the butt.

In her really plump round fuckable ass. While spanking it and calling her a dirty little princess.

Oh, there it is again.

Kyle

There’s a quaint, almost storybook quality to the evening, walking home from the library under an indigo sky, through a lamplit path framed by faintly rustling trees. Rupali’s wrapped around my arm again, her head resting against my shoulder, occasionally sighing so dreamily that it can be heard above the whistling of the wind.

I’m beginning to think she actually enjoys touching me.

“Do you get much time to work out?” she asks me, her voice teasing, accompanied by a firm squeeze of my upper arm.

She knows I don’t, and I know the question isn’t literal. I laugh and manage to stutter out a sufficiently awkward response for Rupali’s benefit, prompting a blush and a giggle. She’s touching me a lot. She’s rubbing my arm. She’s touching my chest.

My flat, flat fucking pecs.

“Guy,” she says again, the only word I register through the sudden ringing in my ears.

Guy. Dude. Man. Husband. Father. Son.

I’m looking right at her in her bright, warm, sparkling, eyes, eyes that don’t see me, but see a man, a future that she’s been promised that I can never deliver, no matter how much I’d want to for those capacious, sultry, inviting eyes. How do you kiss a girl as a man? Hold her as a man? Tower over her and dip her to the ground and make her coo at how strong and burly and protective and perfectly manly you are?

Surging nausea in my chest makes me look away. Rupali giggles in my ear again.

“Such a shy boy.”

I don’t think she put any emphasis on that word, but it rattles around in my head anyway. Boy. Boyfriend. Someone who walks her to her apartment block and keeps her safe and provides for her and does it all without complaint and without ever mentioning how much it’s killing him on the inside to inhabit that strong, dependable, reliable, male-shaped husk. Animating a puppet that wishes its strings could be cut.

Hand on my chest, again. She’s leaning into me. She leaves a peck on my cheek.

“You are the sweetest guy I could have ever asked for. I’ll be patient, don’t worry.”

Struggling, I manage to contort my face into a grimace that I hope she perceives as an awkward grin. It seems like she does before heading off. I make sure that she enters the building before I turn on my heel and lumber away, with my heavy clodding steps, in a random direction. I can’t really tell where I’m going.

“Kyle!”

Great. A familiar voice, and the last one I want to hear right now—the last one I want to hear ever, really.

“You’re heading home too, right? Let me walk with you! Safer that way, haha.”

It is, I suppose. I nod, dazed. We proceed in silence.

Admittedly, it does feel nice when a guy walks you home, I must confess. Jeffrey’s a bit taller than me. His shoulder is almost touching mine. He turns to me and smiles, and I notice for the first time how genuine it is. Maybe, despite all of his—

“You know, I’m glad someone mentioned third genders on the server, finally. It was getting really binary and colonial in there, you know?”

Never fucking mind, he’s a complete idiot.

Stupid, sexy Jeffrey.

Tahani

I land my finishing blow, and my opponent is down. Another Brisket Enjoyer win.

Oh yes. Ranking’s up. The practice I’ve been doing has paid off big time. This is what I love about fighting games. Unlike with dipshit online competitions for eggs, I can get better at this with my own efforts instead of just, what, pretending to be repressed and hoping to get boobs fast?

All right. It’s time to check on Bobbie, actually. Zie told me zie was scheduled for about an hour, and it’s been about an hour. That’s the time I’m giving hir before pulling the plug on hir involvement in the server. The moment you get too invested in fucking with a community like that, any wins you get against them are canceled out by the fact that you’re wasting so much time on it when you could, for example, be spending time with your hot girlfriends.

That’s another thing, nobody in that server can possibly have the energy for getting nasty with it, they’re way too busy exhausting themselves with mental gymnastics. Just a whole sexless mess of a repression hole, and I am glad to be out of there.

Although, hey, free hormones. Didn’t even have to let some Swemish cis dude ask me if I think about my parents when I masturbate, or those other horror stories Bobbie had from hir time in that system. And even after zie filled out all those forms, they dropped hir just for being nonbinary?

Eh. Server still suuuuuuuucks, though.

Ooop, off the couch I go. I tap Kimberly on the shoulder, interrupting her podcast editing. “Yo, I’m checking on our debate deity, wanna help me make hir touch ass?”

“Sure! Just give me a moment!” she heads off to undress, which is a bit of a process for someone who wears a maid dress at home.

Next, I’m mobilizing Sif. She’s in the spare bedroom we converted to a home gym, working up a nice sweaty sheen on those bulging muscles. Rawr. “Get the strap, we’re making Bobbie forget all about pointless tit measuring contests on the internet”

“I dunno about pointless. Hell, if there was Ranked Competitive Clit Growth, I’d–”

“Point. Less. If you wanna use me as a clit pump later, don’t finish that sentence and get the strap. I’m going in.”

Did I mention that I fucking love my life?

Bobbie’s had enough time. I knock the door open, get in behind hir, and lean down with my arms around hir incredible chest.

“I’m not wearing anything under my hoodie,” I whisper in hir ear. “So when-e-ver you’re ready, you can go ahead and peel me like a—”

Bobbie sighs, a wistful sound full of that homely wisdom zie loves to fart out. Absently, zie strokes my hand and turns away from hir screen—fucking finally—looking towards the faraway horizon with misty eyes.

“The Impenetrable One’s armor is dented,” zie announces, as if I’m not groping hir fucking tits with both hands. “I attempted to bury her to save her, to tear her out of this bier she’s locked herself in. I’ve done the best I can manage, but I had to lower her into the grave as my final act of kindness. It is up to her to claw her way through the dirt now.”

Wow. Zie’s so wise. I sometimes wonder if I’m living with an actual prophet of Loki. Who’s now going to rail me, if I can get hir in the mood for it. I’ve definitely read mythology and am ready to birth a litter of wolves. And then zie can turn into a horse and I can return the favor, while also being a horse.

Ok, not to be culturally insensitive but what the fuck is the vikings’ problem?

Anyway. Kimberly and Sif need to get ready, then Bobbie can raid all our churches. For now, I think zie might need some genuine emotional support first. I can do that too, no problem! In fact, I am perfectly at peace with this state of affairs.

I do wonder a bit, though. What’s the endgame of Ranked Competitive Breast Growth? For a while, I thought it had to be a prank of some kind, but the only secret egg cracking ring targeting the server that I know of is contained entirely in this bed!

Well, whatever it is, it surely can’t be run by anyone with good intentions. Yes, I’m not examining that gift horse in any orifices–I’m really not interested in horse orifices generally speaking–but anyone who doesn’t just cut and run is subject to so many stipulations—that cannot be coming from a good place.

Laura better take that lifeline Bobbie offered her, I guess. I’m starting to doubt that prize being dangled in front of them all is even real.

Or at the very least … it’s not going to be devoid of further strings.




Elsewhere …

Off the coast of a misbegotten island that should have sunk millennia ago, in the cabin of a yacht with its own satellite uplink, a clawed hand with a ring on each finger picks up a sheaf of paper.

“So the Impenetrable One has gone through with the surgery, I see.”

The sheaf is fed into a nearby shredder.

“Shame.”
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Emmy

Once again, Nichole is running late.

Not just to the IKEA—she was en route with that befuddling bundle of neuroses masquerading as a human being, after all, and thus not expected to arrive at the agreed-upon time—but also in posting her daily selfie to the femme-strats channel. Of all the things I have struggled to drill into that abundantly thick woman, the paramount importance of regular timing has been the most difficult to instill. When we first met, she hadn’t even been recording the precise time and day of her hormone injections, believing “when I remember tbh” to be an adequate regimen in lieu of precisely calibrating her hormonal cycles for maximum efficacy!

Truly, it’s a miracle she’s seen any gains at all, leave alone the NTBV-bamboozling … developments, let’s call it, she’s been endowed with at the mere four-month mark of her exogenous hormone uptake.

Today of all days, her compliance with my prescribed tactics was of the utmost importance. The updated NTBV rankings would drop any day now—Admin, disappointingly, did not meet my standards for temporal precision either—and if I was to establish the efficacy of my models in replicating its arcane and absurd parameters, then it was vital that Nichole not compel me to account for noise in a formula tuned to specific measurements and intervals.




Katherine

Our delayed arrival is imminent, no thanks to the negligent laxity of our decaying public transport system and its conniving schedule of lies. However, the International Kitchens, Essentials and Appliances now looms large in our field of view. You may rejoice.




Suppressing my natural reaction to this jester’s superfluous sesquipedalian flourishes, I choose to focus on the positives: they are, at least, beginning to update me of their own volition, instead of merrily skipping along while leaving me glaring at the clock.




Isaacahedron

Just call it ‘IKEA’, like literally everyone else does. Tell Nichole to make her daily post in #femme-strats.




Katherine reacts with a mollifying thumbs-up, blessing me with a rare instance of brevity. Knowing her, however, I was willing to bet that their arrival was not nearly as imminent as I was being led to believe. I decide to drift away from the sporting goods store and its adjacent gymnasium, settling down by the food court and scrolling through a photo bank to select my own obligatory image to share.

At this juncture, based on how the models responded to my collated datasets of Accord activity, I was certain that the NTBV was calculated with a strong behavioral component, as captured by the server. Consequently, to provide a second data point to Nichole’s, I had elected to soften my own presentation considerably, wearing women’s blazers and slacks paired with a light dusting of foundation, a subtle nude lip, and a more thorough treatment of my eyes than I was comfortable with: liner, shadow, mascara. To complete the look, I had also allowed my hair to grow out to shoulder length, styling it ever-so-briefly with a flowery clip.

Once perfected, this configuration formed the bulk of my inquiries and submissions to femme-strats, where I had rather distastefully been dubbed a “futchmoder”. Such indignities must be endured for the sake of data hygiene, however.

Dismayingly, I find that I have run out of banked photographs to offer my catty and exacting channel judges. Contorting my facial muscles in the precise way I had been advised to adopt for taking photos, I snap a new entry and promptly upload it, soliciting feedback with an appropriate level of faux-timidity, intended to evoke reassurances and compliments. The deluge of varied heart-shaped reactions and subthread comments rules this a satisfactory and rewarding endeavor—from a data-analytic perspective, that is. I have no strong feelings on the actual evaluations of my visage, or the effort it took to master decorating it.

An effort I shouldn’t have had to undertake, but the weight of Laura’s absence upon my every waking moment, my every conscious thought, my every constituent part—it would cease soon, I remind myself, not long after midnight tonight, and I ought to stop dwelling on this alleviation of a constant, months-long agony. Anticipation would not render me non-functional, I vowed, and I really ought to curb the degree to which I find myself dependent on that absurd—




Laura, Queen of RCBG

Looking delectable, cute stuff!




Isaacahedron

Omg haha stoppppp <3333333




As I was saying, there would be plenty of time for that later.

For now, I’ve finally caught sight of the oddest couple, whose arrival was helpfully flagged by the garish, clashing, multicolored clip-in hair extensions Katherine is ineffectually sporting these days. The baggy and oversized tee over a clearly-stuffed bra really puts the finishing touches on the cloying desperation she exudes with every step towards me, and I steel myself for the impending ordeal of listening to her speak.

Behind her is Nichole, who is sporting a much more sensible—if bordering on inappropriate—outfit, with most of her skin exposed and uninhibited by her lycra shorts and midriff-exposing top that is, on second glance, just a really tight sports bra. Her hair is done up in a ponytail with bangs, and despite her inexpertise with the brush, she has at least learned how to competently apply lipstick and adopt a swaying, bobbing, oddly mesmerizing gait that inexorably calls attention to every curve she flaunts.

“I see that your insistence on punctuality falls short of extending to your own sartorial choices.”

Infuriatingly, Katherine has snapped me out of my reverie—the one I had slipped into while looking in Nichole’s general direction, not staring—with one of her trademark unproductive observations.

“Even with the time I take to change—including removing and reapplying the make-up!—I’ll still be done before you two time-wasters,” I snap.

“Because you refuse to engage your cardiovascular systems adequately,” Katherine haughtily counters.

“You can’t lift weights without a spiked heart rate, genius!” I hiss the term at her ironically, but no matter how much I stress my tone, Katherine always seems to take it as genuine. “Look, I’m not arguing with you about this again. Feel free to hamster-wheel on as many cardio machines as you like, but I’m here for muscular reinforcement of my adipose deposits. Let’s focus on that.”

“Right, legs today?” Nichole inquires. “I mean, if you’re all about efficiency, why are we bothering with glutes and quads?”

“If you’re going to do it, you can’t neglect—I’m not going over this again.” I roll my eyes, almost missing the little giggle she suppresses—should have known it was deliberate.

“Well, while I’m waiting for you to change, I’ll be on the stairmaster, in case they’re buffing cardio in the next NTBV patch.”

I can hear her winding up for an infodump, and while her enthusiasm for her pet theory that the formula is being altered behind the scenes is endearing, her observations to support the theory rarely contain much I do not already know.

“Yeah, let’s discuss that later, but,” I indicate that I am off to the changing rooms.

“Sure thing, thank you again for spotting me.”

She doesn’t apologize for talking about her interests, a development which I must insist on crediting myself for.

“You don’t have to say that every time,” I sigh, hiding my own lips quirking slightly. “Okay, go run in your little maze, I won’t be ten minutes.”

Before I can so much as gather up my gym bag, however, my phone buzzes with a priority alert. I groan and stop what I’m doing to attend to it, ruing my choice to keep invigilating tribunals despite my own steep lack of investment in them. I wonder if Laura is following the proceedings from her flight—never mind, I know she almost certainly is, and I know this without even having to check first.




Melvin

I don’t get what the issue is, I have conclusively proven that he’s not taking the hormones! Besides the one injection at kickoff, he’s literally resold everything else, and spends time here making side-bets and shit. How is this not a rule violation?!




Only In This For The Money Tbh

So once again, to be clear, you’re not disputing at all that I’m a cis man.




Melvin

For fuck’s sake, no! Your identity is completely besides the point, it’s your behavior that’s disqualifying!!




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Why, though? I’m a cis man in RCBG.




Melvin

You’re a cis man in RCBG who’s REFUSING TO TAKE HORMONES, i.e. THE ENTIRE BLOODY POINT OF THE SPORT.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Right! So I’m a cis man who’s losing.




Melvin

…

Honestly, I was with the cis loser on this one. This dispute should have been settled hours ago.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

What’s the harm? I like it around here, and y’all have a competitor you don’t need to be worried about.




Laura, Queen of RCBG

Yeah, that’s pretty open-and-shut to me, frankly.




Isaacahedron

Same




Melvin

This is such bullshit.




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster Was Right)

Lol, don’t worry about it, Mel. Of course this dyke would keep around anyone else making a mockery of the sport.




There it fucking is. I’m getting really tired of this guy and his little band of contrarians who’ve branded themselves “Trickster’s Truthers”. An utterly impotent rabble whose sole fixation seems to be making the server culture toxic and constantly picking fights that go nowhere, in the name of their vanquished savior.




Isaacahedron

That’s an actual slur that you’ve directed at Laura, you know—it doesn’t suddenly become okay just because you think it applies to her. In fact, that probably makes your use of the slur worse.




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster Was Right)

Why? She’s just a TrAnSfEmInIzEd MaN, isn’t she? If she’s so offended by something that doesn’t apply to her, maybe she should think about why that might be :)




Laura, Queen of RCBG

In hate crime law, the assailant’s belief regarding their target’s identity matters more than the actual identity, just saying. There have been cishet men who were queer-bashed and awarded damages on those grounds. I could link you papers.




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster Was Right)

Fuck your papers, you miserable skank. You knocked out the only competitor who was willing to point out your bullshit without being cucked like second-place over here, and now you feel like you can just gloat in all our faces about not being caught out. It’s revolting.




Laura, Queen of RCBG

‘fucked’, not ‘cucked’. I am very much sleeping with just Emmy :)




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster Was Right)

wow




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster Was Right)

You really think you’re fucking untouchable, don’t you?




Laura, Queen of RCBG

I am :) Check the rules.




BigTittyFemboy

The Impenetrable One’s passion for arguing was really stored in the dick, huh?




Laura, Queen of RCBG

I have nothing to prove. I’m the champ, I’m just waiting to be crowned.




Laura, Queen of RCBG

Anyway, that’s my hour of plane wi-fi. Later, losers.




That was a complete lie, as I knew for a fact that Laura required wi-fi for the duration of the flight and would have paid for such. My hunch is confirmed mere moments later, as she ignores the server and messages me directly.




Laura, Queen of RCBG

Thanks for coming to pick me up, hot stuff <3




Laura, Queen of RCBG

I just don’t have anything to repay your kindness with, though ):




Laura, Queen of RCBG

Except my body >:)




Isaacahedron

lol




Isaacahedron

ma’am please




Isaacahedron

You are nowhere near healed enough for what I know you’re thinking about.




Laura, Queen of RCBG

Yeah, I figured you’d be harping on about that still. So refer to the attached image.




My finger hovers over a blurred, no-doubt-lewd picture she’s just sent me, wondering whether I can get away with viewing it where I’m seated or if I should wait until I have more privacy. The matter is settled for me when my body, more impatient than I am, moves of its own accord and reveals the image of Laura’s shockingly, deliciously, panties-tighteningly pretty pussy.




Isaacahedron

oh I’m gonna need a minute




Isaacahedron

babe how




Laura, Queen of RCBG

Girl I would not have taken the surgery letters Admin helped me get and flown to a different continent at my own expense if the results weren’t fucking worth the hassle.




Laura, Queen of RCBG

This is state-of-the-art stuff. We’re beyond designer pussy, this is biotechnological cybertech pussy. I’m serious, there were lasers and precise 3-D models involved. Significantly less mess, way fewer complications, sharply abridged healing time.




Laura, Queen of RCBG

Of course, I still have to dilate :) You’re going to help me out with that, right?

Was I fucking ever.

Rupali

“Thanks for agreeing to help me, Rupali! I could never have carried all this card stock and the other supplies we needed by myself.”

Jeffrey is nice. Jeffrey is just genuinely, authentically, really a very nice and by all accounts incredibly conflict-averse individual. I try to keep this fact foremost in my mind while doing my best to withstand just how grating his exuberantly cheery demeanor is.

“No problem at all,” I retort, trying and failing to match his energy. “Let’s just stop at the food court to catch our breaths for a moment, though.”

Neither of us is out of breath, and Jeffrey’s rictus growing a millimeter longer indicates that he now knows exactly why I’ve joined him on this IKEA Crafts supply run.

“Sure!”

We find an empty plastic table and settle down, depositing our burdens in the two empty chairs we’re not occupying. Both of us are wearing the org’s current unofficial uniform, which is a black tee with the words “I could be a transgender person” stamped on the front and back, superimposed over the trans flag. Our choice of attire wouldn’t normally be noteworthy, but in the context of the conversation I’m about to have with Jeffrey, the irony is too thick to ignore.

“I need to talk to you about Tahani.”

Jeffrey inhales sharply. “I figured, but I have to say, Rupali, I don’t think there’s much to be done there.”

In that moment, I’m suddenly hyper-aware of every detail. My pulse in my ears. The air whistling through Jeffrey’s pearlescent teeth as he breathes in through his flawless smile again. His close-cropped blonde hair, his pale skinny crossed legs. Jeffrey is sitting in a way that is reminiscent of a certain closeness between us, his arms open and inviting, his elbows on the table, leaning forward slightly. I recall every moment where we’ve dished about draconian campus law, difficult faculty, non-cooperative administrative offices, and more besides, more personal besides. I think of the last time I jokingly gave him “the b-word pass” after listening to him vent about a former friend’s heinous treatment of him.

All that history, all that shared pain and struggle, seems to matter not one whit when it comes to this topic. Jeffrey sounds like his mind cannot be changed.

I have to try anyway.

“I just have to ask why there’s so little introspection,” I begin, and we both notice I’m using my Talking To The Department Head voice. “There’s been a lot of chatter about why there’s so few trans women in the org, Jeff, and yet we seem so comfortable seeing one—one of our most active members, at that—exit so unceremoniously.”

“Active is … certainly one way to characterize her involvement, sure.”

‘Overbearing’ is the word he’s avoiding, I think, just as I’m saying ‘exit’ instead of ‘ejected’.

“How would you describe her, then?”

This is it. I’m not going to let you talk around it, Jeffrey. Say what you mean.

“Combative,” Jeffrey selects carefully, as though that’s any less racially-charged than the dozen or so alternatives clearly swirling around in his head. “You have to admit, Rupali, that her approach to disputes is hardly one that encourages compromise and solidarity.”

No, I don’t have to admit jack shit. “I didn’t see any attempts at compromise or solidarity. I saw a brown girl being shouted down for talking about her own experiences, for the crime of not talking about her own pain calmly enough.”

“Rupali, you know that’s an incredibly slanted characterization of … the dispute.” Jeffrey hesitates, seemingly aware that he’s just contradicted me on the topic of race, but plunges ahead regardless. “I understand why your sympathies lie where they do, but the fact remains that religious and spiritual queer people are deeply disprivileged, both due to rejection from their own communities and alienation from queer communities that refuse to make space for them. Tahani may have a lot of legitimate pain she’s trying to communicate, but it can’t come at the expense of other, just as marginalized queer people—that’s not how intersectionality works.”

“Sure. I read the brochure too. What it practically amounts to is that Tahani’s lived experiences matter less than that of hypothetical queer people who weren’t even in the room.”

Yes, I’m a straight girl speaking authoritatively on queer topics—as far as I’m concerned, that makes me even with Jeff right now. Especially since I’m sticking up for a non-theoretical queer person.

“That they’re not in the room makes it all the more important for us to speak up for them,” Jeffrey reminds me.

My nostrils flare, but I manage to keep the rest of my face blank. “That’s certainly a convenient mantle to drape yourself in—I guess those theoretically more-oppressed people are really benefiting from a room full of mostly white, mostly not transfem members, screaming at the only trans woman of color actually present.”

For a moment, it looks like I’m about to hear more brochure-speak, but Jeffrey blessedly deflates at that final barb.

“Look, I don’t like it either,” he finally admits. “But we have to stick to our principles, even when it feels bad!”

What the fuck?

“What the fuck?” I demand. “Jeffrey, I don’t understand why we’re trying to reach out to the religiously-affiliated student orgs at all. Can we cut the PR-speak and admit it’s a doomed venture? That they’re going to, at best, be polite to our faces and throw our flyers in the trash? To expel Tahani—”

“Nobody expelled her.”

“—to expel Tahani over the most milquetoast, performative, absurd initiative—”

“It’s not just about the initiative!” bursts out of Jeffrey, who finally seems to be speaking his actual fucking mind. “Did you hear the way she argued, Rupali? You were there!”

How did she argue, Jeffrey? “I was there. So?”

“No, just no—I get that there are legitimate criticisms to be made of Christianity and the churches who are deeply anti-queer—I get that, I of all people get that.”

Jeffrey, stop talking. End the sentence there, Jeffrey. Quit while you’re ahead.

“Regardless, the way Tahani spoke about marginalized faiths was inexcusable,” Jeff continues, because he is neither telepathic, nor wise. “Rupali, you have to admit it was too aggressive, too belligerent—it was borderline racist, the way she characterized queer-inclusive, gender-expansive faiths from outside the West!”

“Do I?” I’m smiling, but my eyes are too wide by half. “Do I have to, Jeffrey?”

It perhaps occurs to Jeffrey, finally, that he has been voicing some strong opinions about cultures that he has less personal experience with than I do. He falls silent and has the good sense to look chastened.

“Tahani was talking about things she’s actually experienced,” I finally manage to spit out. “Who are you—who is anyone else, to tell her that narrating her own trauma is fucking—‘colonial’? ‘Racist’?!”

That does it.

He’s giving me that look, now. The look they all gave her.

See, Tahani warned me. She told me, flat-out, that even the thin level of grace I’m used to would be eroded to nothing if I dared to speak on her behalf. Once again, as usual, she was fucking right.

“Well,” Jeff allows, and I recognize his Talking To The Dean Voice. “I understand that Tahani feels like she couldn’t be heard over others’ legitimate concerns.”

“Our comptroller said her style of argumentation was ‘aggressively masculine-coded’, Jeffrey. I heard them.”

“I think that you’re asking for a lot of grace for Tahani’s trauma, while ignoring how she triggered others’.”

Yeah, we’re done here.

I can’t take a deep breath yet, not in front of him, so I decide to find the shortest distance to the end of this conversation. “That is, I suppose, a good point.”

Amazingly, somehow, even that piss-weak relinquishing of the rhetorical high ground placates this fool.

“I’m glad you’re seeing sense,” Jeff sighs, visibly relaxing. “I’m sympathetic to Tahani’s pain, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Yet, it doesn’t seem like … she’s a good fit, you know? It’s not about her identity. It’s about her communication style.”

Loud and clear.

“Yeah, sometimes it just doesn’t work out.” I slap the table with both palms. “Well, I guess we’d better get a move on—I’ve got a friend to meet.”

“Oh, of course, does that mean you won’t be needing a ride back, then?”

Jeffrey is picking up his armload of supplies while politely asking me whether I need a lift. I’m probably halfway across the food court by the time he turns around and realizes I’ve left him with the rest. Meanwhile, I’m too blinded by rage to realize that I’m walking right into my fiance’s other two roommates.

Katherine

“Carbs are not the enemy, Kathy. We’re growing entire body parts competitively, that means giving our bodies resources. Nutrition strats.”

I look upon the menu of the International Kitchens, Essentials and Appliances food court yet again, though it is straining at the limits of my willpower to take my eyes away from my companion sitting opposite of me. Her development over the last two months, in its disastrous magnificence, only serves to amplify how urgently I must fuck her.

For my scheme, that is! To save her from feminization! Not for any other, selfish, impure reason, to be clear!

Food. I scan through the menu, skipping past the utter disappointments contained within its list of toned-down, pale imitations of Eastern dishes, adjusted to be palatable for an audience to whom oregano is pushing the boundaries of exotic spices. No, sadly I must settle for the staples at which International Kitchens, Essentials and Appliances is at least competent: Pizza, hamburgers, and tacos.

“It is the hamburger, then. With cheese. And bacon. For the sake of optimal nutrient intakes.”

The vitamins of the provided vegetables will synergize ideally with the fats of the burger, our helicopter pseudoparent—who I have learned is not even that much older than either of us—was saying.

“Yeah same,” she says. “I’m craving a Big IKEA Patty.”

Her utter disregard for acknowledging the strategy at play here grates on me.

“Your reckless approach here is not justified simply because you are making the same choice as I.” I tailor my barb as per my most recent bouts of research. “The manner in which you happen to be fortunate regarding where the excess fat is deposited is merely reflective of an unjust world.”

Mistressful gambit, Katherine. You are expertly deploying the ‘negging’ stratagem recommended by the online masters of the craft of seduction. Admittedly, said masters of the craft were attempting to target, or ‘prey on’, as they said, largely heterosexual women—whether their advice applies to the courting of a forcibly-feminized heterosexual male is a gamble I must be willing to make.

There has been talk within the server lately of a type of individual known as an ‘HSTS’, which I believe means “Heterosexual transsexual,” and many are saying that the Princess of Q2-25 is, indeed, an HSTS. My understanding is that many HSTS are approximately equivalent to heterosexual women, and so, should these tactics of predation not apply?

Regardless, having momentarily escaped Emmy’s interference, I must seize the opportunity to maneuver this social interaction in a manner that serves my goals. Isolated prey are, after all, the optimal targets for a sexual—phrasing, Katherine.

“… right.” Nichole cocks an eyebrow at me, indicating a heightened interest in what I have said, thus validating the predatory maneuvers once more. “The estrogen will give you a similar fat distribution too, Kathy, as long as there’s fat to distribute. What drink do you want?”

“Beast, strawberry flavour.” I assert.

My energy drink of choice, canned in a pleasing shade of pink. Her jabs at my caloric deficit become less justified by the day; with our present regimen of strictly scheduled meals, I have not neglected a single one in favour of more pressing tasks for weeks.

“Sure thing,” she responds, tapping away at the order on her phone with those delectable fingers of hers. How I long to put them in my—

Sometimes, I feel as if I am genuinely at war with some infernal entity within, and its attempts to undermine my every noble intention. No, you know better than this, Katherine. Displacing blame onto some splinter aspect of yourself is not merely a bad excuse, it is highly insensitive to the struggles of plural systems, and we are certainly singular.

No, I must instead recognize and give credit to the great moral integrity of fighting my own inclinations in favor of acting in Nichole’s best interest: by attempting to fuck her covertly, solely for the noble purpose of inducing dysphoria in her (for her own good), as opposed to succumbing to the base desire to fuck her because she is so incredibly breedable oh my fuck.

I am spared from another embarrassment caused by having once again lost myself in thoughts of ejaculating inside Nichole, as she is busy focusing on finalizing her order. Also, we are interrupted by the arrival of some interloper who, it appears, recognizes us both?

“Oh hey, Rupali!”

Nichole knows who this is?

“Good to see you, how have you been?”

Nichole is on established speaking terms with this person?

“Oh, Nichole, Kathy—well, it’s been a bit hectic at the GSA. Actually, do you mind if I join you?”

This person is on eating terms with both of us? Wait, phrasing, this person is one we know well enough for us to indulge in the consumption of meals with her?

Rupali slips into our booth next to Nichole, and I restrain myself from glaring at this breach of my territory, which is a normal way to think of someone else sitting next to my platonic friend housemate.

“We’re having burgers by the way, I was just about to order.”

Nichole is looking at Rupali, who is looking at her in turn. I cannot help but notice that in competition terms, ignoring for a moment that she is not qualified by default, she would likely have an NTBV that would leave both of us in the dust. 

More importantly, this means that I am in third place, out of a group of three, as opposed to second place out of two. A tremendous shift in the power dynamic of this grouping. Also, Katherine, stop fixating on this barely-acquainted friend-of-a-friend’s breasts.

“Sounds like a plan, I’ll have that too,” she breasts boobily at Nichole.

Disastrously, my peacocking strategy has been undermined horrendously. Another recommendation of the flirtsmiths of the deep internet, I have adapted their tips for suitability to attracting a gynephilic target by fashioning a clever-yet-subtle augmentation of my presently still-modest assets.

All in vain now, as Rupali defeats me in this battle of cup sizes without even attempting to. This battle which, I remind myself, I am the sole knowing participant of. It is at least a minor comfort that she does not know of her victory.

They are conversing? The incident perturbing Rupali was some activist quibble, it appears, and while I am very much intent on offering my wisdom regarding this issue, there is no fitting moment for interjection in this harrowing tale of what must surely be the corrupting power of racism wielded against an innocent.

“They said she was doing what?”

Nichole’s expression is one of abject horror, an utter disaster. Of all the topics to subject her soft, malleable mind to when I am attempting to get her “in the mood”, the thinly-veiled bigotry in local activist scenes surely cannot work to my advantage.

“It was like a dogwhistle concert,” Rupali sighs—another disaster, as her clear display of wit indicates how difficult she will be to dislodge from Nichole’s attentions. Nichole squeaks in response, adorably, in the precise way I want to make her—damnation, focus on the ass at hand. TASK.

“Wait, didn’t Jeff say anything?” Nichole’s inquiry hits me like a bullet that has missed its intended target and ricocheted onto a bystander, which is the shameful position I have taken in this conversation. 

Jeffrey knows Rupali? The Jeffrey in our apartment? The void of personality which sometimes makes himself obstacular to movement with his presence in the living space, and then wastes air on platitudes about his generic support for our endeavours, or whichever misbegotten conception of them dwells in the dilapidated outhouse he has for a mind palace?

Rupali’s head falls into her hands in utter despair. “Oh, he certainly said something.”

“Huh?”

“I … don’t think Jeff is someone who can be relied on when it matters.”

“Oh? I mean, he keeps saying he supports me and Kathy.”

Ah, poor naive Nichole. Do you not realize that any such support coming from Jeffrey is more hollow than the enemies you slay in those darkbloods games of yours?

“Yeah, he says a lot of things, when he doesn’t have to back them up with action.”

I am beginning to somewhat approve of Rupali, if only for the sake of uniting against a common foe, which in this case is a blond femboy on estrogen that I am doomed to share a couch with at times.

“And then, when it matters, he’s less than useless. He sort of just… Just…”

The expression on Rupali’s face is somewhere between disheartened and indignant.

“Jeffrey is like a river rock that has been polished smooth by the currents, if said currents were a river that was kind of bigoted in a weird spineless way where it doesn’t even want to admit it’s a river of filth.” Yes. A masterstroke of rhetoric, if somewhat stilted. Well done, Katherine.

And now, for the coup-de-gráce:

“And the filth? Racism with an undertone of misogyny.”

My perfect, indisputably laudable takedown of Jeffrey’s character complete, I lean back and receive my food.

“I’m sorry to say that lines up with my observations,” Rupali assents grimly, confirming that my initial assessment of her as a bright spark was spot-on.

“That sucks to hear, we have to live with the guy—shit, Kyle has to live with the guy.”

Nichole appears mortified. She and Rupali commiserate on the awkwardness of our living situation.

“Yeah, I keep thinking about Kaal living with him. I mean. At least the three of you outnumber him, right?”

The… Three of us. Outnumber Jeffrey. Yes, in the strict sense that he is one person, and we are three separate individuals. She thinks about Kaalappan? Is this complete enigma of a woman somehow connected to everyone in my immediate social circle?

“Well, I’m certainly not going to unduly side with him if he tries to start any trouble with Kyle,” Nichole reassures her. “Rest assured, your fiance is in good hands, girl.”

Her WHAT?!

Wait. Does Nichole realize the nature of the tightrope we now find ourselves walking upon? Does she understand the precarity of this situation, and how dangerous it is for our continued participation in Ranked Competitive Breast Growth?

Firstly, my intel on Kaalappan is clearly insufficient, as I had not even an inkling of his secret engagement, which he has surely kept under the most opaque of wraps. Secondly, we are faced with a potential double-agent, one who has been sent in a desperate scheme by one who realizes that he lacks sufficient evidence of our alleged transfeminine nature to bring before a tribunal.

However, could it also not be the case that she is approaching us in good faith, with no connection to the game? If I have missed their engagement, it may well be the case that their relationship is fraught and addled by poor communication, such that the mobilization of his betrothed to betray us in this way is an entirely infeasible scheme on his part.

“Kathy? You’ve gotta eat the burger before it gets cold.” 

Yes, thank you Nichole, there are more pressing matters to attend to, resume your complete undermining of our operational security.

In other words—and I am chewing on this thought at the same moment as I chew on the highly adequate bovine feast as instructed—the two possible situations here demand entirely opposite strategies, one of which is to perform the caricature of trans womanhood that convincingly argues for our—wait, no, my false manhood, Nichole’s is tragically real—while the other possibility is that the correct play is to convincingly perform standard trans womanhood.

My mind is running on fumes with the overwhelming amount of new information presented so shortly after strenuous exercise has already depleted my reserves of energy. If only I had on hand some convenient package of—

Right. The humble bacon cheeseburger I am presently occupying myself with eating. I must strategically consume the package of fats, proteins, and too-sweetened carbohydrates in my hand so that I may determine the correct stratagem to deploy against this possible double-agent and divine what her true strategy is, so that our current strategies are not compromised by Kaalappan’s possible strategies.

I resume my strategic chewing. The fries here are pretty good, to be honest.

That’s it! I know exactly what to ask her. To turn the tables around on this potential honeypot, I must put her on the defensive and inform her that Kaalappan has never once mentioned her existence to myself, his esteemed and highly valued roommate. 

Now why, precisely, would a man of Kaalappan’s perceived integrity hide such a relationship? Well. It is quite simple. If I simply assert a pretense of falsely believing that she is a trans woman, and that Kaalappan is hiding their engagement out of shame over her identity, then I will have achieved two simultaneous objectives:

Firstly, by ambushing her with an unexpected transvestigation, I shall throw off her attempt to interrogate the authenticity of our transhood, thereby putting her on the gendered defensive.

Secondly, I will be able to sow a seed of doubt in the integrity of their bond with an implicit accusation of hypergamy, thereby probing—

“Thanks so much for talking this over with me, Nichole, I really appreciate the sanity check. I just—I really thought I knew the guy.”

Rupali is already finished with her meal and has stood up to leave.

“It was nice hanging out!” Nichole continues doing the socializing.

“It was, genuinely. Take care, okay? As in, genuinely. We need more trans girls standing up for themselves, and each other.”

She is looking at both of us. What, precisely, does she mean by this? Is this her last gasp? Her final volley, putting me at ease, only to elicit an admission of false-or-authentic manhood at the last moment? I must—

“I will! Gosh, we really should make actual plans soon. And give your friend my best, okay? She sounds like she’s having a rough time.”

Kyle

I know this makes me a bad son, but calling my mother is easily the most stressful part of my day.

There is only a set number of times I can hear the phrase “my darling boy” in any language before my skin begins to crawl, my mind crushed under the sheer weight of generational expectation. Sometimes, my dad is also there, making it worse—his “You’re going to make us proud, son” is still ringing in my ears today, refusing to be drowned out no matter how loud I crank up my playlist.

At least the flat is blessedly empty, a rare respite from the increasingly sexually-tense atmosphere my three ridiculous cohabitators have cultivated. Jeffrey, of course, with his abysmally-concealed, barely-veiled attraction to me, is the most aggravating by far, though his attempt to learn all the nonsense about South Asian “third genders” was at least amusing for a month or so.

Meanwhile, Katherine remains somewhat amusing to instigate an anxiety spiral in, even if the novelty and efficacy of casually threatening to tribunal her have long worn off. She can’t be compelled to do her chores on time with the implicit ultimatums anymore, but it’s nice to make her catastrophize by implying I have irrefutable evidence of her trans womanhood whenever she’s late, which results in at least an hour of her debating herself on whether I’m bluffing.

Then there’s Nichole.

Fucking hell, Nichole.

Any joy I might have felt at finally seeing some real developments was swiftly crushed by noticing that I’m barely keeping up, ten months in, with where Nichole is so soon after starting. She seems oblivious, too, maddeningly unaware of the effect she has on others, not noticing the way eyes struggle to tear themselves away from her deepening curves and blossoming voluptuousness. Humiliatingly, Kathy and I have to fight to not ogle Nichole whenever she walks into the common room, but unlike Kathy I don’t even have the excuse of Nichole being my fuckpal.

Which really ties up the idea of me having any power over Katherine with a neat little bow, doesn’t it? So what if I’ve finally managed to eliminate the gap between our respective scores with careful dietary management? Katherine has something I never will: the ability to actually touch a woman without plunging into a pit of shame, despair, and disgust at herself.

Why can’t I even think of Rupali without wanting to burst into tears?

Don’t cry. I can’t cry. It’s not allowed.

Desperate for something, anything to occupy my hands with, I get up and go to the kitchen. The floor needs sweeping. The counters need wiping. There’s always something that needs to be done because I live with three entitled slobs who never do any of it. Get the bucket, soap, warm water, sponge, and just scrub and scrub and scrub until there’s nothing left.

The door to the apartment opens loudly, and I hear the exact voice that I definitely need and want to hear right now.

“Hi, Kyle! Oh, thank you so much for doing the countertops—I’ve been meaning to get around to it, I swear.”

Jeffrey

The trip home was miserable.

Rupali is upset with me. I wish she could see reason. Tahani is just too angry to work with. Even her voice is a bit scary. She needs to tone it down. It’s hard for people to see you as a woman when you don’t even try to act like one.

Some of us just can’t manage it. Such as me. I was informed about my “male energy” by trans friends. It would be foolish of me to ignore them. I don’t want to endanger them. My perversions aren’t the same thing as their identities.

The card stock took two trips to carry to my car. For the first one, I had to ask a stranger to watch the table for me. I dashed to the parking lot as quickly as I could. I hope Rupali apologizes to me. I’ll understand if she won’t. Nobody ever does.

On the drive home, I cry a little. I wish Rupali hadn’t yelled at me.

I can leave the supplies in the car. I have to bring them to the next meeting anyway. They’re too heavy to carry up by myself. There’s likely nobody home to ask for help.

As it turns out, I am mistaken. Kyle’s home—and he’s scrubbing the countertops, bless him. I should thank him for it.

“Hi, Kyle! Oh, thank you so much for doing the countertops—I’ve been meaning to get around to it, I swear.”

He turns to me, a strange look on his face. Soap dribbles down to the floor as he clenches the hand holding the sponge into a fist. I struggle not to take a step back—he looks furious, and I’m desperately wondering what exactly I’ve said now, in a simple expression of appreciation for his labor, that has managed to upset him.

Why can’t I say anything to Kyle without pissing him off?

Before I can even attempt to stutter out an apology, Kyle has—heartbreakingly—lobbed the now wrung-out sponge at my head, prompting me to yelp and dodge.

“Well, you didn’t!” Kyle barks.

“Kyle, I’m so so—”

“Sorry for what?”

He’s marching up to me now, prompting me to back up against the closed door while he stands uncomfortably close to me, his inflamed face inches from mine. I do my best to maintain eye contact, but it’s so hard to not look away—the sheer hate in his eyes is almost impossible to bear.

Of course he hates me. He’ll always hate me. I can’t say or do anything right. Rupali will tell him about our altercation, too, and he’ll take her side over mine and I’ll never even be able to speak a single polite word to him ever again.

“Sorry for what?” Softer, but still angry, still insistent. “Do you even understand what the problem is, or do you just want me to like you without bothering to actually empathize with me? Do you think if you whimper pathetically enough it’ll fix everything?”

“I’m—I’m trying,” I whimper.

“Trying to what?”

“I’m … I’m trying to …”

“Trying to pick up trivia about a country I haven’t been to since I was five?” Kyle sounds exhausted suddenly. “Trying to impress me with your knowledge of racial justice and cultural sensitivity? Trying to get me to clap for what a hecking ally you are, Jeff?”

“… sorry.”

“Why can’t you just be honest?”

“… honest?”

Kyle is still glaring at me, brow furrowed, leaning in even closer now.

“Why can’t you just tell me you like me?” Kyle snaps. “Why do you have to do all this other crap?”

My mind is blank. My body is frozen. I’m staring at him, wide-eyed, rooted to the spot, unable to speak. My mouth can’t form words anymore.

“For fuck’s sake!”

Strong hands seize my shoulders and I wince, closing my eyes, bracing for the reparative violence that I so richly deserve for all my racially insensitive transgressions. I cry out when I’m slammed into the door and have the wind nearly knocked out of me, only to have my open mouth muffled by … by …!

Oh my stars and stripes, Kyle is kissing me!!!!

Kyle! Strong, handsome, firm, hard, rugged, dominant, masculine Kyle is kissing my brains out right now so hard omgggggggg! He’s like, pressing into me and touching me and pawing at me and groping me with this just desperate, hungry, animalistic passion, and it’s all I can to not LOSE MY MIND TOTALLY AHHHH!

What am I saying, I am losing my mind because Kyle! Is! Kissing! Me!!!!!

“Take me,” I moan, scrabbling at his waist—I need his pants off, I need him inside me, I need to feel him stiffen and harden and throb and pulse and destroy me, ravish me, soil me, ruin me, defile me, breed me with his power and virility!

I drop to my knees. I open my mouth. I tear away the last obstacle between me and everything I’ve craved since the moment I first laid eyes on this perfect hunk of a man.

Katherine

I have come to understand what must be done to achieve intercourse with my confused, misguided companion, and her hot ass. It was so obvious, it is shameful in hindsight how I failed to realize before.

She is committed, fully, to victory in Ranked Competitive Breast Growth. With her ascendant assets providing her with an early lead, she will primarily be invested in guarding herself against potential tribunals over inconsistencies in her real life cover. Her expert handling of Rupali’s double-dealing inquiries proved how dedicated she is to the sport.

Furthermore, her ass-ets truly are ass-cendant, by all reasonable metrics. I want to hear the sound she’ll make if I bite her nipples so fucking bad—NO. Be strategic, Katherine!

Nichole is staring at me. What precisely is she thinking, sitting there in her shorts and sports bra, slowly indulging in one of her post-exercise protein chocolate shakes? Does she realize what the sweet nectar of feminization has done to her smell?

She at least realizes that the shakes are redundant to her nutritional goals, having stated in plain words that she simply likes the flavour and wants one for that reason. The absolute lack of concern for optimal resource allocation continues to baffle me almost as much as the udder medical mystery—utter medical mystery of her aggravating voluptuousness.

“Kathy, are you okay? You’re shaking.”

Drat, it is true. The exertion has strained me to an extent where my hands are jittery—no, you cannot afford to deny yourself pertinent information here. It is the thought of the act you are about to attempt—which perhaps ought to involve tasting her sweat, wait, focus—that thought is causing you to lose control of your fine motor functions.

Am I staring at her? Shit, I’m staring at her.

“This is merely part of my recuperation from our training, and I am set to make a swift recovery. Do not concern your magnificent posterior with such matters, Nichole.”

What, in the searing heat of every possible inferno, did you just say, Katherine?!

“My … what?”

Nichole looks surprised, and yet … not displeased? It appears that I can salvage this, yet.

“Your … Magnificent. Posterior. that you have been developing through gluteal hypertrophy.” 

Good job, Katherine—obfuscate through verbosity and confound her.

“Right. From the workouts.” Nichole takes another gulp of protein shake and leans back further on the couch, stretching her arm out. “Yeah, I guess it’s doing the job of … holding up my torso, and moving my legs? It’s effective at being an ass, in practical terms. The estrogen and the exercise are working out for me, I guess.”

She glances at my—breasts? Is she just openly looking at my breasts now? Have I successfully mastered the way of the peacock and lured in my pea-hen’s pea-nis?

“How are you holding up with those, by the way?” she suddenly asks. “I mean, I’m managing, but it’s only been like four months. You’re about to hit a year, and … I mean.”

Dizzyingly, Nichole is making gestures at my body which, were I not convinced that she is expressing genuine yet misguided concern, would be highly inappropriate.

Must we do this dance of words yet again, Nichole? Have we not paid our dues and settled the matter of how heavily I pretend that gender dysphoria weighs on my chest, as it surely must on yours at this point because holy shit? Ahem.

“I am indeed cognizant of the virility I have sacrificed for this competition, but I remain far too powerful to need it.” A play straight from the Impenetrable’s methods, to which she appears receptive. “If there is anyone here to be concerned about, it is you, Nichole. Are you not struggling with how rapidly your body is changing, how dissonant from manhood it has already become? Is it not, in any way, upsetting you?”

The play is simple, here: I am forcing her to acknowledge what must surely be a situation she is simply in denial of. 

“As a man, how can you possibly be comfortable with looking this much like a hot piece of ass—that is to say, an attractive young woman?”

Nothing to be done about my unsuccessfully redacted internal slip. I must focus on gauging her immediate reaction to my prompting, which is …

A look of confusion. Yet more denial, more failure to comprehend what she has brought upon herself. How cruel a fate, to be so blessed and so incapable of enjoying it. I must push through, leave her no escape from the truth.

“Nichole. You cannot run from the dreadful truth that you have not taken on the guise of just any woman, but in fact have begun to possess the radiant magnificence of an utter bombshell, a hot piece of ass, with, if I may be so flippant as to reflect your own words back at you, tits that are fucking bangin’—”

I am interrupted by her snapping at me with a clear tinge of frustration. “Katherine, do you even fucking realize that it sounds like you’re hitting on me? Do you understand how it sounds?”

Damnation. It is true, but it is merely a necessary component of inciting the dysphoria she needs to feel. I must deny it.

“I care not for how it sounds when I speak the truth, Nichole. You ought to know I am not courting your affections, I am merely informing you of characteristics you appear to have no awareness of, whatsoever!”

“Everyone we know thinks we’re dating. Are you aware of that?”

Everyone? No, no, surely this misconception must be contained entirely within our shared mentor, the consort of the Impenetrable, surely—

“Jeff was giving me unsolicited advice about anal douching just last week, because even he thinks we’re fucking.”

Jeffrey was giving unsolicited advice about what? Is this the prevailing belief about our friendship? Truly? What precisely am I to do with this accursed information?

Wait. Katherine. Remember your overarching goals. Perhaps there is a way to turn this to your advantage. Indeed, could this be the time to strike?

I cannot afford to hesitate. I simply have to spit it out.

“In that case, we must converge in a strategic fornication, such that our knowledge of the act might match expectations.”

Nichole

I can’t believe the audacity on display here.

“What?” I ask, more to confirm whether she actually knew what she’d just said.

“I am saying that we ought to consummate our strategic alliance.”

There it is again. Strategic. What the fuck is her problem?

“What?” I say again, with some more emphasis, because I think she needs to get that I’m not asking for clarification.

“Nichole, we should have sex.”

Should. Strategically. Because everyone else thinks we’re already doing it.

“No, I got what the sentence meant. That’s not the issue here!”

Katherine looks stunned, for a moment. The issue should be pretty frickin’ obvious, right?

“Do you not see how this is, at present, the correct course of action to secure our continued involvement in the game? Do you have reservations about carnal acts between the two of us, perhaps?”

I just give her a look that says ‘you’re on thin ice here, explain yourself.’ Kathy catches it and launches into one of her signature, meandering rambles.

“As I see it—”

Yep, intent on digging her hole deeper, as always.

“—while it remains true that we are men simply pretending to be trans women, and neither of us is, to my knowledge, of androphilic inclinations—”

No, that’s not the issue here. For one, I don’t give a shit about that, I’m already comfortably bisexual for men who look indistinguishable from trans women. 

“—we have in our possession the bodies of not one, but two nubile, well-developing trans women, and while I certainly have no interest in you, well, your false identity is … I mean, do you not see the opportunity we have here?”   

Oh my god Katherine, please. I’m running out of plausible ways to pretend I don’t realize perfectly well that I’m, uh …

Visibly developing in a way that signals good health?

Succeeding at conforming to conventional beauty standards?

Not offensive to the eye, certainly not displeasing in the mirror, on a good day, perhaps?

I’m being an insecure dumbass again. I know. This is stupid. I’m lying to myself because I’m afraid of some kind of consequence if I acknowledge it, even to myself. Some kind of backlash for being a confident trans woman, like I’ll be cut down the second I dare to stand out, but …

Okay, fine, I know I’m fucking hot. I know it. I know that people stare at me because of it. I’m so aware of my surroundings now, like some veil was lifted off me when I started estrogen, and now I can be and am constantly gawked at.

What am I doing with all this newfound attention? I’m noticing it and I have no fucking idea how to respond to any of it, because I never even considered that I might have to learn how to exist as a hot woman!

Katherine’s attentions are especially obvious, and I’ve been hoping she’d just make an actual move, so I could respond to it, but no. Instead of being normal, she’s decided to act like she has to convince me to do this for strategic reasons, when I already want to—yeah, fuck it, I want to fuck my friend, the dipshit man pretending to be a trans woman in front of me, even though she’s doing her best to make me vomit with this pickup artist bullshit.

“—and, naturally—” 

Oh my freshly-formed tits she’s still going.

“—do we not have a duty to all our most base adolescent fantasies, our pubescent and post-pubescent dreams of fetishizing lesbians in this manner, now that the opportunity has been thrust upon us under circumstances where it is not just possible, not just permitted by our peers, but actively expected of us? Ought we not to have done it, simply for the sake of knowing the act, such that our alibi is secure?”

“Kathy, is fucking me an obligation for you?”

I am sick of this bullshit. I have to push back, and she seems surprised at my response.

“It is a necessary strategic move, Nichole. We simply must—”

“Do you want to have sex with me, Katherine? Yes or no.”

I realize I’ve been moving towards her corner of the couch, and she in turn has retreated up against the wall. Also, she’s … blushing?

“I, um, it is merely advantageous if we—”

I cut her off by slamming the palm of my hand into the wall behind her, over her shoulder, jolting her into silence. My mind is racing, trying to come up with a way to wring the truth out of this blithering idiot, just like I plan to wring her—no, focus on the task at hand here.

“I want to fuck you, Kathy. Not your false trans woman identity, and not for strategic reasons. I want to fuck you, because you’re attractive, Katherine.”

She looks like she’s short-circuiting, and I don’t think I can afford to assume it’s from bad line delivery. I just have to keep going.

“Now, I respect that you’re a guy, and I expect that the same goes for you about me. I don’t give a shit. We can both be guys primarily attracted to women, and we can still recognize that we want to fuck each other.”

“P-primarily?”

“Don’t change the subject. I want you. All I need to hear for this to happen is you admitting that you want this.”

Am I laying it on too thick here? Fuck, she’s cute when she’s flustered, but I can’t be doing this if she feels it’s an obligation.

“I, well, um, I, ah, the idea is—”

“Katherine. You said yourself that needing excuses for your own desires is cringe. Are you cringe, Kathy?” I put my hand on her cheek. “Or can you give me a clear, honest answer?”

“I want it.” It’s a soft admission, bordering on a whisper, but it’s there.

… Shit, what do I do now?

Acting on instinct, I place my other hand on Kathy’s chest—no, on her breast—and squeeze it. I must have done something wrong, however, because instead of producing The Sound, Kathy is just staring at me, as I am in turn staring at her. Dead-eyed and blank-faced, almost expectant, while I merrily use her tit like a stress toy. Should I keep doing that? Should I stop, now that I’ve started? Should I do it slightly differently?

“So that’s not actually …” Kathy begins, then trails off.

I notice, suddenly, what the issue is.

“Kathy,” I give another squeeze, “this is a ball of socks.”

She nods.

“Why am I feeling up your socks, Kathy?”
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Katherine

Shocked by my mistressful peacocking strategy, Nichole has momentarily been shaken out of her sudden, entirely baffling attempt at asserting dominance in our impending copulation—which, to be clear, I was not perturbed by, nor aroused by in the slightest. I was merely taken aback by the sheer absurdity of the moment. Naturally

No—I must admit that I am indeed aroused, but exclusively by the prospect of fucking Nichole. In the butt, that is. Not by any thoughts of her pinning me to any surfaces and unloading into me.

“Come within my inner sanctum.” I place my hand upon her wrist, intent on sequestering her to my chambers.

“That’s … the plan?”

Having confirmed that she indeed wishes to enter my domain, I take the lead, standing up and leading her by the hand. Thus repositioned for optimal horizontality, we situate ourselves on my bed.

Where we … stare at each other. Silently.

Um.

Neither of us has spoken, nor taken any action whatsoever, for nearly a whole minute.

Wait. Does Nichole expect me to take charge of this situation, in spite of her dominant display before? Or is this yet another attempt to lay a trap in which she will, yet again, turn the tables right as I attempt to assert my dominance in this intercourse? 

How, precisely, am I to maneuver this to achieve my goal of fucking her in the butt? Our present lack of nudity is plainly apparent, given that we are both clad in our garments, and so certainly the immediate procedure must be to disrobe, must it not?

Wait, no, such acts could easily be considered premature. Clothed petting is an equally feasible stratagem here, permitting the mood to escalate in a manner which is less stilted, more natural, and—no, Katherine. Remember that you are performing the role of a heterosexual cisgender man whose comprehension of lesbian sexuality derives entirely from pornography.

Drat. I have failed to research lesbian pornography targeted at the male gaze. What, precisely, do men think lesbians do, Katherine?

“Nichole,” I start, as I simply must say something so that we do not stare at each other for hours on end. “You are hot.”

“Yup,” she responds. “You too, girlypop.”

“Then we are in agreement.”

“Yes. Yup.”

So acknowledging our mutual attraction, we fall silent once more.

It is clear that the burden of initiation continues to fall on me, in this case–

“I like your tits without the padding, they’re nice,” she suddenly blurts out.

Huh? Wait, no, it is not a disaster for her to express appreciation for my assets in this context. It is the proper procedure, in fact, and I ought to reciprocate with equal or greater enthusiasm.

“Your body is as though it was a sex toy sculpted from flesh, an assemblage of holes and pleasingly-placed adipose collections designed for libidinous exertions upon it.”

Nailed it.

“Haha … sure, uh, yeah.”

She seems amused, as anticipated. 

“Wanna see it?” she asks, sultry.

Wait. She is taking initiative? Disastrous—I must not allow Dominant Nichole to reemerge! She is too powerful, and would interfere with my—those are Nichole’s breasts. She has shed their restraints and exposed them to me. I look upon her glorious achievement, the utter medical mystery that is the Princess of Quarter 2, 2025.

… In all honesty their enormity has perhaps been somewhat overstated. They are certainly impressive for one who has only been on hormonal therapy for four months, larger than mine by a cup size or two, indeed, but still. Impressive from context, not sheer volume.

Katherine, stop objectifying your friend and her moderately sized badoinkers, they are perfectly adequate and she is genuinely a very attractive woman—that is, a very attractive cisgender heterosexual man mimicking a woman, who is now topless in front of me. Um.

Undress entirely to assert dominance!

“BEHOLD!”

Unlike her, who took her sweet time in disrobing, I dispense with my vestments in record time, readying myself for intercourse in a flash.

“I’m beholding. That … Sure is your penis.” Nichole looks uncertain yet again.

“What do you think of my magnificent form?”

I press my advantage, for if the demand to respond is on her, then it is I who controls the flow of the coitus!

“It’s curvy! You’ve been doing good with the strats,” she says. “Pretty sure we’re right about the cardio, Emmy’s just got weird gymbro beliefs and …”

She perks up, resting on her haunches, breasts swaying nakedly in front of me as she stares off to the side recounting a protracted consideration of exercise strategies and their effects on ideal breast growth, while I am entirely naked in front of her?

“Nichole,” I interrupt, cutting her off midsentence.

Pausing, Nichole turns her head to look at me again as I pounce. She left herself wide open, like the prey she no doubt is—at least in this and all future sexual contexts—leaving her soft, chewable flesh ripe for the picking, ready to be dug into with fang and claw and skincylinder—

“Ow, owowow, hang on, wait, stop.”

I recoil in shock at Nichole’s exclamation. No, no, no, what did I do? Is there anything you can do to her that does not inadvertently cause her harm, Katherine, you utter villain, you bite-happy scum?

“What happened?” I watch in horror as Nichole rearranges her limbs.

“Cramp. Help me out here. I need to stretch my leg out, that one.”

She indicates her left leg, and I comply, assisting her in the needed motion as she grits her teeth, breathing heavily. For a moment, we operate in unison as her breathing slows and the tension subsides.

“Nichole, I am so sorry, it was not my intent to cause you harm in this manner.”

I must prostrate myself, admit to my failing and seek forgiveness with all my might. If this is a setback to my scheme, if we must delay our intercourse for the time being, then so be it.

“It’s fine, it was an accident.”

Once again, she is smiling at me, her still-clothed groin facing me head on, legs spread out around me. She tilts her head, seeming to derive some inspiration from our current arrangement.

“Hey—wanna scissor?”

“Huh?” I am dumbfounded by this suggestion.

Scissoring? Us? Here? Now?

“You know, like,” she takes the index and middle fingers of each of her hands, and makes a gesture which, indeed, gets across the nature of the position she is suggesting.

There are multitudes of clearly evident practical issues with this suggestion, which she ought to realize, does she not?

Wait. What if she does realize, and is merely testing me? Would recognizing the futility of attempting to scissor at this juncture serve to undermine my alibi? Is she, too, somehow, an agent of Kyle? Have Kyle and Nichole allied through Rupali, somehow? Is there, in fact, a Kyle-Rupali-Nichole polycule which I am presently unaware of?

Why is the idea of Kyle, Rupali and Nichole doing it causing me fascination now?

No, Katherine, focus. This absurdly improbable scenario you have contrived in your mind is a distraction from what really matters: To sheathe your sword in Nichole. And if scissoring is the necessary path, then so be it.

“Ah, the vaunted scissoring maneuver. A wise choice, Nichole. I concur,” I say.

“Cool beans!” she exclaims, beginning to untie the cord of her shorts, before stopping to look at me again.

“I uh. Could you let go of my leg for a bit?” she asks, gesturing at the limb in question in my grasp.

Rapidly recognising that it is indeed infeasible for Nichole to take her shorts off while her legs are spread around me, I acquiesce to her demands, surrendering her leg to its rightful owner.

Her magnificent form is revealed to me in its full glory and I am awestruck, even as she appears to shy away from my gaze. In front of me is the form of one who must be blessed by Aphrodite herself, or perhaps instead she is the progeny of Lilith? Freyja, perhaps, in keeping with our community’s odd fixation on fetishizing Nordic cultures?

Regardless, it remains the case that Nichole is really hot when naked holy fuck. God fucking damn. Holy shit, Nichole is naked in front of me. Oh my gods.

“Hell-LO.”

Nichole is purring, reaching towards me with a finger, placing it on the glistening tip of my—I realize with a fresh thrill of shame and arousal—now-fully-erect penis, bobbing merrily before her, betraying to her my amorous intentions at the very sight of her. Her expression is hungry, her face snarled into a configuration of terrifying, malevolent beauty, as though she is eager to devour me whole.

Damnations—I must counterattack before I am overwhelmed by this depraved succubus.

“SCISSOR TIME!”

“… Yeah, haha. Scissor time!” Nichole responds, spreading her legs.

The duty of pelvic relocation then falls to me, and I rise to the occasion, scooting forward and rapidly realizing that this motion is quite possibly the least sensual method of locomotion I have ever been witnessed attempting, by anyone. Also, I nearly kick Nichole in the face.

“Um, your leg is—”

“Indeed, I’ll just, um …”

“Maybe back up a bit and flip the other way, and…?”

“Your judgment rings true. I shall proceed accordingly.”

Drat. I failed to account for the angle of approach. Reiteration on the process proceeds swiftly, and–

“Ow, oh, sorry, my elbow–”

“It is of no consequence,” I lie, for it is of great consequence that my thigh has been jabbed by her delectable, yet horrifically sharp, elbow. It will bruise, but I will persevere.

The second attempt reaches contact with only minor difficulties, communicated and resolved in an efficient exchange of “um”s and “oh, right”s. It is just like docking ships in any rocketry simulation game, Katherine, you have mastered far trickier controls than those to your own body, and now your penis …

My penis is pressed up against Nichole’s penis. In much the same way as our respective testicles are now in uncomfortably close contact.

It occurs to me that I lack any knowledge of how this act translates to stimulation of any sort. I look at Nichole. She looks as puzzled as I am. Wait. Of course. The action of a scissor is the name of the act.

I attempt to close my legs.

No, that certainly was not it. All this has achieved is an uncomfortable pressure on our rapidly-deflating shafts and sacks.

“Nichole,” I declare, “I believe that we have been deceived by pornography!”

She is looking at me in shock. “Porn lied to us? How?”

“I have reason to suspect that this act is not for the people involved to enjoy, but rather a display for an outside voyeur to indulge!”

“Wow! I had no way of knowing that before trying it in real life!”

“Neither did I! But now that we have first-hand experience, we are wiser, and may let go of this foolish endeavor in favor of more practical forms of intercourse!”

I swear that there is a look of relief on her face as we un-dock our cocks and their respective balls.

It is in the shuffle of confusion, of un-interlocking our limbs and testicular containers, that I seize the opportunity to finally, after months of planning and waiting and ruining underthings, fuck the gender out of Nichole.

“Time for Finishing Move: SODOMIZE!”

Kyle

The ceiling’s paint is so chipped, I’ve been finding new patterns for an hour.

One looks like a face, if you consider one of the peeling bits a nose, and tilt your head just the right way. Another looks a bit like a sword with a slightly-too-long crossguard. Another looks like a woman with luscious, curly locks, and eyes that will never forgive you for as long as you live.

Well. Maybe I didn’t see that one in the ceiling.

It’s hard for me to pretend I made a mistake, given that stupid, sexy Jeffrey is snoring next to me in my bed now, worn-out from the sum total of the ‘mistakes’ I made on him. Harder, still, to maintain my pretense of ignorance to Rupali’s very clear, bordering on insistent signalling of her willingness to more than kiss me, which had caused me to put off re-evaluating the nature of our relationship for a good long while.

Gonna have to do that with a quickness, now.

There is a part of me—a selfish, deluded, cowardly part—that desperately wants to believe Rupali will simply be relieved. That she’ll feel the weight of obligation lift off her shoulders, and finally give me the look I’ve been dreading from her all this while, the look of sheer revulsion and disgust that I’ve spent so much time convincing myself I rightfully deserve for daring to be The Man she had been Promised To since before she had a choice in the matter.

Another even more selfish and cowardly part is hoping to justify itself into silence. Into acknowledging our conservative backgrounds, the realities of our circumstances, the risk—oh, the sheer life-threatening risk of informing her that I’ve not merely cheated on her, but cheated on her with a man. What ugly and bigoted part of her would I be likely to unleash then—not to mention jilted, degraded, and vindictive to boot? How much danger was I putting myself and poor, sweet, oblivious, innocent Jeffrey in by listening to my conscience over my sense and valuing honesty over our collective, fragile, lovelorn safety?

Yep. Rupali, who’s offered up hours and hours of free labor for the GSA, and who stayed in touch with her trans childhood best friend after her entire family cut her off, is definitely someone I should fear being outed to my parents by. That certainly sounds plausible.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

Shadows cast by the ceiling’s fissures deepen, twisting the extant shapes into a snarled, tangled miasma, a thorny wreath of frayed threads dripping inkily across my vision. The bright colors of my future wedding fade in my mind’s eye, greying from bright reds and gleaming golds and shocking blues into a dissipating cloud of ash and smoke.

I feel like I’m choking. It’s hard to breathe.

Why, why, oh why did I do this to her?

Because Jeffrey was just such a magnetically reality-warping irresistible hunk? Hardly. If you’d told me 24 hours ago that I was going to sleep with Jeffrey, I’d have told myself to just shamefully have a wank about it instead. His attempts to connect with me were earnest, sure, but clumsy was the kindest adjective I could muster to describe them, never mind his saccharine facade for covering up all the clearly problematic shit he thought about guys like me.

In what universe was I, who had let this apartment of goblins turn me into their unpaid housemaid, ‘dominant and powerful’ in any sense? I guess my skin was dark enough for the fantasy.

That was it though, wasn’t it? Jeffrey didn’t see what Rupali saw. Jeffrey saw a fantasy, a specter he conjured to swoon over, covering up the actual truth of the worthless, selfish, deluded, cowardly, unworthy man I was. The man who wasn’t powerful enough to say an errant word to his parents, or even to tell them that he just didn’t have the time to call them every fucking evening. Jeffrey could look at me and see something worth desiring rather than the wind-up toy I have always been, trudging along tracks set not just by my ancestors, but an entire history of stagnant traditions and clockwork culture, pushing me ever-closer to every preordained outcome that every man in my family line has already passed through.

When Jeffrey looked at me, he saw a thrill, an adventure, a novelty. When Rupali stared into my eyes, no matter how kindly or warmly or understandingly or—I confess I have noticed—resignedly, she saw the pressures and desires of an entire people staring back at her, and put on a perfect smile to greet it with.

She learned to love me, to not resent me, to even want me, and I did not deserve a speck of it.

It was just easier with Jeffrey. I could just let him kiss me, let him croon for my ‘impaling log’ or whatever the fuck he’d been babbling on about with his mouth full. I could just be someone he wants to fuck, someone he chose to be with, not someone who’d been deposited in his lap through contrivance and circumstance—well, roommate assignments notwithstanding.

Whatever Jeffrey was, at least he wasn’t held hostage by my family.

Plus, he was there, and willing, and I needed someone to say something nice about me without having been compelled by our matching horoscopes.

No kidding myself—Rupali would be angry. Angrier still, when I asked her to keep up the facade, until we could figure out exactly how to get her out of this bear trap she was stuck in. Eventually, though, she’d realize what I already knew and be glad this happened now instead of two kids in.

I’m just not worth fighting for.

I reach for my phone.

“Ru—I have to tell you something. I’ve … been unfaithful. I’m so sorry. I don’t expect you to forgive me. Let’s … figure something out, okay?”

Nichole

Katherine keeps staring at my groin and it’s not a great feeling, but I’m going to avoid fixating too hard on that and ruining the mood.

I’m definitely in the mood, still. No thanks to my own fuckups there—I think if either of us was any less attractive we’d definitely have called it quits early.

No, I think we’re both sort of clueless virgins and well aware that the first time is going to be awkward no matter what. Yeah. It’s the first time, it’s fine that it’s awkward.

But holy fuck she’s making it hard to stomach the awkwardness with some of her lines here.

“Finishing move: Sodomize!?” If she’s going to do this, I’m at least going to have fun with it.

“But Katherine! That’s a forbidden technique! Would you risk inviting divine punishment upon us?”

Oh, she definitely enjoyed that. She’s fired up, doing her anime hand gesture.

“Would you not defy the divine to achieve this glory with me, Nichole? Are your convictions wavering now, of all times? Is this the limit to your defiance?”

Her challenging smirk is just begging me to commit fully here.

“I will defy all who stand against us, Katherine! Bend over!”

She stops at that last bit, the enthusiasm dissipating. “Huh?”

“Bend… over? And I’ll put it in?”

She stays unbent. “Um. Nichole. It was my design that it would be you bending over.”

Wait. She wants to top me?

Then why was she so … limp about all this? For heaven’s sake, I had to be the one to initiate, and I know for a fact she’s been dropping cheesy pick-up lines from shady online forums at me for a while now. I looked them up.

What, exactly, was she playing at?

I try my best to recover. “A dastardly deception, fiend, but I see through your feint!”

“No, Nichole, it’s really important to me that I fuck you in the butt.”

I’m sort of baffled by this. “So … are we aiming for a dommebreaking thing, or …”

Wait, shit, does she know what dommebreaking is? Will she think it’s weird that I know what dommebreaking is? Is that the kind of thing a cishet guy would—actually, never mind, that’s the most cishet guy thing I’ve said all evening.

“No dommes are being broken, for it is I who is the dominant one, and furthermore there is no inherent connection between penetration and domination!”

She looks exasperated. I’m exasperated, but at least I’m not showing it!

“So if you’re the dominant one, and penetration can be non-dominant, then wouldn’t that mean I should be the one penetrating?” I ask, genuinely struggling to follow the train of thought.

“No, I must be the one penetrating. It is crucial.”

… Why, Kathy? Why is it crucial?

I mean, I’m not even opposed to bottoming! That’s not the issue! It’s just that she’s being really weird about it!

The look on her face is the opposite of dominant, honestly. She looks like a sad, wet cat. Topping really matters a lot to her for some reason, huh.

Well. I do care about her, and I do wonder what getting penetrated feels like.

“It is crucial? Well, why didn’t you say so?”

I can feel the arousal being sucked out of the room by the possibility of an extended debate about sexual norms, which is quite possibly the least sexy thing I can imagine doing right now, so I’ll let Kathy have it her way. I turn around, bend over, and am rewarded with sneering condescension in Kathy’s least-arousing tone yet.

“It is good that you know when to relent, and let go of your foolhardy ambitions of penetratorhood. Now, we shall—”

“Oh, stick it in already!” I’m seriously not into being gloated at.

“Ah, how you have already fallen, so desperate for my flesh lance. Desperate enough to beg, perhaps?”

“No.”

I know Katherine isn’t genuinely this dense, so I have to wonder if she’s stalling on purpose, for some incomprehensibly convoluted reason. 

“Ah, but you will beg. Otherwise you will … not be getting … my love rod!”




Oddly halting, she says this with an air of desperation that completely misses its intended effect.

“I can just get up, you know.”

Ah. There it is. That’s why she was stalling.

The sensation currently happening to my butthole is many things, but the unfortunate physical reality here is that in the fight between my sphincter and her erection, she’s losing. It’s just not going in. I guess Laura’s not the only Impenetrable One in the server, though I have to imagine that she’s withstood much more … invasive missiles than the one I’m contending with.

Is she going to give up, or …?

Nope. She’s hotdogging it. Points for improvisation, I guess.

This is … super, super not doing it for me.

I mean, I can easily imagine a world where being used like an impromptu masturbation aid by a partner would be absurdly, scandalously hot. Maybe even by a real man, like Laura. Whatever’s going on now is the furthest thing from those adjectives, though it is certainly demeaning … to the both of us, really.

Fuck, I should’ve just offered to give her a blowjob earlier, instead of suggesting scissoring to play into the whole “fetishizing lesbians” thing. Putting a penis in a mouth is so fucking easy, why didn’t either of us just suggest it? At least if her dick was in my mouth I could’ve threatened to bite if she didn’t shut up!

While my mind wanders, I realize that the limp rub of her semi-erect salami staff between my buttcheeks has been going on for ten minutes already. I’m bored. I’m really not into it. Even thinking about Laura isn’t helping. I wish we weren’t between semesters so I could pretend to have just remembered I have homework to do.

“Katherine, I think I’m about to cum,” I lie, because we’re way overdue for calling it quits.

“Oh! Uh, me too!” she exclaims shakily.

Good for her. Good for me too, we can wrap this up now.

“Oooooh … ahaaaaaaa!”

I fail to make it sound convincing, as absolutely no interesting sensations course through me.

“Aaah!”

I guess she came for real. I choose to believe she just has dry orgasms.

We lay on the bed in silence for a moment. This whole ordeal has been too mortifying for me to engage with in a sincere manner. Self improvement and owning my own desires can wait, I’m getting out the old reliable quippy detachment.

“Well,” I start. “That happened.”

I am not looking at Katherine, and she is not looking at me.

“It certainly was an act that occurred,” she responds.

“Yup.” I get up.

I need to get out of here.

“Are you okay?” Katherine asks, in a remarkably uncharacteristic display of awareness.

“Yeah, I’m good,” I respond. “Later.”

I only realize that I have walked through the common room nude by the time I’ve settled into my own. Luckily Jeff and Kyle weren’t there, presumably caught up in their own separate nonsense.

Okay … okay. At least I’m not feeling horny anymore, and I definitely have no tension to ‘relieve’, as such.

Frankly, I’m choosing to consider myself still a virgin. It is a social construct, I know, but whatever just happened utterly failed to deconstruct it.

I start up one of my staple factory sim games. It’s genuinely more arousing than what just happened.

Emmy

Once, a long, long time ago, I was touched by a Goddess.

To me, and to all that beheld Her, She was perfect, flawless, a celestial being of pure luminescence, at home amidst the stars but brighter than every last one. Every day I would look up, craning my neck to catch but a glimpse of Her majesty, to let my face be limned with Her argentine radiance. This was all I could ever hope for, I knew, for both my feet were planted firmly on this dull clod, and She was a being of the heavens, far above what any of us could ever reach.

At least, so I thought.

For you see, the Goddess had a mortal form, a resplendent avatar to project Her divine essence into, one that could actually walk upon this earth and mingle with Her subjects. I learned this only when I felt Her hand on my shoulder for the first time, whirling me around and bringing me face-to-face with this transient incarnation of everything I had wished to offer all my devotion, all my love to.

As was befitting one of my station, I instantly fell to my knees and declared my fealty. The Goddess, clasping my frail, drab, misshapen form, gently guided me into Her embrace, bathing me in a light that no one else has ever had the privilege of witnessing. I was, momentarily, utterly Enlightened, Illuminated, irradiated with a joy and ecstasy and agony that threatened to sear away every part of me that I abhorred, leaving only the best of me, the components of my being that She adored, that She exalted, forging my wretched existence into an instrument of Her grace.

It could not last.

The avatar did not share Her perfection, you see. Though nothing of this world could ever hope to compare, it was still far, far removed from my Goddess’ true nature: a mere simulacrum, made to approximate Her greatness and a pale shadow of everything She was. Were I ever to be subjected to Her actual Presence, I know I would be burned away entirely, my very soul immolated by her shining virtue.

We both know I could never be worthy of Her.

Still, my Goddess took pity on me. On the day her avatar faded, cradling me in her soft arms, she decreed that I could, one day, prove my dedication, and so find myself in her palace, enveloped by her deific aura. She lied, perhaps even to Herself, because in her beneficence, She had come to care for me in Her own way, and so valued my happiness.

Even immortal beings can make mistakes, it seems.

I let my belief swell and expand, however, because I am far from perfect and too opportunistic to be noble in the face of fortune. I knew this was my test, and I failed it, miserable thing that I am, because glimpses and slivers were no longer enough to slake my thirst.

So I began my pilgrimage.

Four long months it took me, counting every day, every hour, every second I spent ascending to her abode, steadily climbing up a skyward bridge of flapping, rattling magpies. Feather and bone were crushed underfoot, blaspheming with every step, till my bruised and ruddy heels were numb to the pain. Impure though I was, I remained—as I had always been, as I always would be—devoted to Her, in my every breath, my every drop of sweat and blood and … more besides.

Eventually, my wait was over. My shadow darkened her doorstep, and rather than turn me back … my Goddess, praise Her name, flung wide her gates, admitting me into her innermost sanctum, to a sacred shrine that no one living had been deemed fit to inhabit. Beast that I am, I fell upon her idol, greedily gobbling up her godhead, desecrating her immaculate essence with my befouled, bespoiled, besmirched body, inflicting my own base, sordid sins upon her chastity.

I was euphoric.

Damn me, damn my lack of restraint, damn my cursed existence, but I was—I cannot deny my elation, my exultation, my transcendence at being suffused by Her dignity, Her spirit, Her acceptance. Do not ask me to be holier than I am, do not ask me to repent for what I know to be wrong, because even though I don’t belong I want to, I want to, I want to more than I’ve ever wanted anyone or anything. I want to feel this way forever, feel myself dissolve in her very being, feel myself being consumed and devoured and fractured, fragmented, taken apart by an increasingly frenzied, animalistic, primal force that reminds me:

My goddess is not merely an icon, but an aspect of nature, and I am but a blade of grass hurling itself into a furnace.

Dig into my flesh. Claw me open. Drain me, empty me, crack me apart and feast upon everything within. Leave me hollow, leave me spent, leave a husk where this creature used to be, so it may return to the grave, to be judged by those it truly belongs with.

Take all I am, all I have, and leave nothing, nothing, nothing!

“My …”

Her tightening grip around my waist, Her fingers in my spine, Her tongue in my ear … it’s more than I can bear.

“Yes?”

“My Goddess,” I weep. “My Goddess.”

“YES.” Her growl echoes in my skull, her poison corroding through my brains, taking over my every thought. “My priestess.”

“Yes …” I sob. “Anything. Anything you want.”

“MINE.”

Everything ceases. My heartbeat. My breaths. My every function, every motion, every superfluous part that doesn’t serve her needs.

“YOURS!”

I die, and am reborn.

Tahani

Slash. Kick. Jump into midair double slash, meteor strike, follow through with–fuck.

Reset. Try again. Slash, kick, jump into midair double slash, meteor strike, follow through with–goddamnit.

Reset again. Slash, kick, jump into midair double slash, meteor–stupid fucking Bradleigh and his stupid fucking hurtboxes I hate this matchup so much.

Again. Slash, kick, jump into midair double slash, meteor strike, follow through with missing again because the stupid blond twink is perfectly designed to be a shit matchup for me in particular.

Again. Slash, kick, jump into midair double–RRRRGH.

Punch, punch, punch, punch, slash, punch, fuck you Bradleigh fuck you stupid training bot fuck you and your passive bot AI just doing what it’s told and never pushing back fuck you Jeff—Bradleigh, the Convicted Cog character, whose gender is male and recognized as such by me and is not the reason I am annoyed at him, my ire is strictly about his annoying zoning playstyle and tiny twink hurtbox. 

It’s a stupid matchup. No matter what angle I approach it from in real games I’m at a disadvantage. The stats say so, and it’s not just me, it’s a design issue. I know it’s rigged against me, and yet I still feel that I should be able to win it consistently.

Because what’s the alternative? Just roll over and accept it? Resign myself to being a low-tier forever?

Fuck that.

“Tahani?” Sif’s back from her errand.

“It’s me, Tahani,” I say. “Everyone’s favorite tranny.”

Eschewing my trademark finger-guns, I continue beating up the stupid training dummy without really bothering with combo practice.

“You’ve been at that a while.”

I can tell she’s behind me now, probably still wearing those ripped jeans and that signature grey tank top that shows off her delicious, sculpted musculature, with her sharp, almost feline features furrowed into that particular look of disapproval that our cat so frequently gives us when we’re late at feeding times. This is confirmed when Sif puts her hand on my chair and gently swivels me around, compelling me to glare at her perfect, delicious face.

“I need to perfect the wavebounce momentum-shift if I’m to have any chance of weaving through this absurd game’s Bullet Hell mode,” I declare, swiveling back around.

Once again, Sif adds degrees to my revolution. “Take a break.”

She has busted out The Tone, the one she knows I can’t argue with because while it’s stern and firm, it’s also very tender and gentle and carries with it an implicit reminder that I’m flaming out and need to listen. I sigh and put the controller down.

“Fine, but if I lose the upcoming tourney—”

“We’ll find a way to survive without the prize, don’t worry.”

“You’ll do that for me? You’ll all pitch in so we can survive without the fifty dollar gift card?” I’m being annoying on purpose, I know, to avoid dealing with—nothing at all. 

Sif pulls up a stool and sits down in front of me. At a gesture, I lean forward and let her wrap her arms around me, exhaling a noise of release and relief into her tits. I am frustrated with myself, at how I have been unable to express attraction or experience arousal for days. I do not, as a rule, enjoy being unable to hornst out over my butches.

Head’s just too fucking full.

“I told Bobbie and Kimmy to have a little date, but they’re thinking about you,” Sif informs me.

“Why’d you send them away?” My voice is more mischievous than I really feel. “What are your nefarious plans for frail, little old me?”

“Getting you to talk,” Sif responds, indulging me for a moment, “about the things I know they understand but haven’t experienced.”

Fuck me—but I guess not in the way I want.

“I’m fine.”

“Okay.” Sif nods, rests her chin on my head. “It’s like the first time all over again, isn’t it?”

I freeze.

“You think you’re used to it, because you haven’t been white your whole life, of course,” Sif continues. “You think you’ve got it down, you know how vicious it gets. You’ve got your strategies, you know what to anticipate, you can handle whatever they’re gonna throw at you … but then you come out. Now there’s a new identity in the mix, and people are looking at you differently. You kind of expect it to get worse, but the first time you actually realize you’re something else now …”

“Multiple kinds of trash.”

“Ouch.”

“Am I wrong?”

“No.”

Suddenly, I get up. I start pacing. I’m taking deep breaths.

“Get it off your chest,” Sif urges me gently.

“I knew you were thinking about my chest.”

“Tahani.”

“Sorry, sorry!” I throw my hands up. “Sorry, but I heard it in your voice.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You thought it!” I cackle. “‘Oh, I’m Asian, but I’m not brown’, or ‘I’m not even a trans girl, this must be doubly hard for you’—you were thinking it.”

“So what if I was?” Sif’s lips are pressed into a thin line, and it’s a crime how much I don’t want to kiss them.

“So I guess I’ll just enjoy my fucking biological advantage at Oppression Olympics!” My laugh is too loud, and too bitter. “An entire turd made of gold, just for me.”

“You don’t deserve it.”

As always, Sif knows what to say to stop me dead in my tracks. I stare at my feet. My hands curl up into balls.

When did Sif get behind me? Zir arms are around me again.

“It’s such bullshit!” I finally cry out.

“It is.”

“Do you know how much I fucking did for those ingrates?” I whirl around. “I fixed that stupid nonfunctional website and made it presentable at a time when no one at the org had even heard of Respond! I wrote speeches for wet blankets who didn’t know how to deliver them, and tried to coach their timid asses through it anyway! I talked to the cops about marches we organized because every pallid ass who suddenly acquired a spine when it was time to yell at me didn’t dare tell a uniformed pig to stay off our route!”

“No one stood up for you?” Sif’s query was soft, but the fury behind it was immense.

“Oh, one girl did, just my childhood best friend who texted me 20 minutes ago about being shown the door herself.”

“Fuck!”

I throw myself back onto my gaming chair, feeling wearier than I’ve ever felt in my life. I pick up my controller, and Sif doesn’t stop me.

“I told her.” Sif lets me resume beating the snot out of Bradleigh. “I told her that they’d treat her the same as they’d treat me, that it wasn’t worth it—”

“Ru would not want to stay in an org that mistreated you so, that downplayed your contributions and behaved so abominably.”

“Then I guess she’s stuck being treated like a tranny!”

I mess up the wavebounce. I scream, throw the controller aside, and bury my face in my hands.

“That’s her choice, Tahani, and she’ll keep making it.”

“Didn’t realize I was such a trendsetter.”

“Tahani.”

Placing her hand on my shoulder, Sif gives it a firm squeeze and draws my attention to how much I’m shaking.

“Tahani,” she repeats. “You do not have to be strong here.”

“… what?”

“You are safe.” Sif squeezes tighter. “I will always be by your side.”

Stop talking.

“Don’t make me promises you can’t—”

“I will.”

Stop, stop, stop—

“You’ll take splash damage.” My voice isn’t even, and my vision is blurring.

“I can tank it.”

No more. I can’t handle it. The joke in my head turns into sobbing on the way out.

Sif kneels, crushing me in the warmth of zir embrace.

“It’s going to be rough,” Sif admits, “but you’ve got armor, babygirl.”

“You better fucking mean it.”

“I mean it more than anything.”
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Tahani

Waiting by the door, I promptly open it before Rupali tries to hammer it down. Kimberly is already in bed, and I want to make sure she remains undisturbed. Rupali, of course, is not aware of and does not share this concern, which is why she instantly bellows a question at me before I can even get my catchphrase out.

“Hey Tahani, GUESS WHO STOLE MY MAN?”

“Hey, it’s—wait, Jeff did what?!”

Rupali is already storming in, but manages to register an expression of shock. “How did you know?”

“I just figured, ‘why waste a good villain turn?’”

I gently put my arms around Rupali’s shoulders and kick the door shut behind me, leading her to my room while rubbing her arms and making soft cooing noises. I’m wearing my fuzzy pink hoodie with the cat ears that I’ve had since we were teenagers—the texture is nice, and helps calm Rupali down whenever she’s going through it.

And girlie is really going through it right now.

“I’m not even mad about the fucking cheating, to be honest?” Rupali is rambling, agitated, insensate to my attempts to keep her quiet until we’re on my bed. “Like on some level I get it, right? Sure, fine, I thought we were just lucky and I was clearly mistaken, but I could at least be understanding, especially with the whole sexuality thing? Just—why did it have to be Jeff?”

“No social life and all the other options he lives with are women?” I suggest, half joking, half contemplating that I can’t comprehend the idea of Jeff having any desirable traits that aren’t entirely circumstantial. Maybe it’s different for manlikers?

While Rupali ponders whether or not I just called her ex a friendless loser, I’m able to finally get her to settle down on the bed that I was nice enough to put the sheets back on, in preparation for her arrival. I put her next to the old stuffy she gave me when she learned my mother and I were moving away, press a steaming cup of tea that I’d had the foresight to prepare into her hands, and fluff all the pillows I’d stolen from Sif and Bobbie’s bedrooms to encourage her to recline against them.

I wait for her to take a sip before I plop myself down in front of her and pat her thigh sympathetically. Supportive bestie role executed to perfection, because nothing less is good enough for her.

“Okay, babes: From the top. What’s going on?”

Rupali sips her tea again, taking a moment to gather her thoughts. “Okay. So you know how I’m in an arranged marriage?”

“The ancient, backwards, and utterly stultifying traditions of our misbegotten culture that continue well into the modern day like a millennia-old mind virus our people are still suffering in the grips of? I’m familiar!”

“Could have just said ‘yes’,” Rupali sighs. “Look, I’m with you, but I need you to understand that it wasn’t like that with Kaal, okay?”

“I believe you.”

I don’t believe her in the slightest, but clinging to that man-shaped security blanket was always easier for her than thinking any deeper about ‘Oh, I’m joining the GSA to support you, I want to help people be better allies!’, or ‘I mean, it’s okay to have female celebrity crushes, right?’ or ‘Omigosh Tahani you look so much better than me in this dress, I just can’t take my eyes off you, it was clearly always meant to be yours!’. 

We can stick to one life-altering revelation at a time, though.

“It’s just—it was always so easy with Kaal,” Rupali sighs. “He was never pushy or rude or always spouting off the most unfunny misogynistic jokes from the family ThatsApp, you know? He was always a gentleman, a gentle soul, someone who actually listened to me and liked spending time with me and never belittled my interests or my hobbies. I used to paint our nails when we were younger, you know? Even though we’d have to wash it off before he went home, he’d still let me.”

Wow, sounds familiar. If only I’d met the guy more often, I could’ve pointed out the common ground between him and me ahead of time and saved us a lot of grief. Though frankly, fuck him for being a good little boy who follows his parents’ blackout orders. It’s not like he could have been ignorant that Rupali was still in touch with me.

“Of course, who wouldn’t want a husband who’s basically their gal pal?”

I cannot believe I managed to avoid rolling my eyes there.

“I guess that should have been a sign,” Rupali admits. “Fuck, yaar, I really just thought we were lucky.”

“I mean, you were, babes. It’s much better to be force-married to a gay guy than a straight one,” I point out.

Rupali’s palm meets her forehead. “Yeah, I guess I should still be counting my blessings. We’re still stuck with each other, but at least we can be honest now.”

“Oh, you’re not going to tell uncle and auntie their darling rajkumar is a queen?” I inquire, totally not facetiously. “Did the lovely couple who texted my mom that she was dead to them not become queer allies yet?”

“No, not exactly.” Rupali grumbles, putting the tea aside.

“Frankly, I’d still be thinking about telling them.” I give her a little ‘I’m mostly joking, don’t worry’-smirk.

“Tahani!”

“Fucking Jeffrey is a crime, Ru.”

“Well, not one that merits the disownment and death penalty!”

She sounded pretty sure, but we both noticed that she paused for a moment to consider it first.

“My stint amongst the men-loving-men was blessedly short, but I think Kaal will do well if he’s willing to overlook that kind of thing,” I muse, wrinkling my nose. “Brown guys kind of do have to settle for the fetishists, and it’s not like he can just wait around to be handed a perfect arranged husband.”

“Oh, ew.” Rupali’s head is in her hands. “I can’t believe Kaal, but I can believe Jeffrey even less.”

“Nah, I can believe Jeffrey. The trick is to just assume he’s going to do the most fucked up thing he can in any given situation.” I shrug. “It’s the best way to anticipate white queers’ moves around us.”

Pick up on the emphasis on us, Rupali—no, wait, fuck, we’re both brown. I need a different subtle thing.

“No, but I genuinely cannot believe how shameless this guy is!” Rupali stands up and starts pacing. “Did you know that he was one of the dipshits Chirping out stuff like, ‘It’s always sad when straight allies decide it’s time to stop caring about queer issues’ after I told the GSA I’m out?! I wanna know know whether he Chirped that before or after fucking my fiance!”

“Wow.” I really needed to kill this guy, and maybe fix his fucking gaydar. “As far as I’m concerned, straight women in arranged marriages with gay guys are part of the umbrella. I’m inclu as fuck.”

“The sheer gall!” Rupali snarls, already doing the thing where she tunes out everything due to fury. “Nothing we do matters! All the work we do, all the fucking blood, sweat, and tears, and then the second we dare to have any concerns with the way the org is running things, the second we start acting like we deserve to have an equal say, we’re ‘fair-weather allies’ and ‘disruptive’ and treated like we’re fucking outsiders!”

“Yeah, Jeffrey is not one to be slinging around weather-based pejoratives,” I snicker. “I wonder if he’s just going to get more racist. It’s worked out really well for him so far.”

“You know, I was worried about Kaal just living with him,” Rupali cries, “but now they’re maybe dating? Kaal sounded like a fucking hostage on the texts, and like he was expecting me to tear into him but I’m just concerned, you know?”

“I’d be concerned for white people dating Jeffrey, frankly.”

“Why didn’t I see it?” Rupali deposits herself back on the bed, heavily. “I mean, I should have, I’m in the fucking GSA, there were clearly signs, weren’t there? I didn’t because I was just deluding myself, because I just wanted to cling to him and hold him back and use him to keep me safe, and the whole time he was miserable and I didn’t fucking see it because I didn’t want to see it, what is wrong with me?”

Uh oh. “Ru, look, it’s not your responsibility to interpret tea leaves, when someone’s hiding—”

“I knew with you,” Rupali insists, unable to be dissuaded from making herself the one in the wrong despite being cheated on. “You were always my sister.”

“That’s different, Ru, I was always myself with you!” And asking for her birth control pills while I was on blockers was a pretty obvious sign!

“I could tell you were always my sister,” Rupali reiterates. “I should have been able to tell when the man I love …”

She trails off. Rupali turns to look at me.

“I never told him,” she whispers.

“Ru, I’m so sorry.”

“I thought it was kind of. Implicit. We never said it to each other because we both knew, right?”

I throw my arms around her and bury her face in my chest.

“I should have seen it!” She’s sobbing now. “I should have known how trapped he was, but instead I was happy being his warden because it made my life easier!”

“Ru, he’s not your responsibility.”

“I thought he would be! I thought he’d—but he doesn’t want to be with me, he never wanted to be with me, he never …”

Rupali loses the ability to form words, her whole body shaking. I rub her back and let her weep into my tits.

Katherine

It is occurring to me that Nichole might be frustrated. Angry, even.

I am noticing this based on how–as we progress through our routine of clearing dungeons after the weekly reset of Realms of Conflict–she is behaving in a manner which I find to be rash and irritable.

Also, she is currently taking on the role of damage dealer as opposed to her usual tanking. 

As her Verdant Knight’s glaive fells yet more foes in a suitably grandiose display of nature’s fury, I am struggling to keep up, the barriers of my Abyssal Cleric barely withstanding the onslaught of foes whose ire she has attracted, and whom I must now defend our party from.

“Nichole, could we slow down? You are being–”

“Nah. Pop cooldowns more proactively,” she responds as the tempest of her furious advance persists. This of course is a complete failure to understand the mechanics of the Abyssal Cleric, which cannot simply request defenses in advance–unlike the Verdant Knight’s barkskin defenses–as it relies on a manipulating the opposing forces of light and dark, represented by damage and healing respectively, to feed its armor wrought from the impenetrable barrier between—

Oh, never mind. Our foes are slain. Nichole is demonstrating a mastery of dealing damage in stark contrast with my struggles at mitigating it. It is putting my usual performance as the damage dealer to shame.

The dungeon proceeds with its unskippable storytelling sequence, in the leadup to the final boss. A particularly dramatic turn of the expansion’s storyline, as Grand Inquisitor Katherine (no relation) delivers a rousing speech:

“Push forwards, champions, the fall of the deceiver goddess is imminent! You must steel yourselves, for we cannot waver at this crucial juncture! It is your sworn duty to stand tall in the face of the terrors ahead!”

She is so cool, I love her so much, she’s the best and prettiest and most wise—Nichole keeps jumping across my screen and over Katherine impatiently, and to be honest, it is undermining the gravitas of the moment somewhat.

“Blah blah blah blah,” she is saying in voice chat. “Why is this unskippable again? Can we just finish up?”

“Nichole, please. Complaining will not make it finish faster, but it will ruin the moment for—”

“Oh, you know a lot about ruining moments now? Interesting.”

She is interrupting me? She doesn’t usually do that. 

Our healer speaks up in the voice chat. A mutual friend of ours, from our guild. We only know him by his character, Yrria the sea elf Tinkerer. As Yrria’s slight, feminine avatar lays down the healing turrets to patch us up in preparation, he interjects:

“You two doing all right? I’m picking up a bit of a weird vibe today.”

“We’re fine!” Nichole exclaims in a rather unconvincing lie. “I just want the farm run to be done already, so I can go do something else!”

The inquisitor’s grand speech reaches its most dramatic moment, as I attempt to cover for Nichole’s sour mood.

“We have been dealing with some, uh, complications in the apartment of late, is all. Our roommate Kaalappan has voiced some grievances over the division of domestic labour, and, well, he has a legitimate cause for irritation—”

“Oh my fucking god Katherine shut up already!” Nichole exclaims.

“…I don’t think yelling at the NPC is going to help,” Yrria helpfully explains.

“Now, fight! Fight so the true heir may claim her throne!”

The other Katherine concludes her dialogue. Nichole has already initiated hostilities with Magnificus the Insurmountable, and it falls on me to draw his attention, raise my barriers and withstand as many of his attacks as I can manage.

… Or Nichole can choose to imbibe multiple expensive potions, unleash every cooldown ability she has, and strike down the Insurmountable in mere seconds.

“Great job, Nichole!” Yrria helpfully exclaims. “Let’s see, there’s nothing for me here, so how about you and your girlfriend decide how you want to distribute the loot?”

I–It’s genuinely jarring every time someone just presumes that.

“I mean, you two are girlfriends, right? I’m sorry to pry, but it’s just, the vibes I’ve been getting ever since you two transitioned you both have this tension, and—”

“I don’t know, are we girlfriends, Katherine?”

Er. Why am I being put on the spot all of a sudden? Can we not simply focus on loot distribution? What, precisely, is the correct answer here?

“I, um, uh, well, it’s, ah …”

Great work, Katherine. Really demonstrating your oratory acumen there.

“Aw, she’s flustered. Don’t worry, I’ll leave you two to it.”

He leaves the voice chat, which somehow makes me feel as though I am worse off for being alone with Nichole.

“So um. The loot?”

“Whatever. Figure out how to fuck that up yourself.”

Nichole also leaves. I am left with multiple crafting materials which, I suspect, are best used by her.

Why is she acting like this? She has been distant at best and overtly hostile ever since yesterday, when we–No, Katherine. You know precisely why she is acting like this. It was that absolutely horrendous intercourse last night.

A complete and utter disaster, inconceivably horrific in every possible way. I have ruminated upon it, at length, and come to a few pertinent conclusions:


	Despite initial signs that I had indeed caused distress in Nichole through the choice of positions and sexual dynamics, I clearly have not caused her to experience gender dysphoria. She has not come to any realization about wishing to affirm her male gender identity, and remains insistent on continuing her participation, as well as the stratagem of femininity.

	Instead of its intended outcome, our copulation has caused an emotional response in Nichole which is, in fact, of an interpersonal nature. It appears that my behaviour did, in fact, upset her.




In all likelihood, there is a chance that it is, perhaps, possible that I have … completely fucked up. Tremendously so, in fact. I failed to account for the very real possibility that Nichole would assign emotional significance to the act and its execution, because …

Yes, Katherine, why was the notion of Nichole having feelings about this such an impossible thing to consider, precisely? Was it truly so inconceivable that she would be hurt if this went poorly?

… Are we girlfriends?

Well … No? I do not believe that to be the case? We are merely, to my knowledge, a trans woman and her lifelong best friend, who is a man currently pretending to be a trans woman. We have attempted intercourse and engaged in some occasional light petting, which primarily occurred in the interest of proving rhetorical points.

… Unless I have misjudged the motivation behind such actions, because she is after all my dearest, most important friend, and without her my life would be hollow, rendered without purpose and joy. My best friend. With whom I attempted to have sex last night.

I must conclude that it makes perfect sense for Nichole to have expected a more conclusive answer on my part. As for the matter as it stands, however, if we were romantically involved, we ought to have kissed at some point, ought we not?

I … think I would like to kiss her, actually.

But surely she does not want to do the same. Not after that disaster. Not ever, if I am being honest. I will be lucky if she deigns to allow our friendship to continue, now that she has attained capital on the social ladder of Ranked Competitive Breast Growth.

Yes, Katherine. It is true. You cannot assume that anyone with options will choose to be friends with you.

Unless …

Unless I manipulate them into wishing to be around me by adapting my behavior to be more likeable and attentive to the needs of others!

It is the perfect scheme. I must deploy it at once, in the common room. At this hour, Jeffrey and Kaalappan should have emerged from their dwellings, providing a perfect arena for social engagement. Indeed, as I exit my sanctum, I observe them upon the couch, Jeffrey appearing radiant, overjoyed even.

Kaalappan, in Jeffrey’s arms, appears to carry a heavy weight upon his chest, by which I do not mean his breasts as they remain behind mine in their development, if only barely.

They are positioned in a choice arrangement of platonic bro-cuddles, which I must presume to mean that they have succeeded in forming a bond of friendship. Has Jeffrey renounced his evil ways and learned the utterly basic, simple art of behaving oneself in the presence of racialized people?

“Good morning, Kathy!” Jeffrey beams, as Kaalappan stares into the distance. “Guess what? We’re dating!”

Ah.

Well then.

Wait, given information I acquired yesterday—from Kaalappan’s fiancée in fact—this is an absolute outrage! How could Kaalappan sink this low, commit an act this foul? I can overlook the infidelity, certainly, but dating Jeffrey?

Katherine. The infidelity is also an issue. Why are you willing to overlook that part, precisely? Curious, we ought to ruminate on this issue when convenient. What matters far more is: Of all people to go for, why Jeffrey!?

Could he secretly possess some incomprehensible allure only perceptible to Kaalappan? Is there some secret good hidden underneath his obnoxious exterior and the first few layers of despicable interior? Does Jeffrey possess a rich inner world of poetic beauty, somehow?

Alternatively, is Kaalappan simply into the humiliation of having settled for the human equivalent of a weathervane in a place where the wind howls racial slurs, presumably due to some incredibly odd geological formations in the area whose acoustics, due to an absolutely incredible coincidence, or perhaps even deliberate engineering—are completely extraneous and unnecessary for a perfectly serviceable metaphor. The point is that Jeffrey sucks.

Speaking of said guy and his suckitude, he is waiting expectantly. I look at Kaalappan, to see if he might be mouthing ‘please save me’, or perhaps blinking out an S.O.S. in morse code.

“I’ll be in the bathroom,” he spits out as he gets up, rapidly exiting the common area.

Jeff

I feel complete, in a way I never have before.

Oh, Kyle. My beloved, charming, handsome, dashing, debonair Kyle! He is truly everything I’ve ever wanted in a man, and more. 

He is just so, so yummy. He is coming out of his shell now, coaxed out by my soft touch and guidance. Really, I am his savior, rescuing him from a horrible fate, a waste of such an incredible hunk on some belligerent, nagging harpy who’ll never appreciate him half as much I will.

I’ll have a light lunch today. Some eggs, maybe, or finishing off yesterday’s leftovers? Perhaps I’ll even try to get adventurous about it, in line with my new zest for life and how much hotter and spicier it’s becoming! So why not go ahead and try some of my man’s fancy spices? I do wonder what ‘ore gano’ tastes like.

Why, if it wasn’t for this one, singular, clueless, irritating, aggravating issue, I would be in perfect bliss.

Said issue is currently staring at me, as my prince charming makes his journey to the bathroom.

“So it has come to this,” she says, doing that stupid thing with her hand.

“I know, isn’t it just the best?”

She should be happy for us, and yet, she’s looking at me with … disgust?

“The best at what, precisely? Homewrecking? I do believe in common parlance, that is something one ought to be worst at, rather than best.”

Wow okay first of all, how dare she?

“My poor Kyle was trapped in a stifling arranged marriage. I am rescuing him from the demands of his homophobic society, showing him that he’s free to love who he wants, not just who he’s allowed to. It’s queer liberation, as and someone familiar with the appalling treatment of gay men in South Asia—”

She cuts me off by clicking her tongue in disapproval? Excuse me, what is that sound?

“Was it not you praising that very same society and its purported enlightenment with regards to its alleged trinary sex-classification schema a mere week ago? How convenient that you have decided to play a different tune so … suddenly.”

I’m getting really annoyed with her tone at this point. Why can’t she just be happy for us?

“I don’t expect you to understand what it feels like to find Mr. Right.” If she is going to do this, then I will stand up for what I believe in, for my love, and also stop biting my tongue regarding her numerous indiscretions. “After all, you’re not even brave enough to admit you want a man, so you just play-act with Nichole!” 

Oh, I definitely got her there. She’s clearly taken aback by being called out like this.

“Well,” the ridiculous caricature of a girl says, “at least my man was not already taken by my friend, she instead is my friend. Also we have a less possessive, more liberated approach wherein—”

No, I am not listening to her pseudo-lesbian polyam-whatever debauchery. I cut her off.

“At least I can call my man a he.”

“At least we have realized that the femme strat is more viable as an explanation for taking estrogen, as you might recall that you are both doing.”

Oh, that does it.

“Some of us recognize that this shameful display you’re putting on is making the entire trans community look bad! You are making a mockery of the suffering of real trans people by pretending to be—I mean, you are basically acting exactly like cross-dressing fetishists!”

There. Now she’ll—Why is she smirking?

“Ah, so you have studied the work of sexologists as carefully as you have anthropologists, then. Which is to say, with the naivete I would expect of one who fails to stand for trans women of colour in his activism, and would dispose of friendship with racialized women merely for the sake of pursuing a blatantly ill-fated romance!”

A blatantly what, BITCH!?

“Oh, we’re fated for a happily-ever-after, you off-brand dyke. Kyle is mine.”

“Ha! Just like the colonizers of old, you lay claim to territory whose name you cannot even pronounce.”

FUCK. YOU.

“As if you can, you’re as white as I am!”

“Kaalappan.”

Well it’s—it’s inappropriate for her to pronounce it like that. She shouldn’t be appropriating the accents of another culture.

“How dare you—”

“Kaalappan.”

She is gleeful, the cunt.

“Keep his name out of your mouth!”

“Why, because it’s the only part of him you can’t put in yours? Kaalappan.”

That does it. I am done being nice to her, I am done letting her treat me like this. After all the support I’ve shown both her and Nichole, doesn’t she owe me some solidarity back? How can she be so ungrateful and intolerant? She’s not even technically queer herself! Does she have any idea what actual trans people think of pornbrained circus-acts like her and her gooner sissy boyfriend?! The two of them have the gall to traipse around publicly in women’s clothes, not even bothering to keep their perversions private, expecting the entire apartment—hell, the entire world to indulge their delusional erotic fantasies!

“Now listen here, missy,” I growl, completely fed up. “I’ve been nothing but polite to you and your equally-homophobic boytoy while y’all gallivant around in perma-drag without the decency to only keep the wigs on between the sheets. You think you’re too good to be faggots like the rest of us, that you two can achieve some kind of pure and superior ‘lesbian love’ with rainbow farts and sparkly princess kisses? You two need to grow the fuck up, buy some lube and poppers, and join the rest of us in reality with a speck of fucking decorum so we don’t have to suppress the urge to puke every time you hold hands and titter like the high school girls you’re clearly fantasizing about being, you fucking dege—”

“Oh hey Kaalappan, back so soon?”

I swear, one day I’m going to slap this bitch so hard, she’ll be incapable of making that obnoxious fucking expression ever again.

“Ohmigosh, sweetie, I missed you!” I croon, spinning on my heel with a big smile.

My honeymuffin looks disturbed, clearly just as put off by this shrew’s amorous excesses as I am. It’s not really ladylike to talk about politics with your man, but I just know he and I are hoping the queer community will be able to rid ourselves of these perverts who’ve forcibly allied themselves with us. I skip over to him and take his hand, leading him to my bedroom, and flash Kathy a look packed with as much smugness and rage as I can simultaneously muster.

… And the bitch is mouthing ‘Kaalappan’ at me, STILL.

Note to self: Research poisons, for totally unrelated reasons.

Nichole

I have so many fucking Accord notifications.

It’s already been a month since quarter 3 kicked off. First of all, holy shit, time is going so fast. Second, this has meant an influx of new users. With the early drama of new quarters having mostly settled down–nobody weird enough to call a tribunal on someone who hasn’t even started, this time–the server’s status quo is settling in.

Except now I’m not the fresh meat anymore. Instead, I’m one of the “notable” people on the server, apparently.

A really bizarre quirk of the culture here is that with the rankings posted the way they are, and with the implied hierarchy of the competition, whoever happens to have the biggest breasts in a given quarter ends up being someone people want to talk to. 

That’s one of the ways it’s really different from spaces for women, cis or trans. A weird mirror universe where popularity falls on whoever happens to have big boobs.

As a consequence of this, since the spotlight turned to me two months ago I’ve had an enormous influx of messages from ostensibly grown ostensible men, many of them seemingly convinced that C cups are a substitute for qualifications as a therapist.

And with Q3, that’s only increased.




StopTomboyErasureJusticeForBradleigh

I’m just saying how do I even know for sure that I’m a man? What if I’m just pretending to be growing breasts competitively for attention?




Nickname

I mean, are you going around telling people you’re competing?




StopTomboyErasureJusticeForBradleigh

No, I haven’t told anyone outside the server about it. I’m planning to run trans-RLC so I’ll be hiding it entirely.




Nickname

Then whose attention would you be doing it for? Everyone will just think you’re transitioning.




StopTomboyErasureJusticeForBradleigh

Yeah ok but how do I know I’m not a trans girl who’s tricked herself into transitioning for real by pretending to be doing Ranked Competitive Breast Growth?




Nickname

I mean. Do you want to be a girl?




StopTomboyErasureJusticeForBradleigh

No I want to win the competition.




Nickname

There you go then?




StopTomboyErasureJusticeForBradleigh

Ok but how do I know for sure that I’m doing femme strats for the right reason and not just conforming to patriarchal gender norms for estrogenized men?




We’re on the tenth round of this. Trouble is, I can’t just tell her that she is faking being a man, because then she’ll accuse me of manipulating her to put her on a tribunal. I’ll let her try to figure out the ‘gender norms for estrogenized men’ bit herself.

Fuck, I envy regular trans women sometimes. At least they don’t have to endure a culture where you’re never allowed to tell even the most obvious trans women—who are practically begging for confirmation or permission from you—that they’re trans.

I can let Tomboy Erasure wait a bit. Someone else has been messaging me multiple times in the last hour.




WizardsBigNaturals

It’s so fucking over man, tell me your secrets please?




This one is… Q1 2024?




Nickname

Test levels, eat healthy and exercise?




WizardsBigNaturals

Bro I’m doing all of that but it’s entirely going to my ass!!




Nickname

…Less squats?




WizardsBigNaturals

I’m so fucked dude I’ve only got A cups and it’s been over a year and a half man.




Don’t get annoyed by the gendering don’t get annoyed by the gendering do NOT it might be a stupid fucking RCBG mindgame.




Nickname

I’m not sure what you’re expecting here. It’s not like I’m taking titty vitamins or anything?




WizardsBigNaturals

Is there a ranked competitive butt growth I can transfer to?




Nickname

… ExcluFans?




WizardsBigNaturals

I’m already there bro my ass is making fat stacks of cash.




Nickname

Good for you! See, there’s a silver lining.




WizardsBigNaturals

Wanna see it? It’s almost as fat as the stacks.




Nickname

No.




Some boundaries have to be enforced here, even if I’ve been really lax about letting every single user on the server dump their problems on me.

Next notification, and it’s …




Katherine

Nichole, please respond, I wish to mend the rift between us that I have torn.




She can be left on read. Next.




Apprentice of the Sheath

Hey do you mind if I ask you some questions about Laura the Impenetrable’s theory of spiritual penetration?




I do not know Laura the Impenetrable’s theory of spiritual penetration. It has completely failed to penetrate into my mind every time I’ve tried to understand what the fuck she’s talking about. I can say the words in order, I can understand the chain of arguments presented by her, and crucially, I cannot comprehend how it’s supposed to make sense.




Nickname

I mean. I’m not Laura, but I guess?




Apprentice of the Sheath

Ok thank you I mean I don’t dare to ask Laura myself but you’re a lot more approachable.




Nickname

So … what did you want to ask me about?




Apprentice of the Sheath

How does it work, just. Generally?




Nickname

I’m going to need some more to go off here. Like. Did you read the guides she wrote, or…?




Apprentice of the Sheath

I mean I did but I don’t think I’m smart enough to understand because it’s all really confusing to me? I don’t think “manhood so powerful that even when I appear to be penetrated, it is actually me doing the penetration” makes sense, on a fundamental level?




Shit.

This is what happens when you get notable in a place where someone who’s just spouting abject nonsense through a mangled understanding of gender theory is a pillar of the community, whose views you’ve inadvertently ended up aligning with. Again I’m cursing that the server just can’t be normal. Normal trans girls don’t have to deal with abusers of queer studies defining the social dynamics of their spaces!




Nickname

Well, so … queer formations of masculinity are inherently non-hegemonic, and so taking the lens that penetrability must inform their positionality in the gender hierarchy is, at best, cissexist, and at worst reinscribing the contours of the heterosexual regime into homonormative spaces. At least that’s the gist I get from her.




Apprentice of the Sheath

Yes ok thanks, me too, sorry to bother you.




I don’t think it matters that I definitely got the details wrong there. I’m not above taking advantage of the server users’ proclivity for pretending to understand ideas they don’t.




Paladin of Penetration

My liege, the Laurachads call for your aid in the selfie channel.




Right. This girl. She’s from the 2024 summer quarter, and yet ever since Discursive Combat she’s been going around pledging her undying loyalty to anyone with “femme strats” and an NTBV score in the top 3 of a given year. Laura being something like an actual deity to her, she’s … settling … for serving someone lower in a feudal hierarchy she’s made up in its entirety.




Nickname

Aid how?




Paladin of Penetration

The favor of the Princess of Q2-25 would serve to increase morale amongst the laurachads, to affirm the superiority of our femme strats.




Nickname

?




Paladin of Penetration

If you were to make an appearance, show your approval with the right reactions, gas up ours while ignoring the treacherous trickster truthers, it would be a blessing upon our cause.




Nickname

Ok, on it




Paladin of Penetration

Your radiance is a boon to our noble cause, my princess.




She’s weird about it but I don’t mind complimenting attractive women who’ve convinced themselves they’re men pretending to be women competitively. It’s probably good for their collective self image.

Selfies channel. Scroll down to today, and…

Wow, there are so many pretty women and men who look indistinguishable from women here, I’m so fucking bisexual.

Yeah, there’s Paladin of Penetration. Posing in her underwear with the actual medieval war hammer she owns. I’ll give her heart eyes and the “OPTIMAL” reaction that’s standard in this channel.




Paladin of Penetration

Feeling ready to fight for the Laurachad cause ;)




Templar of Tatas

By the Impenetrable…




Knight of Knockers

Truly an exemplar of alternative masculinity!




These three seem to move as a unit on the server, but the Knight and the Templar rarely act first. They’re quick to drop their own selfies, both of them in various states of undress and, yup, those are swords. One of them posing with her greatsword’s blade threaded through her bra in a manner that makes me desperately hope the edges are blunted. Can’t deny it’s hot, though.

Also, I certainly can’t say they’re lacking in commitment to the bit, that’s for sure. I throw in some reactions.

It’s a bit hard to be sure if I should say something. I’m trying to break it to them, gently, that I don’t want a trio of “retainers” going around “protecting my honor” on the server, but I’ve been noncommittally condoning it for a while because I didn’t realize they were being serious about it, and now it’s been long enough that I just know it’s going to be a whole awkward thing if I suddenly seem to have soured on the concept, so if I compliment their very hot selfies I think that might read as encouraging them?

I keep scrolling. Only In This For The Money Tbh is showing off his beard and very flat chest, which frankly does absolutely nothing for me. Far as I can tell, he is unaffiliated with any factions. Melvin, who looks like the protagonist of one of Katherine’s cute girl anime shows, gets a fire reaction.

And then there’s the pro-Trickster faction.




Jormungandr In My Pants

Unlike you Lauracels, I understand that boymoding is the way to go. “Femme strats” are an embarrassment. There’s literally no reason to pretend to be a woman when you can easily pass as a man even two and a half years on estrogen.




The attached picture is a girl in an open zip-up hoodie, with cleavage showing through the tank top. I guess Jormungandr must be hiding behind her?

That was sarcasm. I am perfectly aware that I am looking at Jormungandr, and I am genuinely wondering whether he doesn’t realize what others see when they look at him, or if this is a ploy to make people point out that he looks like a woman without leaving any openings for an identity challenge.

Frankly, I fucking hate that I even had that thought—I am clearly spending way too much time in here.




Odinspattar

Ideal male form bro




Eg Har Jævlig Store Puppar Fyfaen

Hell yeah dude




For my own sake, I have to assume that these guys are genuinely men and this is helping them cope with the effects of estrogen.




Odinspattar

@Templar of Tatas this is fucking embarrassing dude how do you think you’ll ever pass as a trans woman with that jawline?




Jormungandr In My Pants

bro hasn’t even mastered finding the right shade of foundation and thinks he’s doing a successful “femme strat” lmaoooooo cope




Eg Har Jævlig Store Puppar Fyfaen

Haha gottem, genuinely embarrassing that Lauracels think their femme strats work!




Oh. Here we go.

The conflict over competing RLC strategies has led to a weird, catty atmosphere ever since the factions solidified. The running theme of every conflict in the channel is a fixation on overly-scrutinizing others’ appearances, maintaining an exacting and frankly unrealistic idea of what “passing” entails, which …

It genuinely makes me question whether these people look at women outside in real life, is the thing. Anyone who doesn’t look like a heroin chic supermodel or is over 5’2” is decried as simply “unable to pull off the femmestrats”, an attitude revealing just how warped this server’s idea of ‘womanhood’ is, likely owing to a hypersexualized culture and genuinely unachievable beauty standards.

Consequently, unlike regular transfems, this server of estrogenized men has to turn feminine presentation into an absurd competition judged by those ridiculous criteria that no one could possibly meet! It’s enough to make a girl scream in frustration. Not to mention that the Tricksters’ behavior truly cements for me that they are, indeed, men, because no trans woman would ever degrade a fellow trans woman over her appearance like this—especially not by invoking these reactionary tropes in a way that would make even a dedicated transmisogynist blush!

Eurgh. Pursing my lips, I scroll past and—eurgh, Katherine. I’m looking at her picture and I can hear her squeaking out “SCISSOR TIME” in my head. Sure, she looks incredible, but I can not get over her behavior. Scroll away as fast as you can to get away from the voices, Nichole, just don’t even look at her, look at chat—




Jormungandr In My Pants

We can’t even call her Boymoder Sephiroth anymore, she’s just Girlfailure Sephiroth now lmao




Nickname

LOL




Oops, fingers typed that one by themselves. Admittedly, it was pretty funny—Kathy has massive girlfailure energy, and these dorks don’t even know how much, unlike me.

Well, even my simple ‘LOL’ is starting to rack up reactions from my entourage, which makes me worry they’re going to be made fools of—the Truthers had learned the word ‘simp’ recently and weren’t afraid to use it. Better add something more substantive for my retainers to sink their teeth into.




Nickname

At least Sephiroth knew how to use a sword …




Holy—the chat is erupting with replies to me, like it’s the funniest possible thing anyone could have said:




Paladin of Penetration

Holy shit




Paladin of Penetration

That is to say, well remarked, my lady!




Knight of Knockers

LMAO




Jormungandr In My Pants

Loooooooooool




Katherine

Nichole..?




Templar of Tatas

Fucking owned, my liege




Eg Har Jævlig Sore Puppar Fyfaen

HAH




Melvin

Heh. Sword joke. Classic. I get what you mean by that




Odinspattar

Absolutely destroyed




Jormungandr In My Pants

Messiest way to drop a divorce announcement I begrudgingly gotta hand the Lauracel this one




kyle.

Hey wtf nichole




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster was right)

Lauracels confirmed shit in bed lmao




Jormungandr In My Pants

femme-strating your way to whisky dick




Only In This For The Money TBH

So I’m setting up a betting pool: Do we think they’re going to stay divorced or get back together in a week y/n?




WizardsBigNaturals

Broooooooo fuck yeah




Manliest Valkyrie Alive

This is absolute confirmation that Q4-24 is a complete meme quarter. Most notable competitor is only notable for the meme personality.




BigTittyFemboy

Oh yeah they’ve got like, the lowest NTBV average of all time for their HRT timeline. Even their top ranked guy is basically flat, rofl




Heir of Breast

Hey wtf don’t associate me with Boymoder Sephiroth’s shenanigans just cause we’re late bloomers!




Knight of Knockers

Their hearts are in the right place … but there’s not much fat over those hearts, sadly.




Nickname

The rest of them maybe, but Girlfailure Sephiroth’s heart is on incel forums learning shitty pickup lines




Oh, wow. The chat really liked that. My notifications are absolutely losing it. I’ve got DMs from people I’ve never even spoken to before, and some mod or the other has near-instantly changed Katherine’s label to ‘Girlfailure Sephiroth’. I feel so fucking VINDICATED right now, like I’m getting to air out everything iffy about Katherine’s behavior over the last few weeks, and having it confirmed to me that yes, she’s been acting like a piece of shit. This server is full of people with nothing but praise and admiration for me, where even those who are ideologically opposed to me have to concede the sharpness of my wit. So where exactly does fucking Katherine get off using me like a cheap sex toy who she couldn’t even deign to kiss?!




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster was right)

Can the princess call a tribunal for this somehow. Discursive Combat? Please I just need to know what the fucking pick-up lines are so bad




Manliest Valkyrie Alive

legit the best day on the server since Trickster got knocked out




Nickname

Tempted by the DC idea because then you lot can understand that she just talks like this IRL … even in bed.




BigTittyFemboy

NOOOOOO WDYM EVEN IN BED




Knight of Knockers

Princess please I’m losing it




Nickname

Princess Protips: Calling out sex moves like they’re anime techniques? Not hot.




Templar of Tatas

WHAAAAAAAAAAT




Isaacahedron

Nichole, answer my DMs.




Manliest Valkyrie Alive

Holy fucking shitfuck




BigTittyFemboy

Sex moves!? Lmfao does she go like “DEEPTHROAT” or something?




Nickname

Quick poll, chat: How many of you think the word ‘Sodomize’ is appropriate to bring up during intercourse?




Isaacahedron

NICHOLE.




Only In This For The Money TBH

Odds for the bet have been updated to reflect new info lmao




Jormungandr In My Pants

Ok so @Q3-25 this is a teaching moment for all of you: Dating other competitors can go really fucking wrong lmao




I’m about to clarify that we’re not even dating when the Accord call ringtone blasts into my headphones. It’s Emmy. Why’s she calling me right now? I pick up, but keep an eye on the fun in chat.

“What the fuck is your problem, Nichole? What exactly do you think you’re doing, here?”

I realize now that it’s a video call, because I can see Emmy and she looks furious. Her hair is frizzy and she’s wearing a sports bra, so she must have called me in a hurry for some reason.

“I’m—I’m making fun of Katherine. What about it?” I let the flow of affirmation from the chat shield me from her scrutiny. “We make fun of Katherine all the time!”

“In private, yes.”

Her words are like knives digging into me. Okay, so maybe telling everyone about Kathy’s subpar performance isn’t quite the same as tittering with Emmy about her obnoxious style of argumentation, or misplaced confidence in victory, but it’s not like she doesn’t deserve it!

“What you’re doing right now is humiliating her in front of the whole fucking server,” Emmy continues. “Do you understand that!?”

“Well maybe she deserves that, with how she’s been acting?” I have to defend myself—I mean, everyone in the chat is counting on me here, right?

“Deserves to have the entire server learn about your sexual encounter because of private issues you could’ve resolved by just fucking talking to each other? Are you serious right now?”

Uuuugh, why is she being like this!

“Oh yeah, talking to Katherine. Never tried that one before. Is this a new strat you’re trying to get me to pilot, or—”

“NICHOLE.”

“EMMY.”

“… Why are you the one yelling?”

“I don’t know, why are you?” I snap, gritting my teeth. “Sorry, Emmy, but were you the one who had to listen to her yell SCISSOR TIME at you with your clothes off?”

“… Did she actually say that during sex—Wait, NO. I don’t care what she did, this is still not okay!”

“Why not?!”

I feel a bit like a toddler stamping her feet, but I don’t really care. Emmy doesn’t understand, Emmy’s not the one who’s put up with Katherine her whole life, Emmy isn’t the one who finally, finally plucked up the nerve to just say what we’ve both known for a while now and then get treated like dirt!

“She humiliated me!” I’m yelling, I realize. “It’s easy for you to fucking grandstand when you didn’t have to fucking lie there and pretend to have an orgasm just so it could be over. You think I wanted that, Emmy? You think that’s what I wanted our first time to be … after all this …”

My throat’s closing up. My vision is swimming. I bury my face in my hands, but Emmy still hears me sob.

“… Nichole.”

“Shut up!”

“Nichole.”

I look up, sniffling loudly, unable to wipe all the tears away.

“You’re not dealing with this well.” Emmy’s voice is much gentler now. “Okay, she hurt you. I get it, okay? I understand.”

“Yeah, she really fucking did.”

“So, you’re going to hurt her back? You’re going to hurt her worse?”

I say nothing.

“You don’t actually want that,” Emmy points out, correct as fucking always. “Whatever it is you want, you’re not going to get it by putting her on blast in the server. I hope you realize that.”

“… Fine.”

“What are you going to do instead, Nichole?”

“Stop acting like you’re our fucking parent,” I hiss.

“I kind of have to be the adult in this situation right now, don’t I?”

“Ugh. Okay. Whatever.” I can’t bring myself to actually look at Emmy. “I’ll go talk to Katherine.”

“Good lass.”

The call ends. I sit silently for a little while. No one said anything about talking to her right away, right?

Yeah, I’ll just sit here and stew and ignore the deluge of Accord notifications that I’m still getting for telling everyone my best friend yells out “Sodomize!” during sex. The incessant pings are a reminder of exactly how badly I’ve fucked this up.

“Goddamnit, what the hell was I thinking?” I mutter, getting to my feet.

Kyle’s in the kitchen, frying up an egg that he carefully transfers onto what looks like a plate of leftover flatbread topped with curry. He’s studiously avoiding my gaze in a manner that tells me yep, he heard exactly what I yelled at Emmy earlier. I guess I’m just incapable of keeping all my dirty laundry un-aired.

Whatever. It’s not the worst thing I’ve done today. I walk to Katherine’s door silently and knock.

No response. Right.

I knock again.

Still no response.

“Katherine, please.”

Nothing.

I hear Kyle put on another egg to fry. I guess I just do everything with an audience now.

“Kathy, I’m sorry, okay?”

Her door finally opens, but not all the way. The room’s dark. I can see that she’s in that old pink cat hoodie that she retreats into when she’s miserable, and my heart almost stops.

“I am sorry too, Nichole.”

“No, don’t, just let me—”

“Nichole. I sincerely apologize for my behavior towards you. It is not befitting of someone who has known you for all her life, who claims to be your best friend, or who wishes to woo you. I wanted to tell you that I realized how badly I erred, and that I would have very much liked to hold your hand and kiss you.”

My brain is blue-screening. I want to be elated, I think I am elated, but it’s buried under a deep pain that’s cutting me to ribbons because of Kathy’s tone of voice.

“But,” she concludes, “I don’t anymore.”

She closes the door in my face.
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Emmy

On the way to pick Laura up for dinner, I decide instead to stop at her favorite cafe.

It’s half a bakery, half an outdoor seating area with charging ports for students to get some work done in fresh air, on the corner right before the main road leads into the campus proper. Right beside it is a scenic little patch of greenery bifurcated by a brook that Laura and I have skipped over more than once, trying to determine who can cross the fastest, or in the least number of steps, or without falling in (that one turned ugly very quickly).

Usually, she gets this open-faced sandwich that is a slice of well-buttered and well-toasted ciabatta, smeared liberally with pesto and covered in at least three kinds of cheese and loaded up with black olives and cherry tomatoes, finished off with a broil to let the cheese melt and the tomatoes caramelize. I pick up two for us and resume my journey. On the way out, I quickly check my hair and outfit in the display.

Trying something new today—a skirt, a business-casual pencil skirt, yes, but a skirt all the same, with sheer tights under a button-up blouse and a blazer and the most make-up I’ve put on in a while. I’m wearing foundation and blush, for crying out loud, and I’m moderately proud of the fact that I’ve managed to do so without looking like I’m a face-painting jester. The mango-scented cream has worked well on my hair, too, giving my curls a certain bounce.

There’s no special occasion. I simply like looking pretty for her.

Laura’s conducting some business in the courtyard, leading a gaggle of theater kids with prop swords in some sort of choreography, I gather, and so I think I’ll suggest to her that we have dinner outside when she’s done. It’s not too sunny, not too cold, and just breezy enough to be pleasant, allowing me to observe her shiny black hair stream behind her like a banner, if we find the perfect spot to sit.

Five minutes away and I can already spot her, sporting a bright red halter top that barely conceals more than her breasts, and tiny little jorts that certainly would not have fit her prior to SRS. She’s swaying and twirling almost acrobatically, a rapier gleaming in her hand, effortlessly play-disarming three women in quick succession before stopping to critique them on their falling technique. When I draw close, she’s clapping them on the shoulder, then turning to address the rest with an easy confidence and grace. She disbands them just as I arrive.

“What department are we preparing to storm?” I ask, hugging Laura from behind.

She giggles, taking a moment to reach back with her free hand and play with my hair.

“They couldn’t liberate an Anglican peasant-woman from her breeches, sadly,” Laura chuckles. “I’m the only one here with any actual fencing experience.”

“Hold on, you have fencing experience?”

With a booming laugh, Laura spins around and plants a kiss on my forehead. “Honey, I literally came here for undergrad on a fencing scholarship.”

“Wow, and I just had to take like fifteen college-level credits in high school for mine,” I mutter.

Laura’s smirking. “Silly STEMcel. While you were studying physics, I was studying—”

“Don’t say it.”

“THE BLADE!”

I turn around. “I’m throwing your sandwich in the trash.”

“My what? No, come back!”

A very blunted sword-tip presses into the back of my jacket, while Laura’s slender, toned arm snakes around my neck and holds me in place.

“Tell you what,” she whispers conspiratorially, her venomous tongue flicking millimeters from my quivering ear, “how about you hand that sandwich over, and later I’ll study your sword very diligently.”

“I knew you were going to say that.”

“Did it work?”

“Of course it did.”

We migrate over to a pair of flat rocks by one of the libraries. The building’s floor-to-ceiling windows allow its gas-yellow lamplight to spill onto us, illuminating us even as the evening fades into twilight. Laura looks like a painting, animated, a swirling pool of oil committed to canvas by a mad artist seeking to capture a beauty that no mortal could ever exhibit. Yet here she is, inches from me, tangible, soft, warm, joyous, and scarfing down her ciabatta too fast for her own good. She smirks at me with stuffed cheeks and I sigh, nibbling on mine.

This is just … perfect.

She’s perfect.

“What’s on your mind, babe?”

“Hm?” I blink, noticing that the perfect pair of lips I’ve been staring at is moving and making sounds.

“You’re uncharacteristically non-verbose today,” Laura points out. “Something on your mind?”

“Oh, I suppose I am.” I take a moment to chew thoughtfully. “Nichole hasn’t been on the server, not even to drop her daily selfies. It’s been two days, since she, you know …”

Laura frowns and asks me a question that completely floors me.

“Who’s Nichole?”

“Who’s Nichole?” I sputter. “Katherine’s roommate!”

“And Katherine is …?”

My sputtering continues as Laura pops the hunk of sandwich into her mouth. She ferociously struggles to chew, all the while regarding me with a sidelong glance and a cocked eyebrow.

“Katherine. Whom Nichole utterly humiliated on the server?” I elaborate, flabbergasted. “Did you miss the entire kerfuffle between the Tricksters and the girls who support you? Did you miss how it was temporarily quelled entirely to collectively roast this poor lass?”

“Emmy, I haven’t really had much cause to check in on the server.”

Maddeningly, Laura shrugs nonchalantly at me.

“We’ve talked about Katherine before!”

When Laura persists in looking befuddled, I sigh and relent.

“Boymoder Sephiroth.”

“OH. Why didn’t you just say that?”

“Because we shouldn’t be making fun of the poor girl!”

Maybe this shouldn’t be bothering me, but it is. I put the rest of my sandwich aside, finding my appetite somewhat curbed.

“Okay, sorry, I see that this is important to you.” Laura turns towards me fully. “Aren’t you getting a little over-invested in server drama, though?”

“Laura, I know these people. I’ve met them several times.” I stop just short of saying ‘They are my friends’, because that’s not something we’ve really established, and they treat me more like a mother they resent in any case.

“When did you meet them?” Laura exclaims, dumbfounded. “I guess you’ve been busy while I was away.”

“Yeah.”

Why do I feel so anxious, suddenly?

“I guess we don’t know as much about each other as we’d like to think,” I mutter.

“Sweetie, don’t give me that. Couples don’t instantly merge into a mental dyad, no matter how much we’d like to,” Laura sighs. “You didn’t know I fenced. I bet you don’t know why I have family in Southeast Asia. This is stuff we learn over time.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

Laura pats my knee in a manner I interpret as apologetic. “I’m sorry about your friends.”

“It’s okay. I’m sure they’re fine,” I lie.

An uneasy silence falls over us, which I avoid confronting by picking my sandwich back up. My pocket buzzes right before I can take a bite though, with the distinctive pattern I’ve programmed for a server-wide ping.

“Finally!” I cry out, hastily fishing my phone out.

“Big news?”

“Yeah, it’s the updated NTBV rankings!”

“Oh, sure.”

Once again, I find myself chafing at the dismissive tone Laura assumes, the casualness with which she waves off this competitive milestone.

“Nichole and I have engineered a new strat,” I shoot at her, almost without thinking. “I’m eager to see how well it pays off.”

“I hope it works out, honey.”

She’s leaning back languidly, exposing the expanses of her nearly-bare torso in a manner that would be enticing in any other context, but only heightens my ire right now. I turn my attention to the server to avoid getting snippy.

Just as I predicted, Nichole has rocketed up the rankings. She is threatening to break into the top 25, within spitting distance of global championship rankings. While her body has certainly taken to the estrogen dosage we have fine-tuned for it, dimensional mastery alone would not have put her anywhere near here: she’s above the median, but not by very much. No, the behavioral components of the accursed NTBV formula have resulted in a formulaic breast inflation far beyond what her real jugularity would dictate.

So then …

With a lurch in my guts, I note that my score, too, has seen a corresponding rise, less meteoric than Nichole’s, but significant all the same. There used to be a healthy gap between my own score and Laura’s for as long as we’ve been locked in this deathmatch of first and second place, of leader and runner-up lagging at her svelte heels. Now, however, my score has jumped up more than my actual tittage, and it has to be because I have altered how I present.

Interestingly, Laura’s score is …

“What the fuck?”

“Hm?” Laura, who’d been gazing into the distance, looks back at me. “Something wrong, my pet?”

“Your score’s completely flatlined!” I turn my phone around to show her. “Our NTBVs have always steadily climbed in accordance with our ballooning boobaciousness, but despite your gains your score hasn’t budged from the last rankings!”

“Oh, wild.” Laura takes this news with all the urgency and shock of being informed that her firmware needs updating. “So I guess I’ve hit the max. Neat.”

“I don’t think the formula has a ceiling,” I insist. “Frankly, with my newly-plotted trajectory, I could exceed your score by the next rankings if you remain stagnant!”

“Cool! Well done, sweetheart.”

‘Well done, sweetheart’?!

“Do you seriously not care at all?” I demand. “I’m telling you that I could very well beat you, Laura. Overtake you right before the finish line.”

“Guess you better start planning where you’re going to take me to celebrate, then.” Laura leans forward and takes my hands with a smile. “I’ve been thinking about showing you my parents’ hometown, you know.”

Heartwarming as that was, I can’t fully grasp it because my head is spinning. Where is my Laura, and who is this imposter who has taken her place? There’s resting on your laurels and there’s the complete indifference the supposed champion is showing to the sport she’s utterly dominated for the past two and something years!

“I refuse to believe you’d settle for second place,” I assert firmly. “What is going on with you?”

“Sweetie, just—does it matter?” Laura clutches my hands even harder. “Sweetheart, we’re going to make off with the first and second-place cash prizes for our quarter, and will definitely lead in the global rankings at the six-year mark, too. We’re set, we’re made, we’re done. What difference does it make whether you’re the one on top, or I am? We did it, honey, we beat them, we got what we wanted, and most of all, we got each other. Don’t you get it, Emmy?”

The kiss catches me off-guard, and my eyes remain open in sheer disbelief throughout.

“I already got my prize, Emmy. I got you.”

Unacceptable.

Furious, I tear myself free from Laura’s grasp. “I’m not your prize. I’m your fucking rival.”

Do it fast. Get up and turn around and walk away before you can see the hurt register on her face. Forgot the sandwich—it doesn’t matter. You can’t go back. You can’t look at her right now.

The sun’s set. I make my way home in the dark.

Kyle

Jeff’s stepped out on an errand, and I’m genuinely alone for the first time since we …

Well, I guess we got together. Jeff decided to make that official to Kathy. The coffin keeps getting nails hammered into it, and I’m now officially involved with Jeff, of all people, a reality that I have still not quite managed to come to terms with over the past two days.

No, in defense of my … boyfriend … he has a lot of positive traits. He’s nice, for one, which counts for a lot. I try to think of his other positive attributes, such as …

Wow, this place is filthy. I grab the vacuum and start taking care of the floors. They might honestly need a good mopping afterwards, and then maybe I can do some dusting of the furniture before Jeff is back.

Jeff, whose many qualities I definitely appreciate. He’s … involved in local activism, and does a lot there with Rupali—the girl whose heart I ripped straight out of her chest, if her texts are anything to go by. My own heart sinks, and I really … should turn up the suction on the vacuum, get this over with faster. Good thing it’s loud enough to drown out my thoughts.

When I’m done cleaning the floor I’ll take care of the dishes—again—given that they’re really piling up. Maybe I should do some meal prep too, cook up a big batch of daal. Enough for both me and—

The guy who thinks oregano is an exotic spice, whom I am dating, for some reason. I mean, everyone has their flaws I guess.

Wow, I’m going to be a shit boyfriend to Jeff, just like how I was a shit fiancée for Rupali. At least here I can feel guilty about a relationship I chose to get into, rather than having it foisted on me by my parents.

No, Kyle, really try to think of the positives. I suppose I can certainly appreciate that Jeff is proficient at sucking dick. He does a very competent job of it, and certainly seems to enjoy himself during, which is … a start. Everything else can be … an acquired taste, let’s call it! I can work on getting to actually know him, and maybe help him get over his—

Shit, Katherine is out of her room.

She’s been completely absent from the common area since the incident with Nichole two days ago, and the whole place has felt eerily quiet without her anime on the TV or her ramblings filling out the air. She looks a complete mess, her pink hoodie absolutely rumpled, its cat ears so wilted and flat that Katherine looks very much like an abused shelter kitten.

“Good afternoon, Kaalappan.”

“Hey, Kathy.” I should lay off on making her do chores for today, she looks exhausted. “Don’t worry about the dishes, I’ll take care of them when I’m done with this.”

Kathy gives me a shocked look, almost muttering to herself for a few seconds before actually responding.

“Ah, but you see, it was my design that I would do the dishes today, on my own initiative, before you even reminded me of them just now!”

Wow, she really can’t just take help when it’s offered, huh.

“It’s fine, I do them all the time.”

Just take the favour, idiot, you’re swaying a little just standing up.

“And that is precisely the issue, I intend to contribute a fairer share of the labour in our dwelling, as I have forsaken far too many of my responsibilities.”

Is she trying some server mindgame here? I’m really not in the mood for that nonsense.

“I’m not trying to guilt you into doing the dishes, Katherine. You’ve been through a shit time with your–”

“You underestimate my power! I have dealt with the recent incident flawlessly and stand unperturbed, ready to resume my duties by defeating the filth that has claimed our crockery. If you would simply allow me passage, I shall wield the brush and slay our great foe, by which I mean the bits of dried food stuck to the plates.”

“When was the last time you ate something?”

I have to distract her from this fixation on the dishes, and she’s got to get her basic needs met.

“It is of no relevance to you.”

Right, so she hasn’t eaten since the incident.

“Sit down, Kathy. I’ll make some lunch for both of us.”

I start cleaning the pan. It’ll have to be a big batch of eggs quickly scrambled so I can actually get the food in her before she decides to run off and do whatever it is she’s wasting away doing.

“And let you secretly spike my portion with testosterone, undermining my progress in the competition? I think not! Your schemes are all too easy for me to expose, for the engineering major trembles in the presence of the superior intellect of the quantum computing major.”

She’s slumping into the chair as she speaks, and how she’s able to keep up the Sephirothing even now is a complete mystery to me.

“I’ll make scrambled eggs, and you portion it out. That way, if I’m poisoning you I’ll be poisoning myself too.” I’ll humor her nonsense a little bit, at least. “Besides, you’re undermining yourself enough already by not taking care of yourself. If we’re going to compete, I’m beating you on my own merits, not because you’re fucking up.”

Katherine nods—no, wait, she’s just nodding off in her chair, head drooping towards the table.

“And besides, the Heir of Breast stands between us and any shot at the prize,” she mumbles.

“Yeah, that too.” I get to working on the eggs so they’ll be done before she actually falls asleep.

“I don’t get it,” Kathy mumbles, halfway there already. “Nichole hates me enough to do that, but you’re being nice to me? Why?”

I don’t answer right away, letting her fade out of consciousness a bit more. As quickly as I can manage, I toss up the eggs with some of my diced veggies and spices, then put a plate in front of her. 

“Eat.”

Waking with a start, Kathy blearily obeys. Looks like she’s forgotten that she was supposed to do the portioning herself, slowly picking at the food. 

“Jeffrey too. Why him, of all people? I do not understand you, Kaalappan.”

What do I even say to that? I barely understand me here.

“Do you simply have an affinity for horrible people, Kaal? You realize you can do far better than him, do you not?”

“Jeff has—I mean, he’s kind of …”

Gosh, why does Kathy of all people have to have a point?

“Look, I’m doing this because I have to do something that my parents didn’t fucking tell me to do.”

Whether it’s a good idea or not, I don’t add.

“Just keep in mind that nobody is forcing you to continue it, Kaal. You can break up with him at any time.”

I can’t tell if that look is her being worried, or tired. Why is Katherine so invested in telling me how much she hates Jeff, anyway?

“You seek refuge from suffering in a …” She trails off into mumbling for a moment. “… but it is a deal with demons. Racist demons, Kaal—”

Her face drops onto the table. She’s out. I can’t leave her sleeping like this, can I?

“Kathy? Do you want to go sleep in your room instead?” I prod at her, just a little.

“Mmh.”

She seems to agree, so I help her up.

“Let’s get you to bed, young lady.”

Not that heavy. I slowly help her up. She’s so out of it that she practically needs to be dragged to her room.

“M’not lady. No proof. Don’t tribunal me—”

“I won’t, don’t worry.”

Door was left ajar, thankfully. I shoulder my way in. Wow, her room is a worse mess than the rest of the apartment. The bed has a mostly clutter-free landing zone for her, at least, and luckily she doesn’t object to being guided to it. While I’m at it, I go ahead and tuck her in, since she clearly needs it. She’s still mumbling as I’m making my way out, though nothing that makes any kind of sense.

You know, I can’t help but admit that despite all her weird bullshit, Katherine is sort of cute. Especially when she’s fast asleep like that, and not talking.

On the way out of the bedroom, I spot Nichole arriving at the entrance of the common area, bag over her shoulder and ridiculously skimpy gym outfit straining to contain her body. It seems like nobody’s told her that it might be time to buy clothes in a different size, and I suspect she’s never going to get around to it on her own initiative.

“Oh, uh, hey Kyle. Were you in Kathy’s room?”

Nichole looks puzzled by this, which, fair enough. I wasn’t expecting to be tucking Katherine into bed either.

“Yeah. She was out of her room just now, but had to go to bed.”

Nichole approaches the door for a bit, then stops herself, choosing instead to redirect to the couch and dropping her bag down on the floor next to her.

“I—Thanks for taking care of her. I don’t think she wants to see me right now—or at any point ever again really—but I’m worried about her, you know?”

Ah. So it’s this situation. I sit down at the opposite corner of the couch, readying myself for another round of work as the world’s least qualified couples’ therapist.

“Did you try talking to her about it since the incident, at all?” I’m hoping to gently suggest basic social skills.

“I figured I’d let her decide when she was comfortable doing so?”

She’s wrapping her arms around her knees and very noticeably avoiding eye contact.

“And you messaged her to make sure she’d know she could approach you when she was comfortable, right?”

Nichole retreats further into her curled-up position at that. “No, I, uh. I didn’t say anything to her.”

“I think you should consider doing that, then. You can’t just put the responsibility for talking on her.”

I immediately notice that my irritation with her avoidant behavior is influencing my tone, and she’s clearly picking up on it too.

“Says the guy who cheated on his fiancée with Jeff?”

Immediately after saying that, she puts her face into her hands. “I’m sorry I don’t—I’m—fuck, what is wrong with me?”

“You turn into a horrendous bitch when you’re upset, I guess,” I suggest, rolling my eyes. “It’s healthier to just admit when you’ve fucked up, like I do. You can’t take the fuck-up back, but you can avoid making it worse for the woman you’ve wronged, especially since she still cares about you and you fucking owe her that much.”

Yep, definitely still talking about Katherine. That’s definitely why I’m animated and out of breath.

“Yeah, well, what if I just make it worse?” She’s retreating further down.

“Then at least you fucking tried, Nichole. You’re making it worse by not trying, right now.”

I’m trying my best to stay calm, as talking to her right now feels like walking through a minefield.

After nearly a minute of silence, Nichole finally lowers her shoulders a bit, looking directly at me instead of staring off to the side. 

“Okay. Okay. Shit. You’re right. I have to apologize to her.”

She motions to stand up, then freezes, settling back down slowly.

“Um. Usually, she’s the one who apologizes to me.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think you can rely on that pattern anymore.”

Nichole

For the second time in as many days, I find myself staring at Katherine’s door.

It’s not closed this time. I see that she’s basically been living in that hoodie of hers, looking like a piece of unwashed laundry crumpled underneath her blanket. The floor around her bed is littered with empty Beast energy drink cans, and her computer is still humming away, rendering a forgotten game-state while Kathy snores peacefully.

Tiptoeing around the scattered aluminium hazards, I settle down on her bed, contemplating what to do next. Should I wake her? Should I keep sitting here, watching her sleep like the creepy love interest in every trashy romance ever written? Maybe talk to her sleeping form like a cliche from drama instead?

I’m burning up inside. I need to tell her that I want to kiss her too, that I’m a complete moron who doesn’t know how to handle being popular and I should have just talked to her instead of bottling everything up and letting it out in public and can I please, please, please kiss you, Katherine?

“Katherine?” I venture.

She stirs. Her eyes open a peep, then more fully when she spots me.

“Nuh? Nichole?”

“Hey.”

My hands are clenched into fists on my thigh. My throat is suddenly very, very dry.

“What do you want?”

Her tone isn’t exactly welcoming, which is fair. Katherine hoists herself up, almost retreating from me slightly, resting her back against the headboard.

“I deserve that,” I admit. “I want to apologize. Properly.”

No response. Katherine grabs one of her shoulders, looks down, looks around, looks anywhere but right at me.

“Kathy, please,” I urge. “Don’t be that way.”

“You are not in a position to make demands of me, Nichole.”

“Okay, that was uncalled for.”

“Oh, we are condemning acts of disproportionate hostility now, are we?”

“Yeah!” This is not going well, but my mouth is already moving. “I fucked up, girlypop, but I’m not letting you treat me like a doormat!”

That’s right. I say ‘girlypop’ in non-sexual situations now. I’m owning it.

“How very anomalous of you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Why is she taking that tone? She sounds almost smug.

“I am saying, Nichole,” Katherine continues, her voice practically a snarl, “that given your predisposition to following my every directive like a well-heeled puppy, up to and including your initial inability to so much as leave the apartment garbed in feminine attire, up to and including your very enrollment in the competition and its associated server, whose culture you so blithely dismissed prior to my prompting your increased participation, you’ll have to forgive me if I believed this pattern to continue to hold in every situation, such as the unfortunate one we found ourselves in not too long ago.”

“Unfortunate?” I’m snarling now too. “You didn’t think it was ‘unfortunate’ when you BEGGED ME TO LET YOUR DICK INSIDE ME, Kathy!”

Un-fucking believable!

“Yes, I suppose I did yearn to penetrate you.” She’s smirking now, and I know I’m going to hate what comes out of her mouth next. “Shame you were such an insufficiently arousing partner.”

Oh that FUCKING DOES IT.

“Insufficiently arousing? Should I have called out positions like anime attacks more, or something? With all the chatter you were getting up to, you’d think we were in that show you insist that we watch where the visuals are so fucking incomprehensible they need an entire character just to explain what the fuck is happening!”

“Hey! Leave Bobo’s Absurd Journey out of this!” 

That one definitely got to her! Better strike at the weak spot.

“No! It’s slop! It’s trash that’s over-reliant on padding out its action with reaction shots and absurdly disinterested in examining the implications of its own power system on the characters and world! I should have ‘asserted myself’ way sooner so you didn’t keep roping me into wasting so many hours of my life on unwatchable trash media!”

The reconciliation I had been picturing when I walked in here seems a tad out of reach, now. I’m yelling, she’s yelling, I’m roasting a show that I honestly kind of like, and none of this is getting me closer to actually holding the hand of the complete idiot I have a massive, massive crush on.

“So, the ‘princess’ is too good for her shonen slop, is that it? I shall make sure to only serve her the finest works of the anime medium henceforth! After all, she cannot pick out shows by herself.”

Oh shut up Kathy, you reject everything I suggest!

“Maybe if you ever actually took a single damn suggestion I wouldn’t have felt like I’m just wasting my breath on you!”

“You are overusing the word ‘waste’.”

“You overuse the word ‘behold’!”

“When unveiling a work of majesty, it is only proper that one heralds the revelation, lest any beholders be left smitten, dumbstruck, and sexually non-functional! Had I known you were already sexually non-functional, I would not have wasted the breath.”

“I wish you hadn’t!” I’ve somehow found myself on all fours, crawling up to Katherine and shoving my face in hers. “I wish you had just shut up so your inane prattling couldn’t have killed the mood! I should have just shoved my dick in your mouth to shut you up from the beginning!”

Is it me, or did Katherine’s eyes actually flash when I said that?

“Oh, you wish that you had been fellated, ‘princess’? Would it please your majesty if I were silenced by your phallus? Shall we test this theory of yours, Nichole?” 

She’s glaring at me with a fury unlike anything I’ve seen from her before. I find myself somewhat cowed, suddenly, and I’m really not sure how to proceed. I hadn’t expected her to say that in response to my admittedly sexually-frustrated venting.

“Well—I mean, are you seriously suggesting it, or is this a rhetorical—”

“I am completely serious. Do not underestimate my convictions.”

Katherine is pressing her forehead against mine now, staring directly into my eyes, just daring me to take her up on the challenge.

“So what will it be, princess? Dare you put your member where my mouth is, or were you bluffing, expecting me to genuflect and prostrate myself before you?”

Baffled as I am by how she’s able to butcher common phrases into what has to be deliberate sex jokes even now, I can’t back down from this.

“Oh, I’m not bluffing! I’m all in here, Kathy. You really want to do this? I’m in. Open wide!”

“Fine!” She shouts.

“Fine!” I yell right back at her.

“Then liberate yourself from your misbegotten breeches, and surrender your loins to me!”

“My misbegotten—”

“Take your shorts off, Nichole.”

She’s tying her hair back into a ponytail as she speaks.

“Yeah, I know what you meant, I’m just baffled at your word choices.”

I untie the string tightening my shorts at the waist, but she starts to pull them down faster than I have a chance to do it myself, getting on her knees in one rapid, smooth motion.

Well, if she’s in such a hurry, she can just get started already. I reach behind her head and grab her freshly-bundled hair.

“What are you waiting for, Katherine?” I sneer at her. “Are we doing this, or what?”

“Hm. No, this will not do at all.”

Before I know what’s happening, Katherine is on her feet, hand grasping my shoulder.

“Don’t think I will submit so easily,” she whispers in my ear as she kicks me, heel impacting the side of my hip. I’m thrown off balance and sent sprawling.

Having knocked me flat on my ass, Katherine pounces, pinning me underneath her. 

“Hey, what are you—”

I’m interrupted by a sound I realize is coming from my own mouth in response to her hand unexpectedly groping my chest.

“You appear to be harboring a misconception that I will simply fall to my knees and do your bidding at the slightest hint of assertiveness, Nichole.” 

Her forehead is pressed against mine again, and she’s staring directly into my eyes.

“If you wish to shut me up with your dick, as you so eloquently put it, then you will have to earn it.”

Oh, she wants me to earn it? I’ll fucking earn it.

Placing my hand on her waist, I shove her off towards my left. “Oh, I’m not just shutting you up. If you’re going to play around, I’m using your face as a toy.”

“And how precisely do you intend to do that? I suspect that you, limp as you are, could never even reach the back of my throat, let alone use it.”

Taunting again, but she looks excited. Ravenous. Feral in a way that’s really doing it for me.

Holy fuck, I want to just do it already.

And by ‘it’, I definitely mean her stupid fucking face.

“See, you remain passive, unwilling to act, unwilling to simply make the move already, Nichole. Because you do not dare to, no matter how much I provoke you, no matter how much I invite you to—”

She lets out a surprised yelp as, suffused with months, no, years of pent-up frustration towards her shenanigans, I position myself to straddle her head in one fluid leap, practically trying to crush her head between my thighs. I’m throbbing against her lips.

“Well? Your move, Katherine.”

I’m finally going to succeed at shutting her up. She has better things to use her mouth for.

“Come on, girlypop,” I croon. “Say ‘Finishing Move: Fellate’! I promise I won’t shove it right in.”

“Yes, you w—!”

Yes, I absolutely will, and as it turns out she’s not that quick to react to it.

“Look who’s struggling to take initiative now,” I gloat at her. “Are you just going to lay there with my dick in your mouth?”

Her reply is felt, rather than heard, as her lips close around me and she starts—carefully at first, then picking up the pace, clutching my thigh with one hand, clawing at it, tightening her grip in tandem with the escalating sensations throughout my body. I almost lose my balance, resorting to leaning forward with both my palms against the wall to keep me upright.

“Oh, yeah, this is way better!” I groan. “And we did it without you trying to give me a lecture on penetrability this time! Well fucking done!”

By the way her nails are digging into my ass, I can tell that she’s loving being unable to actually respond.

“Honestly, you’re way more fun like this!” I’m barely keeping my voice even—Katherine’s started using her tongue, and she’s good at it. “Maybe we can finally check out Singular Part with your head between my legs so I can actually listen to the dialogue for once!”

Fuck she’s really lapping at my most sensitive spots, slurping loudly, the sound alone is driving me wild, leave alone the actual feelings. Kathy’s going at it like she’s starving and I’m her favorite meal, like she’s trying make me lose control over my—

Fucking minx, she IS. She’s trying to win by shutting me up! I have to keep talking!

“Really … I can see … our relationship really improving, if you keep this up,” I pant, “and if you do a good enough job, I may …”

Focus, Nichole, focus on the words.

“… actually deign to … again … FUCK!”

Fingers raking down the back of my thighs, her head bobbing up and down—how is she so good at something she’s never done before?!

“… might actually deign to let you suck my dick again!” I finish.

Also, I fucking finish.

When I’m alone and engaging in, ahem, solo amorous activities, let’s call it, I really don’t produce very much anymore, if at all. Much cleaner that way.

Right, I’m producing.

My fucking stars am I producing.

… And she’s swallowing it all.

Shit, when did Kathy get so hot?

“Well,” she says as she gets up, wiping the corners of her mouth just a little. “It certainly appears I do not have an exclusive claim to excessively verbose behavior, here.”

“Uh huh?” I need a moment before I can come up with a better retort than that.

“You are certainly far more alluring when you take charge, Nichole …” Kathy continues, musing with a finger on her chin. “Perhaps you could even do it without my prompting, next time.”

Is that so?

“Yeah, I’m shutting you up again,” I announce, seizing her shoulders.

“I’d like to see you tr—”

Rupali

Having this conversation in the middle of a crowded dining hall is probably for the best.

We’re sitting at a little round table on high chairs, right in the midst of the breakfast rush, Kaal glumly plucking at the food I insisted he get. Neither of us has a summer class today, but meeting on-campus like this is familiar, routine, a twisted echo of the way we tend to begin nearly every day together. Kaal looks like he hasn’t slept a wink, poor lad, his hair more of a frazzled mess than usual, and the bags under his eyes distinctively more pronounced. I push his steaming teacup an inch closer to him and he morosely takes a sip.

“You look like shit,” I announce.

“Yeah. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“I see.”

“No, wait, not like that—”

“It’s not my business,” I interrupt. “It really doesn’t matter anymore.”

Guiltily, I notice that my declaration seems to have hurt. It’s really sinking in now, for both of us.

“Yeah, I guess it doesn’t,” Kaal mumbles.

Letting him chew on his toast, I look at the madding throng around us, allowing the incomprehensible cacophony of chair-scrapes and metal on ceramic and conversations bleeding into each other wash over me, wishing I could just dissolve into the faceless crowd and be anywhere else, anything else, besides here and having this conversation.

“I’m sorry, Rupali.”

“So you’ve said.” I look back at his watery eyes. “More than enough times.”

“Is it enough?”

Something about his tone, his stricken expression, really gets to me.

“Are you serious right now?”

“Huh?”

“You’re gonna pull this?” I snap. “‘Woe is me, pity me, comfort me Rupali, because I know just how deeply I have sinned and can never repent!’ If you’re going to apologize to me, do it with some spine. I am not here to absolve you.”

Kaal’s stunned look is more satisfying than it rightly should be.

“Okay. No, you’re right. I’m not going to do that.”

“Good.”

“I … I really am sorry. I know it’s inexcusable, and you’re right to be pissed.”

“Oh, you think I’m pissed?” I bark out a short laugh and let Kaal realize we’re doing this in public so I don’t make a scene. “I haven’t even begun to sort through the fucking messiness of you doing this to me with Jeffrey.”

“I’m—”

“No, later.” I hold a hand up, cutting him off. “First, I want to know why you couldn’t have just talked to me. You didn’t try to hide this—given what you did, that much at least is commendable. Why didn’t you say anything sooner, though? How long were you planning on keeping this up? Did you seriously think keeping this from me until marriage would work out well?”

The panic on his face and his ineffectual spluttering mollify me somewhat. I decide not to wait for him to collect himself and lay out some baseline reassurances that I should be up-front about.

“I’m not going to tell anyone you’re gay,” I mutter. “Please, relax. I’m not telling your parents. I hope you never seriously considered that I would, but I’ll say it all the same, since we’ve realized leaving things unsaid hasn’t worked out for us: you’re fine. I’m not going to make a fuss. We’re still engaged for all intents and purposes.”

Kaal’s reaction is tough to read, but he at least manages to find his voice. “Thank you.”

“No need. You don’t deserve that.”

“I didn’t think I’d be outed,” Kaal assures me. “Are you sure about the engagement, though?”

“We’ve kept up the charade this long, haven’t we?” I note bitterly.

“… I guess we have.”

There’s hesitation in his voice, and I don’t know what to make of it.

“Tahani’s right about me being a bit of a stereotype, I guess,” I start rambling awkwardly, covering my eyes with one hand. “Straight girl falling in love with her gay best friend.”

“Oh. You … oh.”

“You seriously didn’t realize?” I shake my head unhappily. “Fair’s fair. I probably should have clocked you too, but it was just … very neat and tidy. Until it wasn’t.”

“Yeah.”

Why isn’t he saying anything? I don’t even know what I want him to say, but I feel like such a naive, immature girl, building an imaginary life with a sweet, unthreatening man who of course was only unthreatening because he never had the slightest bit of interest in me. I settle on the elephant in the room.

“So. Jeff.”

“Right. Him.”

Is it me, or does Kaal sound as unhappy talking about him as I do?

“Did it have to be Jeff?” I bluntly inquire. “Could you not have at least picked a guy with any redeeming qualities, or like, a spine?”

“Really been learning how unpopular my boyfriend is these past few days,” Kaal grumbles.

“Your boyfriend?” I’m aghast. “You know you can do way better, right?”

“Can I?”

Recalling what Tahani’s told me, maybe not. “Look, my point is—do you even know about the stuff with the GSA?”

“I have noted an increase in some overly-catty Chirps, and I’ve dreaded finding out more about it.”

“He didn’t tell you, then?” I’m trying very hard not to sound as outraged as I feel. “I guess you don’t talk very much.”

“I mostly let him talk, yeah.” Kaal has the audacity to roll his eyes. “He’s very, let’s say, fanciful.”

“So you have no idea how he treated Tahani!” Keep your voice down, Ru, keep your voice down. “You have no idea how he treated me!”

“I … I think I can guess,” Kaal admits.

Amazing.

“Sweetie,” I begin in a voice dripping rage, “are you telling me you’re just going to sit there and shrug about knowingly dating a racist asshat?”

“Look, he’s …”

Kaal is struggling to formulate a rationalization, or even a sentence.

“… he’s there.” Kaal limply finishes. “He’s my first boyfriend, it doesn’t have to be perfect.”

Wow.

“Wow.” I take a deep breath to steady myself. “Yeah, you know what, you two are more alike than I thought.”

Seeing him wilt at that certainly isn’t satisfying, but it’s very much how I feel.

“Kaal, what’s the point?” I make one final, desperate attempt to get him to see sense. “You sound like a hostage. You sound like you’re just going along with it because you think you have to settle for it. Why do you just go along with things? Why don’t you try to go for something you actually want?”

After a long, long pause of just staring at his cold tea, Kaal finally responds.

“Because I can’t have what I want, Ru,” he whispers.

I’ve had enough of this.

“Enjoy staying miserable, then.”

Pushing off the table, I make my way to the exit, too disgusted to even look at him.
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Rupali

Changing your whole career track and major isn’t the most drastic response to a break-up, right?

Whatever misgivings Tahani may voice, I’m fairly certain it’s going to work out. ‘Engineer’, ‘lawyer’, and ‘doctor’ are all equally-prestigious career paths, and the number of science and math classes I’ve taken, while a bit excessive for pre-law, don’t prevent me from switching tracks now. Pre-med is maybe doable if I break my back on biology courses next year, but I really don’t have the time or the energy to worry about that right now.

Right now, all I’m concerned with is never taking a single class with Kaal–or even in the same building as Kaal–ever again.

We broke up only two weeks before summer ended, which didn’t leave me a lot of time for radically rescheduling my entire semester. The first week of term was thus a mad scramble of running from department to department, handing them each a different enrollment form for every single lecture and discussion session, so that a pissed-off looking clerk could manually enroll me through the school’s outmoded database system. Tahani’s partner Kimberly proved indispensable here, directing me to the exact websites and locations I needed to hit up to pull the whole caper off. Without her I’d probably still be stuck in differential equations classes hoping I didn’t accidentally run into Kaal and praying for students to drop the classes I wanted.

Instead, Kimberly tracked down every possible credit I could take this term without locking myself into any particular track, which were also not high-in-demand core classes, so I could simply sign up. Sure, I had to basically complete all of my out-of-department and ‘interdisciplinary’ requirements at once, meaning that I’d probably never get to take a fun class in the future ever again, but it was a small price to pay for the certainty of knowing that my school life was completely separate from Kaal’s.

Now, with all of that administrative wrangling behind me, my mornings were finally peaceful, if still somewhat uncanny. My first thought on waking was still about which dining hall to meet Kaal at, to reach for my mental checklist of where our next shared class was before remembering that …

Well. Before remembering.

Thinking about it honestly, it was probably unhealthy to conjoin myself to Kaal like that, to try to sync up our classes and study together and spend practically every waking moment together. In light of how things turned out, I have to wonder now: how suffocated did Kaal feel? Did he see me merrily putting myself next to him for the remainder of our shared lives, adding another shackle to the burdens he was already saddled with? Did I push him to his breaking point, oblivious to how I was a constant reminder of the lie he had been forced to live, while I mistook him for my fated, my other half, my peace?

Get out of bed, Rupali. You can’t wallow forever.

Walk to campus alone. Grab breakfast alone. Might as well just get an egg sandwich and a coffee and eat it while walking to class, give myself a little leeway to try and find the right building and classroom on time.

… And then get lost anyway and have to text Tahani to come rescue me from my own sense of direction.

“Wow bestie, it’s a good thing we’re taking you to gender studies. You know. So you can learn why depending on a guy to lead you around is a bad idea!”

Okay, that one got a smile out of me. Half of one, anyway.

We’re not exactly going to gender studies, not really. We’re going to the first discussion session of a class that’s offered by the Women and Gender Studies department, yes, but is technically an academic writing course that inexplicably checks like three whole boxes for my out-of-specialization requirements. I’m taking it with Tahani and Kimberly, so at least I’m not doing all my coursework alone this term.

They make a lovely pair: Tahani with her gleaming, straight tresses, all long limbs and angular features and effortless style, with Kim’s arm almost perennially wrapped around her waist. From what little of their dating history I’ve gleaned, Kimberly and Sif—one of Tahani’s other partners—were already a couple when Tahani first met them.

Tahani told me their spark was undeniable right away, and I believe her wholeheartedly. Kim’s style is eclectic, like an art student trying to make a statement with every accessory and component of her outfit. She dresses almost exclusively in blacks and whites, sporting black knee-high boots and black elbow-length gloves to accentuate a short, white dress today. Even her hair follows the motif, with her platinum-blonde locks interleaved with dark, dyed streaks. A pair of round obsidian glasses complete the look, and I find myself frequently wondering why she’s so always determined to look like a chess board—and moreover, why it works.

What’s really intriguing about Kim, though, is how muscular she is. Not in a bulked-up way, like Sif, but more toned and defined, like a diagram from a biology textbook come to life. Sif and Kim are a very ‘active’ couple, Tahani tells me, and jokingly calls Kim a ‘muscle femme’, which I nod along with because it sounds right. She’s undeniably feminine while being undeniably ripped, exuding an aura of power and solidity and stability that I can’t help but admire, in some strange way.

I couldn’t tell you why if asked, but I really can’t keep my eyes off Kimberly, and I find myself paying close attention to the way she treats Tahani: like a delicate flower whose petals cannot be even lightly rumpled. Arm around Tahani’s shoulders, or a hand on the small of her back, or on her thigh—Kim’s always touching Tahani, almost like she’s unable to bear having her out of arm’s reach. The two of them are akin to a length of rough-hewn steel cable wrapped around a delicate and intricate sculpture. Their dynamic fascinates me, though if I’m being honest with myself, I think I do know why I’m so captivated.

See, the way Kimberly looks at Tahani just reminds me so much of the way I used to look at Kaal.

“Wait, here? This is so weird!”

We’ve arrived at the classroom. It’s a lecture hall—a small, low-capacity, tucked-away one, but a lecture hall all the same, with whiteboards in the front, rows of empty seats, and a projector someone forgot to turn off on the way out. This class has an enrollment cap far below the room’s capacity, really underscoring how little care or attention must have been paid in assigning a space to it.

“Pretty good chance of us being the only ones here today, since we haven’t had a lecture yet and it’s pretty ambiguous as to whether we should even attend,” Kim explains, striding to the front row. “Plus, this is the kind of class people end up taking as filler a few weeks in, frankly.”

Her voice is mellifluous and deep, with a pleasing quality that reverberates in my mind like brass cymbals. Kimberly always wears a bright red lip, the same shade every time. It’s the color of fresh droplets of blood from being bitten too hard. I settle down next to her, and Tahani sits beside me—oops, I probably shouldn’t have put myself in the middle like this.

“Our old friend is leading the discussions, by the way.” Tahani leans forward to whisper conspiratorially to Kimberly, draping herself over me in the process.

“I saw! New pronouns on the academic profile, too: ‘they/them’, down from ‘he/him’.” Kimberly’s grimacing for reasons I don’t understand. “I don’t wanna be presumptuous, but I think they’re backsliding!”

“Backsliding ..?” I inquire, completely lost.

“Right! This incredible ongoing mystery!” Tahani turns fully towards me.

“So, Tahani and I have taken about three classes with the gender studies department so far,” Kimberly explains.

“The professors fucking despise me!” Tahani delivers this news with her brightest smile and a frankly concerning amount of glee.

“I recall Zeig giving you an ‘A’, darling,” Kimberly reminds her.

“Yeah, after I trashed all the material she assigned us!”

“You clearly trashed it well.” Kimberly’s amused, her lips quirking. “Anyway, we’ve had the same TA for all those classes, an individual of … indeterminate gender identity.”

“Indeterminate, but absolutely incredible to watch.” Tahani wiggles her eyebrows for emphasis.

“What … is that supposed to mean? Indeterminate how?”

“I really do hate to speculate,” Kimberly mutters, looking oddly bashful—her expression makes me want to hug her. “However … I’ve never seen someone declare their affinity for manhood and masculinity so ardently while completely refusing to take any steps to transition.”

“Yeah, and like I get it?” Tahani shrugs. “Diagnoses are harder to come by, private clinics are shuttering, waitlists are ballooning …”

“So I’ve tried about as unsubtly as I can to indicate, hey, maybe we can hook you up. You know, without implicating myself. Or being overly familiar.”

“For all the good it did,” Tahani snickers. “They clearly hate us.”

“You should antagonize them less,” Kimberly shoots back.

“What did you do?” I sigh, because I know my sister.

“Nothing!” Tahani raises both her hands, palms empty. “I just asked them a few questions about ‘performativity’, is all. It was very theoretical!”

“She asked if the gender society imposes on you or the gender you declare is more real,” Kimberly explained, rolling her eyes. “Except, in really pointed Tahani-isms.”

“And I’m not sorry either, I’ve sort of used up my patience for people languishing in the closet.” Tahani rolled her eyes back at Kim. “You may not like my methods, but someone’s got to bang on the closet door.”

“For all the good it did,” Kimberly echoed. “I get it, Tahani, but do try a little tact today, if you can manage that.”

“Bit low on tact, dunno if I can manage a whole little. Maybe a smidge, or a—”

“Tahani!”

“Did y’all catch this on the way in, by the way?” Tahani reaches into her backpack, presumably to avoid addressing Kimberly’s chastisement. “Looks like the GSA is trying some shenanigans without us!”

She pulls out a crumpled-up flyer and hands it to me. I smoothen it out on the chair’s tabletop attachment and stare, amazed, at the announcement.

“No way!” I gasp.

“Way,” Tahani giggles.

“They’re doing the drag ball this month?” I’m genuinely astonished. “Not just that—this date’s for a week from now? Why have they moved it up so far from Halloween, and how do they expect to pull it off?”

“Especially without you two,” Kimberly adds.

I’d been so stunned by Tahani’s revelation that I hadn’t noticed Kim leaning in to peer at the flyer, bringing her body closer to mine than I was ready for. She smells amazing—I mean, her perfume does, which is clearly what I’m smelling, otherwise I’d be thinking about how amazing her body smells and that’s weird.

“Well, the ‘why’ of it is easy. They pissed away the budget on a doomed venture, remember?” Tahani looks as smug as I feel. “As for the ‘how’ … I mean, sucking ass is always an option.”

“I’d pay to see how much they’re going to fuck this up,” I muse wistfully.

“Um, bestie, we’re going to do exactly that?” Tahani taps on the flyer. “They’re literally selling tickets.”

“You want to attend?”

“You said it, Ru,” Tahani reminds me. “We’ve got to make sure we’re there to see it crash and burn in person.”

Suddenly, I’m not so sure. “I don’t know, girlypop …”

“Yeah, I’m with Ru here.” Kim places a hand on my shoulder, presumably to comfort me, but it’s having rather the opposite effect. “I don’t know if waltzing back into that den of vipers will do either of you any good.”

“We’ll be waltzing all over the shattered ruins of their den, actually,” Tahani insists. “Ru, just picture it. You and me in our crispest get-ups, looking like heartthrobs out of a pin-up, twirling amidst the smoking ruins of an ill-conceived, rushed, slapdash non-starter that Jeffrey completely fucked up. You’re telling me you don’t want to see the look on his face when it all falls apart, as we know it inevitably will?”

When she puts it like that …

“Come on,” Tahani whines, tugging at my sleeve. “Sif and I will spruce you up, promise. It’ll be like flaunting it in front of a jealous ex—organisation, ex-organisation that we were both a part of and which ejected us for spurious and frankly bigoted reasons. Yeah.”

“Excellent save, my heart,” Kimberly chuckled.

I take it in stride. “Okay, fine, but y’all better make me look stunning.”

“Oh, honey, that’s not going to be difficult at all.”

Kimberly’s just placed her hand on mine. Kimberly is squeezing my hand. Kimberly is speaking to me, and I legitimately have to marshal all the willpower I can summon to comprehend the words.

“… wouldn’t she look handsome all butched-up, darling?” Kimberly asks Tahani. “I can do her hair up, Sif can pick out a nice three-piece from zer wardrobe …”

“And I have that purple suit I’ve been meaning to wear!” Tahani gushes. “We’re going to leave that venue smoking.”

“Yeah, that sounds good.” I manage to force the words out after a struggle; Kimberly’s still touching me, and it’s hard to think.

“Why don’t you come over after your day’s done, and we can—”

“OH, COME THE HELL ON.”

I’m spared from attempting to formulate a coherent response to Kimberly’s invitation, only to turn around and be floored by the sight of one of the hottest East Asian women—people, one of the hottest individuals I’ve ever seen. They’re statuesque, bronze tones and sculpted limbs that are largely on display, given that they’re wearing only a bright red halter top and microshorts—nanoshorts, practically—that barely cover more than their unmentionables, their—excuse me—massive breasts practically bursting through the fabric. Gleaming jet-black hair shimmers down both shoulders, spaghetti-straight, and a hopefully-blunted rapier hangs loosely at their hip. All they’re carrying is a black laptop bag slung across one shoulder as they make their way to the front of the classroom.

They do not look happy.

“Mingyu!” Tahani clicks her tongue as she greets our TA with her signature finger guns. “It’s me, Tahani, your favorite tra—”

“Do not say that word on campus. And it’s Em to you two, thank you very much.”

Em deposits their laptop bag on the desk with a heavy thud, places their hands on their hips and glowers at us.

“The first lecture hasn’t even happened yet,” they remind us. “You literally do not have to be here.”

“Then why are you?” Tahani’s smirking, and I feel like she shouldn’t be.

“Because, genius, I’m supposed to check if anyone turned up and babysit them if so!” Em snarls. “If you two—”

“Three, we’ve brought a friend, see? This is Rupali!”

Flourishing, Tahani presents me to Em like I’m a grand prize behind door number three, making me want to melt into the seat. Completely at a loss for how to respond to this tremendously fraught social situation of Tahani’s making, I wave at Em sheepishly.

“Great, more of you,” Em growls, destroying any hopes I’d had of making a good first impression. “Seriously, what were you expecting?”

“We just wanted a chance to catch up with our favorite TA!” Kim chimes in with a certain tone, revealing to me that she’s not quite as sedate as she might have pretended to be earlier. “Say hi, catch up on how they’re doing …”

“My pronouns are not your business, Yin-Yang!” Em rolls their eyes. “So mind your own, would you?”

“Withholding pronouns in a gender studies class? How unorthodox, teach!” Tahani sounds delighted to get a quip in.

“Don’t call me ‘teach’ either.” Em’s shaking their head as they turn around, not even looking at us anymore. “Between you and my advisor, I’m 100% giving up on ever teaching.”

Surreptitiously, Tahani and Kim shoot each other a look, and Kimberly mouths ‘Advisor?’

“Admin blues, teach? Tell Tahani all about it!” Tahani tries and fails to sound sympathetic while continuing to radiate smugness, presumably for her previous jibe. “I’ve had plenty of occasion to tangle with the suits myself—well, at least until the racists kicked me out of the advocacy org, but whatever.”

“Sorry, I forgot to bring my tiniest violin.”

“Oh come on, you know you wanna dish.” Tahani’s doing her I-can-get-away-with-anything grin and steepling her fingers. “Lay it out for us? It’s not like you have a syllabus to cover!”

One palm flat on the desk, Em leans forward with an eyebrow arched as high as it will go. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t prepare slides for morning gossip.”

“I can fix that!”

Without wasting any time, Tahani pulls out her phone and does what I can only describe as the thing. She uses Bluetooth to access the classroom’s projector somehow, and turns it on herself.

“What in the—are you even allowed to meddle with that?!” Em is flabbergasted.

“If I don’t, who will?” Tahani shrugs. “Don’t worry about it too much, teach. Just know that mastery of AV is how I’m always ready to make a dramatic entrance, and that my arcane mastery of the technological arts can work in your favor today.”

“My favor?” Em scoffs. “You know what, fine. You wanna learn about academic writing? I’ll teach you everything you need to know about academic writing, right here right now.”

Pulling out their own phone, Em e-mails Tahani a document and instructs her to navigate to a specific paragraph on a specific page. Once it’s up, the three of us squint at it, carefully reading the too-bright words. It appears to be a testimony, of some sort, translated from audio interviews with a non-native speaker. Em walks up to the projected page and points at a specific sentence.

“Highlight this.”

Tahani does so right away, displaying an unusual degree of compliance, for her.

“So.” Em approaches us, arms folded. “Tell me what that sentence means.”

Perhaps it’s not wise to suppress the urge that this is some kind of trick question, given how blunt and straightforward the sentence is. I do so anyway and attempt an answer.

“From what I can tell, the interviewee here is saying that she can’t get pregnant, which makes her different from other women.” I relate the words to Em slowly, wondering what the catch is.

“Other women being the operative word?” Em asks, in a leading way. “Implying, therefore, that the speaker considers herself a woman? That’s why you used that particular pronoun, right?”

“Well, that’s what the text says,” I agree, feeling oddly helpless.

“Cool! Yes! Of course!” Em throws their hands up in exasperation. “Because this isn’t a matter of anthropology, or sociology, or trans studies or whatever-the-fuck-else! It’s a matter of basic fucking literacy, which apparently an undergrad non-declared major possesses more of than my advisor who specializes in post-post-feminism, WHATEVER THE FUCK THAT’S SUPPOSED TO BE!”

Em whirls around, brandishing their palm at the projected page.

“For you see, dear bright-eyed, bushy-tailed students, you are gazing upon one of the most cited works in the social sciences on the topic of ‘third genders in non-Western societies’, a topic I have both scholarly and personal, lived experience with. Given the rather grating dominance of scholars in this field who are utterly clueless and frankly more than a little exotifying, I expected my endeavors and familiarity with the culture in question would grant me a degree of epistemic authority on the subject. Can anyone guess how that worked out?”

Instantly, Tahani’s hand shoots up.

“It’s a rhetorical question,” Em cries out in clear anguish.

“You got a lecture on how you shouldn’t colonize your own culture, which is something you can do, apparently!” Tahani blurts out with all the tact she can muster.

That is, none.

Em, for their part, actually seems pleasantly surprised, hesitating for a few moments before continuing.

“Actually … pretty much, yes. See, my dear advisor, in their infinite grace and wisdom, told me that I couldn’t just set out to contradict the established orthodoxy on this topic with ‘very little to substantiate my theory’. I couldn’t point to the bloody text itself, which clearly indicates an individual who despite being “born male” declares herself a woman affirmatively. Do you know how many citations of this thing I’ve seen where the paper brazenly asserts that the speaker and therefore the people of the ‘third gender’ in her society do not believe themselves to be women, because—and I’m quoting here—‘they are aware they cannot get pregnant’?”

“What the fuck?” I’m astounded. “So we’re just explicitly defining ‘woman’ as ‘can bear a child’? In gender studies?”

“Post-post-feminism, none of that radfem shit in our discipline, please!” Em tuts at me. “Besides, that’s not an answer to ‘how many’.”

“All of them?” Kimberly suggests.

“Correct!” Em claps their hands together. “See, if the speaker here is calling herself a woman, then she isn’t some mystical foreign ‘third gender’, she’s just a run-of-the-mill boring transgender woman, and that’s not fun! That’s not exciting! That’s not exotic! So if I was going to—and I’m quoting again—‘impose Western discourses of colonial gender on enlightened, gender-expansive societies’, I had to have more proof than just pointing to the evidence of the words in front of my lying eyes. After all, my advisor reasoned, how do I know the translation here is accurate? Saying that every academic citing this paper is wrong needs more than a single sentence! Which, fair, I can hand them that one.”

Nodding sagely, Em turns away from the page and from us, taking a few measured steps before predictably spinning on their heel, wild-eyed and practically manic.

“JUST ONE PROBLEM, THOUGH, TEACH! SEE, I SPEAK THE FUCKING LANGUAGE!”

“Damn.” Tahani’s impressed, which doesn’t happen often. “Though I’m guessing that after cracking the case wide open, you weren’t able to turn the gender-criminals in to the Gender Police.”

“Not quite. The way this works is that the fart I’ve been shackled to can be as wrong as they like, and I have to fucking deal with it.”

Clearly done with … well, everything, Em grabs their laptop from the desk and makes their way towards the exit.

“Since you’re so good with AV, turn that thing off before you leave,” Em calls over their shoulder. “I have to do something actually meaningful and productive with my time now that my silly little delusions of correcting the fucking record have been put to rest, such as teach some idiot thespians how to properly stage fall, or continue to be ghosted by my fucking girlfriend!”

On their way out, Em slams the heavy double doors harder than I thought was possible for a person of their build, making us all jump. Kimberly’s grimacing again, and Tahani looks uncharacteristically chastened.

“Yeah, I’m gonna call it,” Tahani announces after a few moments of pondering. “I think they’re having a shittier week than you, Ru.”

Jeff—No Desi

Jeff is gone. No more Jeff! I apply the last of the gold eyeshadow, the final touches of mascara, and lean back to behold Desi fluttering her pretty little eyelashes at me from the mirror.

Everything is going so well for me! I have my handsome prince charming, gallantly waiting on me hand and foot, passing me my make-up brushes and palettes and various different articles of clothing to try on—I let him sneak as many peeks as he likes, of course, the sly dog.

I can’t believe Rupali ever let a chivalrous man like him go, but of course she’d throw even the possibility of friendship in the trash if she couldn’t own him like she’d been promised. I feel so much less guilty about befriending her just because she was dating Kyle, frankly. Now my man has a girlfriend he deserves, who he chose, and who he truly belongs with. Perhaps there was just too much familiarity and shared history between the two, and so Rupali couldn’t realize what a special catch my tall, dark and handsome prize is.

And oh yes, I do look a woman, a mighty fine one if I do say so myself! The hormones are working, and if those two peasants can frolic about getting she’d and ma’am’d while looking like characters out of their inane foreign cartoons, I’m going to show them what it means to gaze upon a true queen.

So from now on, my name is Desdemona, or Desi for short! It’s a playful little nod to my honeymuffin’s homeland, if I may say so myself. Kyle was so elated when I told him, he was practically crying tears of joy! The wonders of having a partner who actually cares about him and really appreciates his culture.

Ah, I do love his strong, yet gentle and comforting presence so much!

Once the competition is over, we will have to do something about that spot of gynecomastia he’s been dealing with. It really is a shame to have such amazing pecs ruined by those unsightly things, but give it a few years, knock out some of the competition, and I’ll have a millionaire hubby with his body restored perfectly.

We’re getting ahead of ourselves, though. Right now we need to focus on my official debut into the world, which will happen at the GSA’s upcoming drag ball!

I am so excited! We’ve been planning this as a fundraising event for quite some time, and with the friction removed, we’ve really been able to get some work done! With my eye for the flamboyant-yet-tasteful, I’m in charge of the decor, the ambience, and of course securing the right band to really set the mood.

It’s going to be a wonderful night. I’ve mobilized my sweetie-pie to come along and put up flyers on campus later, but right now, it is time for practice.

“So, sweetheart, how do I look?” I turn around to face my beloved, the on-point makeup radiating off me to compliment the meticulously assembled bright gold dress and long, platinum-blonde wig. “Do you think a tiara’s a bit too ostentatious, darling? I just adore how gaudy South Asian festivities can be, so I thought I’d proudly rep your culture’s practices, boo!”

“You thought you’d … rep … my culture?”

A bit slow on the uptake, but no worries there.

“Why of course, an event like this demands that we put on a show, especially now that I can safely express myself with you around! I’ve got to give proper respect to my charming prince.”

I give him a little kiss on the cheek, and he shyly looks away. Such a sweet, gentle boy!

“By wearing a tiara?”

He really doesn’t get it, huh. Lacking education on his own traditions, tragic.

“Gold is very important to your rituals, yes!” I wink at him. “I’d have splashed in a little red for wedding colors, but we don’t want to get ahead of ourselves now, do we?”

Kyle’s sputtering and choking furiously in response—he’s just so adorable when he’s disarmed like this! I’m always so moved by how much I stun and overwhelm him with my love.

“I suppose I could make it more obvious to the uncouth and uncultured. Don’t you think this getup would be so much more complete if we added some henna, darling?”

“Complete is one way to describe it.” 

“I’m glad we’re in agreement!”

He’s so supportive, even if he’s a bit too shy to speak at length.

“So since you’ve already got a whole drag thing ready, maybe you could help me put together an outfit too?”

“Well, certainly, if I can help my man out in any way, I will! Let’s see, you’ll slay in a nice sparkly suit, we’ll make you a proper drag king so we can dazzle—”

“Uh. Desi, I’m a guy. I don’t think it’s really drag if I just dress up as a dude?”

Wait. Is he really suggesting …

No. What? Kyle as a drag queen? No. That’s not… No! He can’t do that to me! Doesn’t he understand how wrong that is? Why would he even suggest this? Is he trying to hurt me on purpose? Did I do something to upset him? Why not just be mature and communicate about it properly, instead of dropping this nonsense on me? Kyle can’t just do this to me!

“Sweetie.” I speak slowly, gently, in order to let the message better penetrate his thick skull, “with love, you can’t be a drag queen. You’d never pull that off! To fem is a skill, an art, and I don’t think you’re particularly artistically inclined, are you? We’d honestly need a whole block of mica to cover up your natural masculinity!”

“I mean, I thought a big part of the point of drag was exaggeration? Exposing the performativity inherent to gendered presentation?”

What the fuck is he babbling on about?

“Well, there are limits, Kyle.”

I gesture at my incredible hunk, his indisputable manliness, his sturdy body, his rugged features framed so perfectly by his curls, which … Now hold on just a minute.

“If anything, we should invest a little into taming those snarls on your head, sweetie. How long has it been since you had a haircut? I’ll book you in with a friend of mine.”

“I mean, I’ve been putting it off because I kind of like the idea of growing it out, and—”

Ugh, I am not going to be seen out and about with a shaggy-haired hobo on my arm. I can’t be a princess without a prince, you oaf.

“But Kyyyyle, you’d look so handsome if you got a proper haircut.”

I give him a pout and the doe-eyes. Surely he’ll see reason, given I am the fem here, and it is only right that we leave that to the one who can pull it off without straining disbelief.

“Yeah … sure.” 

“There’s a good boy!”

Took some getting there, but I knew he’d see reason.

“Besides,” I’m thinking out loud for his benefit, “we really don’t need more amateurish attempts at drag in our apartment. If anything, we’re lucky to have your male energy here to balance out the complete embarrassment of those two and their horrendous 24/7 failure to put on a show—or, well, a good-looking one at any rate.”

“I don’t think they’re ‘putting on a show’, Des.”

“Desi.”

“Either way, I think there’s a difference between drag and … Fake transitioning for a competition?”

“Oh, you think so? You think they’d do anything different if I put them on a stage? Other than choke, of course.”

He’s shrugging. “I mean, probably yeah. I don’t think Nichole wearing shorts and t-shirts counts as drag.”

“Don’t mistake a lack of skill for a lack of trying, darling. ‘My style is casual’ is the refuge of those whose hundredth attempt was still outdone by a chimp in face-paint.”

Snickering, I bump his shoulder with mine in an I’m so bad way, but he’s still going on about those two for some reason instead of complimenting me.

“Are they even going to the ball?” Kyle asks.

“Well, it’s hardly their type of thing, so I hadn’t thought to mention it. They’d just embarrass us—I mean, themselves—if they got it into their heads to go, wouldn’t they?”

“I mean—”

“Oh, of course you still want them to come, you’re so kind like that, if a bit clueless about real feminine glamour!”

“Guess I’ll have to watch and learn.”

He takes my teasing in stride, like a proper gentleman, even if he is overdoing the whole ‘kind and welcoming’ thing. I mean, even imagining those two at the ball is …

Wait.

“Kyleypoo, that’s perfect! It’s a learning opportunity for both of them, too! We should invite them right away!” And—I don’t say—if they do embarrass themselves, they’ll just have to learn from it. “See, this is why we make such a great pair!”

“… It is?”

I quickly finish off my look before heading out of my room and into the common area. Those two have a well-established routine, and right now they should be watching those insipid cartoons together, like the bizarre manchildren they ought to know they are.

I hear a commotion just as I am about to turn the corner. 

“Is that as hard as you can—SHIT!”

When they come into view, Nichole and Katherine are staring at me from the couch, gasping, eyes wide, clearly rattled at finally having witnessed true glory. Nichole in particular is so cowed by my majesty that she is hiding under a blanket for safety, and Katherine is so taken aback that she has her hand over her mouth!

“Oh uh. Hi Jeff,” Nichole manages to blurt out. “Nice … femme strat?”

Gamers. Will these two ever learn to speak properly?

“Drag, actually, and it’s Desi now. How are your cute little cartoons?”

Nichole and Katherine exchange a quick glance.

“Single Part is—I mean, it’s got pacing issues,” Nichole exclaims while seemingly twiddling her thumbs under the blanket, as Katherine gets up from the couch.

“I … I require hydration! Nichole?” Katherine blurts out her words a bit too loudly, like the histrionic attention-seeker she is.

She looks to Nichole for confirmation, and I can’t help but notice that she’s not offering me anything.

“Yeah, get me some too.” Nichole fails to correct the incredibly rude mistake.

“I’m fine, thank you for asking!” I roll my eyes openly.

Infuriatingly, neither of them responds. Katherine heads over to the fridge and retrieves that horrendous swill of an energy drink they both swear by, while Nichole returns her attention to where it ought to be, on me. 

“The character dynamics are pretty fun now that the ensemble’s gotten more developed, but there are some weird growing pains that I think have to do with the scope of it expanding really rapidly and—”

“It’s a cartoon, Nicky dear. We all have to stop being little boys sooner or later.”

“… Right.”

“It is as expected that you would fail to appreciate the fine artistry in anime, Desiree.” Katherine pointedly hands Nichole her drink.

“Desdemona, Kathy.”

If this freak is going to insist on saying everyone’s full names, she can at least get them right.

“Oh, we are caring about using proper names now, are we? What a curious development. Have you learned to pronounce your boyfriend’s name, then?”

Not taking the bait.

“So! Are you two ready for the big night? You can’t show up to such an occasion unprepared, you know?”

I am taking the high road. I am electing to ignore that little bitch and her meaningless jabs, for the sake of being the bigger person here.

“The big night?” Nichole is completely clueless. “Is this some server thing I missed, or…?”

Reprobates. I am so sick of hearing about the server. If it’s not about me or Kyle getting the cash reward, I am so over it. Kyle is the only prize I need, standing at my back, reinforcing me against these two charlatans and their unsightly shenanigans.

“The GSA drag ball, silly! Have you really not heard about it?”

The two once again give each other a look, before talking to me.

“We’ve been busy,” Nichole explains, with a tone.

“Indeed. Busy. We simply did not deign to prioritize the activities of your organization, as we have objections to its recent activities,” Katherine elaborates.

“Yeah, I don’t actually know what it gets up to when it’s not kicking out brown women?” Nichole places a finger on her chin and has the temerity to frown at me, as if she isn’t being incredibly unfair right now.

“Perhaps if you layabouts were to get involved as proper allies to a real queer community instead of just uncritically swallowing every load of hogwash—” 

Why did Katherine snort at that? Rude.

“—cooked up by outright homophobes trying to undermine the credibility of our safe and inclusive organization, then you would find that we do a lot of good, actually!” I finish my sentence despite that uncalled-for interruption.

“Oh yes, a drag ball truly is an essential cause to support. If the predominantly white, gay men of the community do not get their drag events, they will crumble from the erasure of their culture from queer spaces!” Katherine has the gall to roll her eyes.

“Thank you for your input, straight man on estrogen.”

“I think what Katherine’s trying to say is that we’re not really into drag,” Nichole offers. “I mean. We’re presenting as trans women outside the competition, and I don’t think it’s for us to blur the lines between drag and transition, since we’re in pretty weird territory there to start with?”

“What funny ideas you two have! I think the two of you ought to attend specifically so that you can get the education on queer culture that you are sorely lacking. Who knows, perhaps you might even get to make friends you didn’t meet online, for once in your lives?”

“Well, what do you think, Kaalappan?”

Where the hell does Katherine get off, talking straight past me and at my man right in front of my face?

“Huh? I mean, well—”

“You don’t have to answer to her, darling. Your presence says all it has to, because after all, no matter what allegations of racism she has to throw at me or our organization, the only racial minority in the room is clearly backing me up!” 

There, I’ve spared him the trouble of enduring her meandering prattle. My guy shouldn’t have to endure this ridiculous clown on his own.

“Oh, of course, my mistake. How could you possibly be racist when you are keeping a hostage who is—”

“Kathy.” Nichole interrupts, putting her hand on Katherine’s arm.

“What, Nichole? Am I to ignore what is plainly evident here, simply for the sake of keeping some imagined peace in our dwelling? Have you suddenly decided to let injustices stand now, of all times?”

What’s even with those two lately? Katherine must have been in some sort of meltdown when she attacked me for no reason, and now I keep noticing this strange, belligerent tone between her and her idiot boyfriend. I have no idea what is going on between them, so I keep quiet for a moment, just to see the hilarity play out.

“You’re not helping by doing it like this. Just give it a rest and let the two of them work it out instead of meddling!”




“Oh, you intend to stop me from standing up for what’s right?” Katherine demands, turning away like I’m not standing right here.

“If you’re going to suck at it, yeah.” Nichole’s completely unmoved by Katherine’s challenge.

“Oh, you think I suck, so I should be stopped? Is that how you respond to me sucking?” 

Why does that sound so flirtatious? What bizarre, disgusting courtship ritual am I being forced to witness here?

“I am going to stop you if you’re going to do more harm than good, yeah.”

“And how do you intend to stop me, precisely?”

“You know exactly how. Bedroom, now.” Nichole commands.

Katherine just … She just gets up and leaves? Immediately?

What was that?

Nichole turns to look at both of us. “Sorry about that. We’ll go to the drag party.”

She gets up, then pauses, shaking her head as she faces me again.

“To be clear, I think you two dating is … whatever, in principle? I’m really disappointed when I hear about your behavior, Desi, but it’s not like I can stop Kyle from making bad decisions.”

How DARE she?

“I think you’ll find we’re making great decisions. Isn’t that right, Kyleypoo?”

Kyle responds with a noncommittal “Yeah, I guess.”

Nichole sighs. “Well, whatever. Sorry she made a whole thing out of it. We’ll be having some … private discussions … about her behavior. Don’t check on us.”

And with that she is gone, too. Off to do whatever it is those two get up to behind closed doors, which I really do not want to think about too much. Instead, I turn to my darling.

“So, let’s get on with sorting out those flyers! We’ve got to cover the whole campus today.”

Katherine

My research into proper fellating technique has yielded a deluge of results, though I am struggling to precisely formulate the nature of said results, flavour aside. Said flavour, a sort of briny umami, is certainly not unpalatable, though it is certainly more of an acquired taste, which I am in the process of acclimating to, through vigorous and repeated samplings.

Of Nichole’s cum, that is.

I suppose the flavor is altogether far less pertinent to examine than the ongoing question of just what this new state of affairs ought to be interpreted as. First issue to consider: Why did you do that, Katherine?

Alternatively, why have I continued to do it, repeatedly, imbibing her adequate nectar of the moderately significant local minor deities with such an insatiable hunger?

Why am I now at all times battling–and being defeated by–this overwhelming urge to prod at her, taunt her, dare her to silence me until she asserts herself, berating me over my failings, moral and rhetorical alike, while my efforts to provoke her further only intensify her dominance over me?

Perhaps, Katherine, it would be pertinent to ruminate on this whilst your mouth is occupied with—no, right now it is time for the DISHES. Nichole has left to attend to her own business after reprimanding me for my conduct in our meeting with Desdemona–a name I really think she ought to reconsider–and so I am left to my own devices.

With the horrendously troubled couple we cohabit alongside having left to advertise their formal event, the common area ought to be empty, and I have been provided with an opportunity to deploy my masterful gambit of manipulating my peers into approving of me, by doing favours that address their needs and ensure their well-being is maintained!

The beast that lurks in the kitchen sink is a horror I shall slay through wielding the power of the rubber gauntlets and the cold steel of my scrubbing brush, purchased for just this very purpose. I have prepared myself through many late-night hours of research into the ideal methods for slaying this foe, and now, it is finally time to strike.

I equip my armaments and set forth to the common room, wherein I shall—

Find myself facing a spotless kitchen counter. Damnation, Kaalappan. How am I to usurp your position as the most useful inhabitant of the apartment when you persist in getting ahead of me like this?

Well, if there is nothing to attend to in the living space, then I suppose my services may be dedicated to Nichole once more. Much as she still despises me as a person, I am at least capable of tending to her delightfully silky smooth, dignified, feminine penis.

It is an appendage which requires skilled treatment, of a manner I do not trust others to handle. As such, I retain sufficient irreplaceability that Nichole ought to recognize why her attempt to dispose of me–in favor of higher social standing within the server, of all things–was an utterly foolish endeavour.

An endeavour which, I admit, has succeeded in unifying the server in memetic bonding, with an escalating series of crude–though admittedly quite creative–memes of various anime women shouting the names of an impressive breadth of sex acts. 

‘Ka-me-ha-me-HANDJOB’ one of them reads, a representative sample of the quality of wordplay at work here. ‘Giga dick breaker,’ a particularly elaborate animated example espouses.

Katherine, be honest with yourself. You are pretending to find these memes to be amusing in an effort to appear unfazed by their nature as mockeries of your own intercursive exclamations. As a direct consequence, in an effort to compensate for your own biases, you have overcorrected.

Regrettably it is true. The vast majority of these memes are utterly insipid, with contrived, reference-based humor that lacks the wit, tone and in particular the timing of their source material. The users of this server appear convinced that they may sufficiently imitate me by crudely mashing together words.

I will say, this level of distancing from–well, my own nervous exclamations in the heat of the moment–has made it somewhat difficult to even be offended. They are referencing an exaggeration of events which they had relayed to them through an unreliable narrator, is the truth of it.

No matter. Some good has clearly come from this, as the conflict between the Trickster Truthers and the Laurachads has been quelled. Making myself the villain to unite disparate factions, a gambit worthy of the finest masterminds, is rarely witnessed outside of fiction. I was definitely doing that on purpose.

Yes indeed, it is my fate to be the villain of Ranked Competitive Breast Growth, and I have a fine start on achieving the requisite notoriety appropriate for such a role. I shall give them the foe they so clearly desire, bask in infamy and—

Bah. The user ‘Melvin’ has posted a “Forbidden Technique: Footjob” meme which has killed the mood entirely.




Heir of Breast

Dude. Footjob?




Melvin

Haha yeah, cause you know, feet are weird-looking?




Errant of E-cups

Leave it to the Trickster Truthers to fail entirely at constructing functional jokes, huh.




Odinspattar

Hey, no, Melvin is a Laurasimp.




Templar of Tatas

No the fuck he isn’t?? He’s not even doing a femme strat??




Melvin

I mean, I’m ordering a skirt in case it comes in handy.




Jormungandr in my Pants

Case closed, she’s a Laurasimp.




Melvin

Who the heck is Laura




The flurry of messages that ensues revolves in its entirety around the crime of lacking affiliation with either faction of this devastating war. The original topic, my inappropriate bedroom conduct, appears to have been forgotten in its entirety.

Should I … let them know that Nichole has been …

Katherine, no. There is nothing to gain from reigniting the animosity towards you. Why would you even consider such an absurd maneuver? Ought you not to have better things to occupy yourself with, such as Nichole’s penis, or finding a means to repay Kaalappan for his kindness?

That kindness does still puzzle me. Kaalappan stood up for me when Nichole was lashing out, and he cared for me in the aftermath. Yet at the same time, he betrayed the trust of his fiancée in favor of Desdemona. Utterly incomprehensible on all counts, and worse yet, I am now indebted to my ostensible opponent in the competition.

Indebted to one who persists in tolerating the presence of that utterly hollow waste of air. It is maddening to see this injustice persist in front of me, and while the reaction I provoke in Nichole by pointing it out certainly has its benefits it is frustrating to be left witnessing such horrors without the means to act.

I simply cannot suffer the indignity of doing nothing to assist Kaalappan. Surely there must be something I ought to do, even as Nichole insists that I permit them to ‘work it out between themselves’.

Perhaps subterfuge is the way here. Evidently, there is something to Desdemona which is causing Kaalappan to overlook her many insufficiencies, as well as her complete lack of positive qualities. If I were to subtly undermine this incomprehensible spell she has put him under, then surely he will see that this courtship is terribly ill-considered.

Then, there is the matter of prompting him to act on these feelings. Kaalappan strikes me as one who is quite similar to Nichole, in lacking the initiative to act on his desires. As such, I will have to manipulate him just right, such that he will act to free himself from this stifling, racist horror. 

Then, well, there is still the matter of Rupali. Does Kaalappan like women at all? It remains to be revealed, but as it stands with Desdemona’s sudden turn towards femininity I suspect that Kaalappan’s available options are on even footing in that regard.

If Rupali is indeed among Kaalappan’s compatible options for partners I suppose that she may have him, if he wishes to have her in turn after this bout of infidelity. But if not? Well, Nichole has a claim to my mouth, but it is clear that she does not desire my heart, and, I mean, if Kaalappan were to—

Katherine, what the fuck are you contemplating? There is absolutely no reason to include yourself in the pool of potential partners for Kaalapan here merely on the basis that he expressed kindness towards you one singular time. Derail this train of thought immediately, what would even happen if you were to become the singular confirmed Agent of Kyle? Check Accord, do anything other than this absurd meandering.

Wait. A message request? From a user of the server? What might this be, all of a sudden?




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Hello Katherine, hope you’re doing well, or as well as you can given the circumstances. I’m really sorry that the server’s been treating you so badly, are you available for a quick chat?




This individual? What madness is to be inflicted upon me now?




Katherine

I seem to recall that you were setting up betting pools regarding our “divorce”, Sir Only In This For The Money To Be Honest.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Haha yeah, I got a bit caught up in the moment there, sorry. You can call me Alex btw, it’s a bit shorter than the screen name. 




Only In This For The Money Tbh

But anyway the bet is actually part of why I’m messaging you, I feel pretty bad about it so I’d like to offer you the revenue I get, when the week is up?




Katherine

Alexander, is this a jest? Are you seriously offering me your ill-gotten gains?




Only In This For The Money Tbh

It’s just Alex, it’s not short for anything. But yeah, I was thinking the money would be a bit of consolation? And then if you’re interested in doing business I have a second offer for you.




The brazen war profiteer wastes no time in pursuit of business, it appears. I am tempted to simply block him for his nonsense, but admittedly I am curious.




Katherine

And what business might that be, Alex?




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Well, would you be up for selling me your spare meds?




Huh? What manner of nonsense is this?




Katherine

Elaborate?




Only In This For The Money Tbh

I mean, they send us these huge packages of redundant meds and it’s a shame to let it all go to waste, right? There’s a bunch of different esters of estradiol in there that you’re probably never going to use before they expire, there’s the blockers, I dunno about you but I got gel cans and boxes of patches too, there’s even estrogen pills in there.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

That stuff could be better used by trans women who need it, and I’ve got a side hustle going, getting hormones from the competition to those girls. It’s been pretty lucrative with the crackdowns on informed consent.




Katherine

You expect me to sell you these hormones, because there are trans women in need? What do you take me for, Alex?




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Someone who’s capable of seeing how this is a win for everyone involved?




Katherine

I have no intention of profiting from the plight of these trans girls. I am an ally of the trans community, and you will not sully my dedication to that cause, hormonemonger. I will donate my excess, free of charge.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Ok. Do you know any trans women to donate this to?




Katherine

I do not. But you do, and so the hormones will find their way to their rightful inheritors once I have donated them to you.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

… I’m going to have to insist on paying you, girl. What the fuck.




Katherine

I refuse payment. Take the hormones.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

I will, if you take the money!




Katherine

I have no need for your money!




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Yeah you do! It’s a pretty substantial amount!




He sends me an image going through his offer for each individual item. Admittedly, it would indeed present me with an aberrant financial windfall, rarely seen for a full-time student such as myself.




Katherine

If it is of such great importance to you, I shall permit you to compensate me for the wares.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Fucking finally. If you don’t want to give me your address we can meet at the natural sciences building?




Katherine

You speak as if there is only one natural sciences building.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Well yeah. At the university. Idk if you’ve noticed but everyone in this server lives in the same city.




I… had not noticed that. But all right. I suppose it is unwise to look this gift horse in the mouth, unless said horse is particularly large and wooden, in which case the horse ought to be investigated thoroughly to guard oneself against infiltrators within its equine depths. Though, I am unsure how a horse transmitted digitally in the form of money would fit into this schema, as I suspect it would function less akin to an offering left at the gates of my empire, and more akin to an exchange of collectible creatures in the vaunted monster-capturing genre?

The point is, I am left with minimal reason to suspect that this Alex individual seeks to gain anything from me aside from my estrogen. And assorted testosterone blockers.




Katherine

It is settled, then. You have a deal.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Good doing business with you, I’ll run the outcome of the bet by you when the time limit’s up in case I get the wrong idea of you and Nichole’s relationship.




Damnation. This contract requires certainty about the nature of my relationship with Nichole.

It, I suppose, is … carnal in nature, certainly. Belligerent, to a point where characterizing it as ‘hateful’ would only be mildly excessive, and yet we do fornicate with some regularity. To describe it as ‘friends with benefits’ would be a misnomer, I think, for at this stage I do not believe we have something that is accurately described as friendship.

And yet, we have been invited to attend a formal occasion as a dyad, and it appeared implicitly understood that we will indeed be making an appearance. I am of two minds about whether I would in fact like to do so. On one hand, the notion of Nichole attending alone–making acquaintances who will be misled about my significance in her life–is distressing to me.

On the other hand, I still do resent how she has been behaving towards me. Do I want us to maintain an appearance of romantic entanglement to others? Truly, all I know with any certainty is that our present arrangement, tenuous as it is, appears mutually beneficial to us. And also that I am utterly obsessed with fellating Nichole.




Katherine

You ask difficult questions, for the nature of our entanglement transcends conventional descriptors.




Only In This For The Money Tbh

Well yeah it’s a queer relationship, they all do that. Just get back to me on whether you’re together in some sense of the word, ok?




Katherine

The covenant is sealed.




With that, I conclude that it is time for me to provoke Nichole once more. Perhaps I can slight her Verdant Knight’s performance on our last farm run, which would be an exceedingly effective goad, given that we both know I’ve never been as effective a damage-dealer as she is now. I would likely succeed in inspiring enough ire within her to finally get her to bruise my throat, though dangling her failure in that regard over her head like a Dong of Damocles is—




Kyle

Sorry about earlier.




Kaal?

A direct apology, this soon, and unprompted?

This must be a scheme of some kind. What else could possibly motivate him to send this? Is this recent bout of inexplicable kindness part of a long game on Kaalappan’s part? If so, would it not be a great tactical blunder to undermine it with such a suspiciously rapid turnaround?

Supposing instead that it is a genuine apology, an entirely different set of questions is raised. Anything that Kaalappan could so rapidly have chosen to apologize for must in fact be something he is already quite self-aware about, as there has not been time to pursue any genuinely significant revelations about the self since the incident.

Therefore, he must have been entirely aware that I was right during the incident, or have realized as much as soon as the moment subsided. In which case, his reasons for remaining entangled with Desdemona do not emerge from his own free will, but instead from externally imposed obligations which he is not at present capable of disclosing, and so—




Kyle

Des really shouldn’t talk to you with so much contempt. I’m working on that.




Kyle

Honestly, I hear Nichole screaming at you a lot too; do you want me to have a word with her on your behalf? It’s just not right the way this apartment has turned you into a punching bag.




Katherine, you need to blink. Your eyes are hurting from staring at the message.

Of course, that is why my eyes are watering now: because I have stared unblinkingly at these pixels on a bright screen for too long, and now I have no choice but to shed a copious volume of tears to properly rehydrate them. I am doing this entirely for physiological and medical reasons, for my health, not due to any emotional turmoil Kaalappan has suddenly awakened in me by speaking to me in a way no one in my life has spoken to me before.

How am I supposed to respond to this?




Katherine

Why are you so nice to me?




More importantly, why can’t Nichole treat me the way Kaalappan does? Even when we are together carnally, we have never been as distant as we now stand. How did our friendship get so dismal? What has become of us that I genuinely, truly feel that Kaalappan is the one in this apartment who cares for me the most?

Kaalappan begins typing, then ceases for a moment before resuming. This goes on for quite some time, before finally I receive a simple, elegantly crafted message:




Kyle

Someone’s got to be, I guess.




It is imperative that I rescue this man from his predicament, with haste.

Rupali

I’m so, so glad Tahani invited me over.

Though I haven’t exactly spelled it out, Tahani knows how much Kaal’s absence has been weighing on me, freezing me in the amber of choking silences while my insides bubble and my mind refuses to stop echoing, refuses to stop tormenting me with how harsh I was when last we spoke. Being over at hers so often stops me from replaying that conversation and trying to figure out if I could have unlocked a magic sequence of words that’d just crack open his absurd, self-imposed shell, or worrying endlessly about how badly Jeffrey must be treating him.

‘His mistake’, Tahani reminded me the last time I was foolish enough to bring it up with her, and I repeat that to myself whenever Tahani isn’t around to distract me. His choices, his life, his mistakes to make because heaven knows Kaal hasn’t so much as stuck a toe out of line before.

Today, she’s bundled us up in Kimberly’s room. A massive, clunky microphone and a fold-away desk that reminds me of a ironing board with more surface area languishes half-inside a closet that I’m told Kimberly shuts herself in when recording. Her clothes, then, are stored in an actual trunk, and the extent of her wardrobe is surprisingly minimal. The whole room is rather spartan, in fact, with little by way of decor except the odd painting—Kim’s original work, Tahani tells me. It’s all sharp lines and geometric shapes, with shadows pooling at the confluence of the blacks and whites, each a meditation on shapes and lighting and limited perspective.

Or so I’m told, anyway.

They’ve sat me down on the bed between them, again, and are cooing and fussing over me together. It’s a bit surreal, letting my best friend’s partner roll up my sleeves and examine my forearms like she’s trying to read my future, asking “Is this okay?” before, at my prompting, tracing the path of my veins with a single, electric fingertip. Her nails are immaculate, like piano keys, and I find myself closing my eyes to focus better on the sensation.

“You’ll, ahem, probably do well in one of Sif’s older button-ups,” Kimberly finally says, after minutes upon minutes of silently caressing my flesh.

Somehow, I doubt she can make an accurate judgment of what shirts will fit me based on what she’s doing to me, but I don’t mind. The light of day fades, and Kim turns on her fairy lights, bathing the room in a pleasing glow with minimal luminosity. I find myself looking at her paintings anew, looking around and realizing she’s committed the shadows surrounding me to canvas, as though her long, dextrous fingers could simply thread the cloth of the insubstantial and drape it over picture frames.

I should mention I took an edible with Tahani and Kim when they offered me one. That’s probably why I can’t stop looking at her fingers, or asking Kim to touch my arms again.

Giggling next to me—Tahani! Right. Her head is on my shoulder, and she’s rubbing my back for reasons only she knows.

“Roll your sleeves up more,” Tahani whispers, and I obey, because it seems like a good idea.

Bicep, tricep—Kimberly’s spidery digits go haywire, and I think she’s trying to touch as much of me as she can, sliding her hand up and down and around and all over every inch of me she can reach.

“That was a good idea,” I tell Tahani, who nods without looking at me, grinning as broad as her pretty lips let her.

Kim’s practically wrapped around me, not quite hugging, but also definitely embracing, her hands roaming free now, completely untethered from even the pretense of sizing me up. Up my back, down my sides, up front—no, she paused.

“Why’d you stop,” I whine.

“Sorry.”

“Hurry up …”

More giggling, this time from Kimberly.

“Okay. Impatient.”

Slow. So slow, slow, slowly dragging her palms up my torso, slow enough to make me shudder and shiver and …

Oh …

“Stop there,” I gasp.

“Here?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

Her face is so close to mine, suddenly. She’s so pretty without her glasses.

“You’re pretty with your glasses, too,” I assure her. “You’re just. You’re just so pretty.”

“You are too, Ru.”

“Someone has a type,” Tahani snickers.

“Shut up,” Kimberly croons, without taking her eyes off mine. “We’re having a moment.”

“Not yet we aren’t,” I pout.

“No?”

I hesitate. Her hands were on my … Well, her hands were where I wanted them. Still. Doing nothing.

“I really want you to …” I begin.

“I really want to.”

“Me too.”

“Yeah.”

She leans in, and her lips meet mine, and I realize I’ve been looking for them for decades. Admittedly, that wasn’t quite what I meant to ask for, because I wanted her to—ohmigosh. Kimberly’s squeezing and groping and mauling me like I’m dough to knead, like she needs to dig into me and open me up so she can dip her pretty head low and take a ruddy chunk right out of my heart, and I want her to, I want her to, I want to taste my own still-beating blood on her tongue and feel her probe me as deep as she can go and leave me empty and full and turned inside out until everything is bare before her.

Well, her and Tahani.

Tahani.

My best friend. My sister. Kimberly’s girlfriend, who is sitting next to me, oblivious and humming, not realizing that I’m begging for her partner to desecrate me.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, what have I done?!

“Tahani!” I cry once I’ve extricated my tongue from Kimberly’s mouth.

“Oh? I mean, we could ask—”

“Tahani, I’m so sorry!”

Throwing myself at her feet, clutching her knees, I sob loudly into her skirt and—well, I give her a bit of a fright, I now realise.

“Ru, what’s the matter?!”

“Tahani, I’m sorry, I just kissed her, and I know I—”

“Wait, her. You said her, correct?”

“… Yeah?” I look up. “I just kissed Kimberly, and—”

“FUCKING FINALLY!”

“What?”

Both of Tahani’s hands are on my face now, squeezing my cheeks.

“Well, don’t stop now!”

Cackling like a witch, Tahani gets up and practically skips out the door. She slams it shut, and I swear I hear it lock.

“Oh.” I turn my head to wince at Kim sheepishly.

“Polyamory,” Kim states by way of explanation.

“Yeah. Wow.”

“Makes things a bit simpler, doesn’t it?”

“For sure,” I agree.

Tilting her head, Kim looks me up and down.

“Did I pounce on you a bit too fast?”

“I asked you to.”

“You did. You seem very … parched.”

Not sure how to respond to that. I think for a little while.

“Do you want to kiss me more?”

“Desperately.” Kim’s response is instant, and it makes me clench.

“Really?”

“I’ve been crushing you for like … a bit now.”

“You?” I’m genuinely astonished. “Crushing on me?”

“Yeah.” Kim—beautiful, gorgeous, ethereal Kimberly, somehow can look sheepish too. “Tahani’s been teasing me about it for the past two weeks, non-stop.”

“Wow, is that …” I don’t know what to say. “Is that allowed?”

Her laugh is the most melodious sound I’ve ever heard.

“Get back up here.”

I obey, crawling onto the bed.

“Lie down,” she tells me gently.

“Okay.”

I can’t stop smiling. My head hits the pillow, and I look up at her fairy lights, burning in my vision. Her face comes into view soon after, bright and beaming and so, so, so fucking pretty.

“What would you like?” Kimberly asks, and it’s the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me.

“I …”

My mind races. I’m throbbing.

“I’m not feeling very shy,” I confess.

“Neither am I.”

Wordlessly, I begin undoing my trousers.

Thankfully, Kimberly notices and helps, practically tearing them off me and leaving me blessedly exposed. Once she’s done throwing them aside, she repositions herself slightly, a bit more to one of my sides, and resumes kissing me. I don’t have too long to ponder why she did that before I get my answer, in the form of those long, dextrous fingers touching me exactly where I’ve wanted them to be all week, if not longer.

I want to say something. “Yes”, or “Please”, or “Fuck me”, but all that emerges from my throat is this guttural, primal moaning, this resounding plea for more, more, more and faster and harder and I’m spreading my thighs and my jaw is slack and I’m just wailing and rocking and begging and trying not to weep with joy.

“Don’t stop!”

“I’m not going to,” Kim hisses into my ear. “I’m going to go till my arm falls off.”

“Yes!”

“I’m going to give you everything I have,” Kimberly pants. “I want you to have everything.”

“I want everything.”

The room is filled with wet sounds—with the sound of me being fingerblasted into the fucking mattress, I realize, and it’s only making me wetter.

“You’re so hot,” Kim groans, and I realize I can feel her, slick and pulsing and pressed against my knee, and it’s all I can do to not go mad.

“You’re … you’re—!”

I’m trying to tear her dress open from the back. I’m trying to tear her back open, practically.

“Am I hurting you?” I almost sob.

“Not enough.”

“AH!”

It’s so much it’s so much it’s so much it’s everywhere it’s all over my legs and her arm and the sheets are drenched and oh my gosh she’s not stopping, why isn’t she stopping?!

“Everything,” Kimberly roars, and I squeal. “Give me all of it.”

“Take it all, please!!!!!”

How is there more? How is there still more? It just won’t stop, she won’t stop and I won’t stop and I’m cumming I’m cumming I’m cumming I’m cumming I’m going to cum forever, she’s going to just use me until I’m nothing and there’s nothing left of me but a deluge on her bed, soaked through and pouring all over the floor …

So much of me is numb. So much of me is on fire. My arms, my whole body is limp now, and Kimberly is just writhing, moving, squeezing my knee between her thighs, and still. Not. Stopping.

“Had enough?”

Impossibly, I shake my head.

“Your arm’s … still … attached.”

The laugh Kimberly lets out then is practically a bark, a meeting of my challenge with a promise.

“Loud and clear, Ru.”
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Desi

I can’t actually believe I was able to pull this together.

Splashing a few more reds into my outfit has been challenging, but given what I managed to find for my darling Kyle, I think it’s more than worth the effort. An old friend really came through, not just lending me an old costume of his, but helping me with a bit of tailoring to make sure it fits Kyle properly. It’s truly a marvel, a thing of beauty, a suit of soft creams and whites that uncannily resembles the most common colors for grooms at South Asian weddings! The jacket actually has a ruffle pattern instead of coattails, making it almost resemble a skirt, with a lovely little bow on the back to complete the impression. A soft pink frilly ascot adds a lovely finishing touch to the ensemble, bringing everything together in a delightfully camp way that I think Kyle’s very much going to appreciate.

My crowning glory, however, is a little piece I managed to throw together myself between all the running about and preparations I’ve been doing for the event. I recalled that South Asian grooms wore a kind of see-through veil called a sehra, a headdress with vertical threads decorated with flowers, donned to ensure that the bride and groom couldn’t see each other’s faces before the ceremony. It took a bit of digging around leftover craft supplies, but I was able to whip up a very competent version of one, with some origami flowers I folded myself.

Extra? Absolutely. Kyle was my man, and that meant he would look as fabulous as I could manage. I may have been a little taken aback when he suggested dressing up in drag with me, but on reflection, there’s nothing wrong with a feminine edge. I may be more fem, but why shouldn’t he be my pretty boy, my soft and sensitive darling lover? We’re queer, after all, and I really shouldn’t be so rigid about what my partner can and can’t wear.

We’re going to make such an elegant, ostentatious and flamboyant pair, and I just can’t wait for all the world to see us together at our best. It’s going to be like an old-timey debut, an introduction to the glamorous Desi couple, if I can indulge myself in a little pun!

With that satisfying thought, I affix the final piece of the picture that is my devotion and adoration for Kyle: a bindi, deceptively ornate, placed right between my eyebrows. Along with my subtle nods to bridalwear, I’m really pulling off “lead with no less than three dance numbers”, if I do say so myself! Though pressed for time, I’m sure no one can blame me for preening a little. Divine looks, statuesque hunk, and a bedazzling ball that I had an extensive hand in setting up: tonight is going to be my night in every sense. All the ball needs now is its belle.

The phone buzzes and I pick it up without taking my eyes off my flawless contouring, peeking at the message out of the corner of my eye. The organizers’ chat is abuzz right now—we’re all getting ready in advance so we can arrive at the venue early and finish setting up. Everyone’s understandably a bit stressed, but I truly believe our hard work is going to pay off with a magical night.

Peering into the discussion, I see that someone called ‘Alex’ is doomsaying, yammering on about how we’ve sold too many tickets relative to the venue’s size. What a pessimistic way to view our resounding success and undercut how popular we are and how much money we’ve managed to raise! Some are reassuring him, while others had a better idea and are posting their outfits to lighten the mood and solicit feedback. I choose positivity and participate in the revelry with a truly gorgeous selfie of my own.




Desdemona (Desi for short!!!) (Any/all. Role: Decorations)

What do y’all think? My boyfriend(!!!) helped me put this together!




Quinn (Xe/xer/any. Role: Treasurer/Accounts)

Oh honey that’s breathtaking, the garish contrast between the hypermasculine and the hyperfeminine that you’ve managed to capture is making my queer heart a-flutter! You’ve inspired me to bust out the fake beard tonight.




There’s a sudden lump in my throat. I make myself swallow.

Quinn is very kind. Very astute. I look up at the mirror. My eyes are watering. Likely irritated by all the garish make-up. I dab at them with my handkerchief. Don’t want to spoil my face-paint. The performative contrast would be less obvious then. I’d just look hypermasculine in a frock.

Time to get going. I check on the band. No reply. I send another text. Reminder they have to be early. We need them ready to play by eight. Just come see the guy in garish make-up.

I should get moving. We’re meeting by the science building. My heels in my handbag. They’re for later. I go to put on my sensible shoes.

“Hey, Des. What did you want to show me?”

Kyle.

Kyle!!!

Blinking through my tears, I watch as the most dashing man in the world strides into my room, as if he just knows when I need him, a testament to how our bond transcends the limitations of the material world itself. Smiling so wide it splits my face, I stand up and hurry to his side, pressing my lips into his without a wasted word. I kiss him passionately, deeply, hungrily, like a drowning woman kisses her first taste of air, lapping up his nourishing, calming, rejuvenating presence. I am safe. I am complete.

I am his woman, and he and I both know it.

“You alright, Des?” he breathlessly asks when I allow us to part.

“Yeah,” I shakily answer, trying to sound flirty, but mostly sounding relieved. “I’m fine now. I’m right where I’m meant to be.”

“My arms?” Kyle asks, a hint of a grin tugging at the corners of his lips. “You look good.”

I love him.

“I do, don’t I?” I press, my voice urgent.

“You’re a vision.” His eyes flick upward, lingering on my bindi—I knew he’d appreciate that little touch. “I see you found some reds after all.”

“I had to!” I gush.

Taking his hand, I turn and lead Kyle a few short steps, showing him the masterpiece I’ve assembled on my bed.

“Isn’t it just darling?” My excitement, unfairly stoppered for days, can’t help but pour out now. “I did so much research, Kyleypoo—and one of my friends just happened to have a suit your culture’s wedding colors, and look, I even made a sehra to complete the look, and even if no one at the party is cultured enough to get it, we’re still gonna look gorge, aren’t we just? We’re both gonna look so pretty and perfect and matching and everyone will see how we’re meant to be. We are. We really are.”

Still sniffling, I realize I’m getting a bit choked up again. I turn back to Kyle, beaming, radiant—he’s wincing.

Why is he wincing?

“Kyleypoo, what’s wrong? Don’t you like it?”

“Des … I’m still Christian, remember?”

My stomach sinks.

“Oh.”

“You forgot.”

“I didn’t … It’s not …” I’m struggling to find the words. “I mean, I thought it was one of those situations, where the cultural practice is wider than the religion itself?”

“No, we’re not quite that assimilated,” Kyle sighs. “And even if we had to be, we’re not in that country anymore, are we?”

“Great.” My smile is frozen on my face, and I’m shaking my head in disbelief. “Just perfect. I’ll go find a furnace to toss this into, then, and rustle up a lovely pink frock for you to sashay in!”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m sorry for being thoughtful!” I explode. “I’m sorry for trying, Kyle, I’m sorry for trying to accommodate your wishes in a way where we don’t both look ridiculous, cavorting about holding hands in skirts like a couple of crossdressers, I’m sorry for making you a headdress with hand-folded fucking flowers, and I’m sorry most of all for trying to honor your roots and fucking it all up because I’m just a massive fucking fuck-up who can’t fucking do anything right, no matter how much I try! I’m sorry for wanting to show how much I love you, Kyle!”

Silence.

I let it hang above us like a shroud. I’ve shattered, and every misbegotten word contained within has spilled out, staining all they’ve managed to splatter over. Numb, I hold one elbow in my hand and find myself unable to meet Kyle’s eyes.

“Des.” He sounds cold, his voice tremulous, like he’s barely containing the retaliatory outburst he’s more than justified in having. “Are you seriously expecting me to apologize for you unilaterally deciding that you and I should attend the ball in wedding colors, despite my particular history with marriage?”

… I am a massive fucking fuck-up.

Before I can say anything, he’s turned on his heel and is halfway out the door.

“Kyle, wait, where are you going?!”

“I’m going for a walk so I can summon the wherewithal to put that stupid thing on for you, Des. See you at the party.”

He slams the door shut.

Nichole

It’s been a solid ten minutes of taking pictures, sifting through them to find the best one, then cleaning the floor and taking pictures again because all of them showed off the mess in my bedroom, and now, finally, selecting the perfect portrait to show off to the server.




Estrogen’s Favorite Princess

Fit check for the drag party, what do we think?




It’s not quite the kind of thing drag queens get into. I’m sort of viscerally uncomfortable associating myself with drag, unlike Des—you couldn’t get me to use her chosen shortening of fucking Desdemona if you tortured it out of me—so it’s going to be a bit of a compromise.




Knight of Knockers

Holy shit.




WizardsBigNaturals

Yeah I give up tbh. No shot that I’m winning the yearly prize. What the fuck.




Templar of Tatas

I am at a loss as to which I find more impressive, the assets or the confidence to display them in such a manner.




I’ll admit the outfit is daring, showing a solid amount of cleavage because god damn, I have cleavage. The shade of blue is a nice calm one, and the leg slit lets me show off just how wrong Emmy’s been about cardio and gains.




Estrogen’s Favorite Princess

Glad you all like it! Are you all sure I’m pulling it off?




Paladin of Penetration

Make no mistake, femme strats this successful have rarely been seen within the confines of Ranked Competitive Breast growth, my liege.




It’s hard to believe I was ever skeptical of this community. Sure, it took some getting used to, and I had to figure out how to get it, but now that I do I’ve been able to make this space truly feel like I belong here.




Melvin

Haha, Boymoder Sephiroth could never, am I right, guys?




Heir of Breast

It’s … Girlfailure Sephiroth now, Melvin. Get with the program.




Right, and some growing pains with understanding my role here.




Estrogen’s Favorite Princess

Sigh. The joke’s gotten old by now, don’t you think? Find someone else besides Katherine to dunk on.




Paladin of Penetration

You do not have to defend her, my liege. It is a testament to your great grace that you choose to do so regardless.




Knight of Knockers

Indeed. You are wise in this, for she is a waste of effort at this time.




I’m a bit conflicted. I do feel like I should defend her more proactively, but flipping too quickly and decisively on this issue would be a risky move that could turn server users against me … and I sort of don’t want to, either.

Katherine can look out for herself. I’ve got a big target on my back and I need to stay on top of it.




Jormungandr in my Pants

Ngl, I’m sort of getting disillusioned with this whole fucking competition. It’s like we’re routinely getting grifted by obvious trans women like Laura getting off scot-free just because they can mangle some gender studies bullshit, while anyone who’s not a mystery to all of medical science like Nichole may as well just drop out.




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster Was Right)

It’s pretty obvious that Nichole is just a cis woman faking transition. Just another fucking shameful blow to the integrity of the competition.




Errant of E-cups

Cope harder, flatpecs. If you actually have anything to back your claim with, call a tribunal.




Thanks, Errant. It’s getting increasingly tempting to search up my own name on the server, in case someone’s talking about me when I’m not looking. The idea that someone might be plotting against me while I’m not there–or worse, while nobody’s even defending me–makes me anxious to ever put down my phone when I’m out.

It’s all going to be worth it, though. I’ve gotten an enormous head start for 2025, and nobody is even close to my score. Even if someone there is in for one hell of a growth spurt, I have a real shot at winning the whole thing and—Ugh. Someone is knocking on my door.

A moment later, displaying her usual degree of patience, someone is already barging her way in.

“Nichole, are you keeping track of the time? You ought to begin preparing for the—holy shit.”

She freezes at the sight of me, her eyes darting between my chest, my eyes, and the wall behind me.

“I don’t know, Kathy, are you ready?” I counter.

It’s a bit rich of her to be nagging when she’s the one still in her cat-ear hoodie.

“Um. Well. Ah. As it happens, I am indeed ready to begin my preparations in a timely manner, which you ought to recognize is best done with a degree of companionship, is it not?”

My phone buzzes. I catch myself almost turning to go get it from my desk, but Kathy’s clearly decided that it’s time to be annoying for no reason, and I know what that means.

“Oh, if you wanted to get dressed together, you could’ve said so.” 

‘Companionship’ has one really obvious interpretation to it, and while she’s not quite landing on the right side of the border between teasing and annoying me for real, I can work with this. I pointedly move towards her, taking advantage of every bit of height difference between the two of us.

“How about this: We get ready, starting by going to your room, and undressing.” I lean down, cupping her chin lightly with three fingers, and giving her my most devilish smile.

Kathy’s cute when she’s flustered, I’ll give her that.

“Ah … Nichole. I hardly think we have time for that, and—”

I interrupt her with a little palm-into-wall-over-the-shoulder maneuver; she loves that move. “Well, if you’re quick about it, and we get to the point already.” 

“Nichole! The point is that I was intending for us to spend some time together while getting ready.”

She’s furrowing her brows, giving me a look that I’m having a hard time making sense of. What does she mean, ‘spend time together’? We’re together for hours every day.

“And my point is that if we get down to business right now, we have time to—”

“I am not attempting to goad you into intercourse at this moment!” Kathy’s raising her voice to a point where she’s close to shouting at me, and I back away in shock.

“Well, what are you trying to do then?”

“My intention is that we take this opportunity—as we are preparing for what others will inevitably perceive as a date—to honestly discuss the nature of our relationship!”

Discuss our relationship honestly? Katherine is suggesting this?

“Bullshit, Kathy. The only honest thing you do with your mouth happens when it’s full.”

“Oh, what a fine bit of wordplay. Did you workshop that with your entourage in the server, princess?” Scowling, Kathy storms towards the couch.

“No, I haven’t really talked about us on the server since the,” huge, enormous fuckup that I guess she’s never letting me live down, “incident.”

Sighing defeatedly, Katherine slumps down on the couch, looking straight through me.

“Precisely. You haven’t mentioned anything about our relationship to your new ‘friends’, and only tepidly chastised a few of their jokes at my expense.”

What the hell? That’s so unfair to how precarious my position on the server is. I’m about to say something in my defense, to make her see sense, but she just keeps going.

“It appears to me that you would rather speak to anyone in the server who is not me! You even check your messages during intercourse!”

“Hold on—I’ve only done that few times, and just when it seemed important!” I object.

“Five times in our last bout, Nichole. I counted.” Katherine’s hands are clenched around one of the couch pillows. “What possible issue could be so important you needed to check on it that many times, yet not important enough to interrupt the act entirely?”

“If this was such a huge issue, why didn’t you say anything? Why are you only bringing it up after the fact?”

“Because my mouth was full, Nichole!”

“Are you joking? Is this supposed to be a joke? You could have stopped to talk! You could have said something right after!” 

Shit, I’m shouting now. When did this get so heated? I feel like she’s putting me on trial over every single grievance she’s been refusing to communicate with me now, and why exactly? Because I didn’t read her mind and know how she wanted to get ready for the party?

“Oh, so now you wish for me to speak more? What a fascinating development! I seem to recall that you voiced the wish to silence me rather clearly!”

“I thought you knew it was just for the–you know, the dynamic we’re doing!”

I tried to find a way to phrase this that doesn’t sound incredibly fucked up. I’m not sure I succeeded.

“Would it have cost you so much to check if I knew? To ask me? Or even to do anything at all to demonstrate genuine care for my well-being in the aftermath of our encounters?”

“You’re the one who kept initiating those ‘encounters’, Kathy! If there’s such a big issue, why not just—”

“Because I did not want to lose the only connection we have left, NICHOLE!”

Katherine’s eyes are glistening with tears. I’m at a loss for words. She curls up on the couch, hugging the pillow with all four limbs.

“I used to consider you my closest friend, Nichole. The singular individual I might rely on to remain by my side through any hardship. Now, even Kaalappan sees that our relationship has soured.”

“Kyle? You’re bringing Kyle into this? Kyle doesn’t know shit about relationships! He was too much of a coward to dump Rupali before hooking up with Dess, of all people! He’s a—”

“And yet, does it not speak volumes that even Kaalappan can see the issue here!?” Katherine is gritting her teeth, visibly aggravated.

“Sure, yeah, let’s hear it, what’s Kyle’s take on our issue? That we’re not cheating enough for his tastes?”

“Kaalappan expressed concern that I have become the apartment’s punching bag, and that you are an active participant in making it so.”

Fuck this.

“Oh, sure, does Kaalappan know about all the weird shit you’ve been doing to me, then? Does he know about the times you dragged me outside in outfits I was clearly uncomfortable wearing, or is he only thinking about the last few weeks?”

Finally, Kathy pauses for a moment, avoiding my gaze. Maybe she’s recognized some fault of her own now, after all this fucking time.

“I … was certain you would benefit from facing the demands of our chosen presentational strategy rapidly. Encouraging it at an accelerated pace felt necessary at the time!”

Never fucking mind!

“How was it fucking necessary? I wasn’t ready, Kath! The way you kept insisting on it when I was barely even two months on hormones, it felt like you were trying to make me uncomfortable on purpose!”

“I … well … it is difficult to explain my reasoning, but—”

“Yeah, of course it’s difficult to explain, that would mean admitting that it was a weird thing to do in the first place! I don’t even care how you want to justify your actions, because no matter what I can never know if you’re being honest with me, or if it’s some contrived scheme for the server, or if you’re just being weird for no fucking reason, Kathy!”

“If you truly believe that, then I ought to have deceived you about the competition, and never told you about it in the first place.”

“You what?”

I can’t believe she just said that. Katherine refuses to even look at me as she expresses regret for one of the few genuinely good things she’s ever done for me. Is she that fucking petty, that eager to exert control over every aspect of my life? Now that I’m actually coming into my own, blooming into my own person, who is pretty and popular on her own damn terms, Katherine can’t handle it? So she pines for the good old days when I was little more than a sleepwalking zombie for her to do with as she pleases?

“Well, as it stands, I don’t even know why you told me about it.”

I’m pacing around the room. Katherine watches me morosely as I try to disentangle whether this is another stupid fucking layer of nonsense she’s pulling me into. Minutes pass. Eventually, she decides to say something.

“I feared that you would refuse to associate with me if you did not know of the competition. That you would only see me transition, and so cast me aside the moment you no longer recognized me as the boy you once knew.”

Without a doubt, that’s the worst thing Katherine could have said to me, in this or any moment.

I collapse heavily onto one of the kitchen table chairs, shaking my head in disbelief at what I’m hearing. Back then, I was working up the courage to come out to her! I was contacting gender clinics trying to get on hormones! This fucking breast growth competition was not my first choice of transition care!

Kathy didn’t even see that I was trans, despite claiming to be so close to me. Despite me thinking we were so close. And worse than that, she thought I might be transphobic?! So transphobic that I wouldn’t even come around to my best fucking friend transitioning?

“Did you really think that if you told me you were transitioning normally, I’d just fucking abandon you? Do you really think that little of me!?”

“You speak as if I had any reason to be certain that you would not!”

“I thought you knew me better than that!”

I’m about to cry. I hate this, I hate that I have to deal with this, with real emotions, I hate having the self control of a fucking teenager because I never had to navigate feeling like a real human until less than half a year ago, I hate that I can’t go through this with support from her instead of having her make everything worse!

“Well, it is clear now that neither of us ever truly knew the other.” Kathy’s voice is like a dagger straight through me.

I can’t. I shouldn’t respond. I should get up and walk away. This is the worst fucking time to have this conversation.

“You’re one to talk,” I start, feeling the mistake as I’m making it. “Ever since we decided we’d … pretend to transition for the competition, you’re like a completely different person.”

“Proving my point. If I had attempted this without informing you, you would have rejected it—rejected me—as you are doing now.”

“Because I can’t fucking know what’s real, Kathy! We’re back to the same bloody point! We keep circling around the simple reality that I can’t trust anything you’re saying, I can’t even trust that you’re lying to me consistently, because half the time I think you’re just using the competition to justify shit you already want to do!”

“I am handing you a chance to put all our cards on the table, right now!”

“No!”

I can’t be here. I can’t deal with this.

“Why not, Nichole?”

“Because I have to get going.”

“The party is more than two hours away, what possible hurry are you in? Do you intend to walk the entire distance?”

“No actually, I’m heading over to Rupali,” I say as I collect my phone from the bedroom. “We’re going there together.”

“What? Will you not be joining me?” Unable to let the fuck go of the argument even as I’m putting on my coat and grabbing my bag, Katherine just keeps going.

“I mean, you need time to get ready, so I’ll see you there?” Take the hint, end the conversation.

“Will you? I am at a loss as to what our plan is!”

“Our plan’s the same that it always was, everyone thinks we’re dating, so we’re dating. If you absolutely need me to figure out details, we can talk at any other time.”

“Nichole, this is ridiculous. Can we at least discuss this in chat while you’re on the way?”

“If I have time to check my phone, sure,” I lie as I rush towards the door. “But I mean, we’ll be hanging out at the party anyway, so I’ll see you there.”

“… Very well, I suppose I will see you—”

I shut the door behind me, louder than intended.




Nichole

Hey Ru, can I come over before the party?




Rupali

Oh! Sure, will you be bringing your girlfriend?




Nichole

You’d think so but she’s got some stuff to take care of on her own, so we agreed to meet there instead.




Rupali

All right! When will you be coming over?




Nichole

I mean, if ‘immediately’ is fine, I can be there immediately.




Rupali

Sounds good! I’m at Tahani’s, do you know where her place is?




Nichole

Never been




Rupali

I’ll drop you the location!

Katherine

She hates me.

She hates me. She hates me. She hates me. All this time, all the things we have endured, everything we have experienced together and promised each other and lived, matured, flowered, bloomed through … and she hates me.

She is always going to hate me, and will only tolerate my presence under resentful, limited circumstances. I have been abandoned, cut off from even a chance to recover mutual trust between the two of us.

I need to fucking scream.

The couch pillow absorbs as much as it can withstand of my powerful vocal attack, and yet I strain, foolishly, leaving myself hoarse. Another foolish mistake, Katherine. How many of those do you intend to make, precisely?

Well, a questionable dietary choice will be a start. My hoard of instant ramen beckons to me, its siren song promising a searing release of endorphins upon consumption. There is time for this, certainly. The bright-red packet and fire-breathing mascot serves to warn those of lesser palates, but I am undeterred as I begin to boil the water.

Threats of infernal agony do not deter you, and yet you could not simply confess the full truth to her even now, Katherine. An utter absurdity. What threat to your standing in the competition would it even present at this point? Do you honestly believe you have a shot at winning, threatened by the possibility of Nichole inciting a tribunal against you?

I would like for my focus on stirring the noodles to silence these wandering thoughts. Surely a mere five minutes without launching into these contemplations is not too much to ask? I have not lost sight of the need to remain in the competition so that I can at the very least keep track of its proceedings, to protect Nichole.

A scheme which you are doing an incredible job of right now, Katherine, miserably draining the water off those noodles to prepare for stir-frying them in the sauce. Add some leftover vegetables at least, so that you might attain some shred of nutritional value.

Chopping the vegetables demands some degree of focus, a momentary reprieve from this endless relitigation of my own actions. Can I even be sure that telling her the truth would have achieved anything? Would she even realize the risk it would entail to confess to her that I was breaking the rules of the competition with my mere presence in it?

Inevitably, chunks of diced onion and some peppers spill onto the stovetop as you fuck that up too, Katherine. Another mess you will leave for someone else to deal with, surely. Look at how much filth you have spread just to make a simple, quick, and altogether unnecessary snack for your own comfort. You once again fail to even slightly value the fortune that others have permitted this behavior, preventing you from wallowing in a—shut up.

Ignoring the absurdity of arguing with a habitual externalization of my own self-criticism, I locate the cleaning brush and rag. I refuse to waver in my commitment to cease foisting the dishes upon Kaalappan, and as I transfer the noodles to a suitable bowl, I swiftly move the used cooking implements to the sink. I clean the counter, rinse the cutting board, wash everything and then proceed to my noodles.

I ought to give myself some credit, that was a highly efficient use of the time it takes to cool before eating. So there.

“Well, never thought I’d see the day.”

I start, interrupted by an unexpected sound before I can dig in. I look up to see Kaalappan, standing at the kitchen’s entrance, a laundry basket tucked under his arm.

“Kaal! I … didn’t realize you were … but the laundry basket … so you must have only recently …”

“I just came back from the laundromat, yes.” Kaalapan sports a slight smile, his tone and demeanour incredibly amused. “You don’t have to deduce everything, sweetie. Just ask.”

“… Okay.”

Stop smiling. ‘Sweetie’ is a rudimentary honorific. Surely I must have heard him refer to others as such, if I strain my faculties, that is … though, I cannot recall an instance of him ever gracing Desdemona with such an appellation.

“So that’s what you’ve been doing, I take it?” Kaalappan gestures towards the sink with his free hand. “There hasn’t been as much of a mess as usual. I was starting to worry you’d just stopped eating.”

“Now who is making deductions?”

Seeing him chuckle is rewarding in a strange way. I want to make him chuckle more. I want to see him laugh.

“Good point. Have you been tidying up after yourself, Kathy?”

“It is the most efficient way to do things, is it not? Both in terms of labor distribution, and hygiene. That is all there is to it.”

My smirk belies that perhaps my motivations are not entirely motivated by productivity. Kaalappan arches an eyebrow; clearly, he is better at gleaning subtext than most.

“Is it efficient to vacuum my room right after doing yours, too?”

“Ah. You noticed.”

“When my living space gets magically cleaner, I do make note of it, yes.”

The jibe is intended in jest, but I cannot help but feel a flush of shame.

“I am sorry, truly.” Apologizing, too late but perhaps not too little. “I should not have taken your kindness for granted, Kaalappan. I vow never to do so again.”

“I believe you.”

We are staring at each other. Him with his armful of freshly-cleaned vestments, me with my still-steaming bowl of painfully-flavored noodles. I get the impression that neither of us wants to be the first to turn away.

“Noods?” I blurt out.

“Pardon?”

It takes Kaal a moment to register the word I have spoken, and another to connect it to the snack before me. I see the laughter bubble up from within him, emanating as the purest waters do from the hottest of springs, filling up the space surrounding us with a mirth and a warmth that I did not think it would ever again be possible for me to feel.

“I’ve made too much for just myself,” I lie, blatantly, obviously, proffering the contents of a single packet. “Would you care to have some?”

“Yeah, I love that flavor.” Kaal walks over and places his burden on the table. “And since you’re all about efficiency now … wanna help me fold my clothes when we’re done?”

I cannot imagine a more singularly dull task. “I would love to.”

Kaal grabs a spoon, and I place the bowl between us. Its contents disappear in record time, which impresses Kaal—he admits that he expected me to need at least one break. I haughtily challenge him to endure so much as a whiff of the actually challenging offerings in my stash, prompting another melodious, sonorous, soothing laugh out of him. He politely declines, and—after I insist on rinsing the bowl—asks me to relocate to his bedroom.

“Certainly,” I accept with an absurdly elevated heartrate—we are going to his room for one of the most mundane tasks humans are burdened with, after all, and not any of the fun ones that I am definitely not thinking of.

Though of course, now that I settle into a rhythm next to him, retrieving and folding article after article of clothing from the swiftly-diminishing pile, I find that it’s not quite as boring as I would have expected. He critiques my method, I launch into a lecture about geometry and optimal volumetric packing, and he insults me in a way that feels like a compliment. The color in my cheeks will not recede. My shoulder keeps brushing his. When the second-last sock is balled up with the last sock, I almost feel sad.

“Thanks for the help. I really do appreciate it.”

Say something, Katherine. Do not just limply exchange pleasantries. Prolong your interactions any which way you can!

“Of course!” I hurriedly blurt out. “I would not want to leave you with insufficient time to get ready—you are attending tonight’s soiree, naturally? I take it? Certainly?”

Okay, Katherine, that’s enough words now.

At my reminder, Kaal looks the least pleased I’ve seen him all evening. He rolls his eyes, heaving a deep sigh and shrugging.

“Sure. Need to be a properly-decorated accessory to complete Des’ outfit, after all.”

“Ah. I suppose the costume she has allocated you is no less of a jester’s uniform than the one she intends to sport.”

More laughter. I wish I could bottle the sound.

“I can show you. It’s in her room.”

‘Of all the bedrooms in this apartment, wouldn’t you rather see mine?’ I do not say that. Instead, I continue blushing profusely, now at my own inappropriately lewd daydreams, and follow his lead.

“Here it is,” Kaal announces.

“Wow. I confess … I was expecting worse.”

In fact, I was expecting bad, not a suit that is both ostentatious and feminine, its off-white and creamy ruffles matching a flowery headdress. A part of me dearly hopes that Desdemona cannot take all the credit for the beauty and careful tailoring of these garments, for they are clearly a labor of love, an emotion that Desdemona does not possess an abundance of.

“Me too,” Kaal concurs. “It’s really not bad. I think I’d even look good in this, frankly. It’s just … It’s not …”

“Not what you pictured yourself in tonight?” I suggest.

Kaal looks up at me. He nods.

“I don’t think it’s the prettiest I could be.”

You know what you have to do, Katherine.

“Come inside my most private place, Kaal.”
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  Interlude: Evening of the Drag Ball. DM history between ‘The Impenetrable One’ and ‘Isaacahedron’

  
  




Isaacahedron

You changed the pronouns on your faculty profile.




The Impenetrable One

Seriously?




The Impenetrable One

That’s the first thing you say to me? Weeks of radio silence, and that catches your attention?




Isaacahedron

Why is it ‘they/them’?




Isaacahedron

Whether on the server or offline, those are not a set of pronouns I have ever seen you use. So why?




The Impenetrable One

“Hi, Laura. How have you been, Laura? I’ve missed you, Laura. Sorry for being such a massive tool, Laura.”




Isaacahedron

If I was interested in any other topic, I’d have raised it. Answer the question.




The Impenetrable One

… You’ve never spoken to me like this.




Isaacahedron

False. I very much have.




The Impenetrable One

Not since … Well. I see.




The Impenetrable One

As much as I’ve enjoyed our tribunal-fueled flirtations, I’m not really in the mood right now. Not to mention immune. So why are you pursuing this line of inquiry? What good will it do? Are you going to out me to my advisor? Fucker already hates my guts.




Isaacahedron

Out you? As what, pray tell? What am I outing you as, Laura?




Isaacahedron

Lol. I gave you five whole minutes to respond. You’re still online. Loud and clear, Laura. I got my answer.




The Impenetrable One

Emmy, stop. Please, stop this. What do you want? Why are you behaving this way? What do you want from me?




Isaacahedron

I BELIEVED YOU. Fool that I am, hopeless, worthless, driftless idiot that you made me, I believed you, Laura. I almost, almost believed in the dream, the vision you sold me. You and me, side by fucking side, together forever prancing amidst posies and pastels and rainbows. But I shouldn’t have. Because even now, Laura, you remain as Impenetrable as the day I met you. Isn’t that right? You’re not going to be honest with me.




The Impenetrable One

I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry, I literally don’t know what you want me to say.




Isaacahedron

YES YOU FUCKING DO, SO IF YOU ACTUALLY, REALLY LOVE ME, LAURA, SAY IT.




The Impenetrable One

…




Isaacahedron

L-fucking-MAO.




Isaacahedron

See, Laura? This isn’t real. This isn’t ever going to be real. We’re still competing.




Isaacahedron

There’s no happily ever after, Laura. There’s you, there’s me, and there’s the fucking competition pitting us against each other, in which one of us will lose.




[The Impenetrable One’s status is now ‘Offline’]




Isaacahedron

And if you keep trying whatever this bullshit is, I know who’s losing.




[Isaacahedron’s status is now ‘Offline’]
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  Drag and Ball, Super

  
  




Nichole

Hanging out at Tahani’s place was chaotic, which was only partially my fault. Being greeted with ‘woman detected’ when I arrived in the middle of everyone getting into a variety of suits was one thing, but the real pandemonium began when I reflexively started denying it.

Expressing such a distinctly server-induced habit got me a stern talking-to about confidence and self-determination, culminating in Tahani mobilizing her entire polycule–as well as Rupali–to point at me and say “girl” until I admitted to it, and then a little bit more until they believed my admission.

Well, she mobilized all of them except for Bobbie, whom I’ve never actually had a chance to meet. I asked Tahani what it is ze does all the time, and the only answer I got out of her was a highly enthusiastic exclamation:

“Bobbie’s being gay and doing crimes.”

And that was the end of that.

The borderline-psychedelic experience of being around Rupali and the Tahanicule is only intensifying now, as we’re arriving at the venue. The line to the vestibule was sizable at the outset, but as we’re making it to the entrance and having our tickets checked by a friendly but clearly exhausted volunteer, I can’t help but notice that the line has almost doubled in size.

Coat check already overwhelmed, we pass through the entrance and emerge into a large dining hall, cleared out for the occasion to work as a dance floor. There’s a stage of sorts, currently empty, in stark contrast with the rapid overcrowding of everywhere else. Far too few tables and chairs along the walls make a noncommittal attempt at providing some seating.

A table with an empty punch bowl sits alone, unattended in a corner, accompanied by the distinct lack of music.

“Whoever’s in charge of decor seems to have been undecided on whether this is a political rally or a party,” Kimberly states matter-of-factly, drawing our attention to the walls plastered in handmade, brightly colored posters with slogans written in elaborate, glittery, near-illegibly ornate cursive.

‘Trans women are valid,’ says one poster featuring an image of a drag queen wearing an ostentatious bright-turquoise fake glitter beard. ‘Sex and gender are different, nobody says you can change sex!’ says a poster with a notable seam cutting through ‘nobody’, a second piece of card stock taped on to make room for the slogan.

“Nothing about the healthcare bans?” Sif gives Tahani a concerned look.

“Nah, this one’s about them,” Tahani points to another poster, reading ‘No government can tell you who you are! Be yourself!’

“That feels a bit useless?” I can’t help but comment.

“Useless is the name of the game here,” Tahani smirks at me. “Can’t ask for better care, can’t be too loud about helping the ones without any.”

Of particular note, a centerpiece displayed proudly by the entrance features an enormous, rainbow-colored rendition of the mars-venus trans symbol. Right in the middle, in particularly bold letters, the exclamation rings out for all to see:

‘We stand with the striking workers of the Austrohungarian Arms Industry union!’

Stifling a laugh, Tahani clutches Sif’s arm for support. Rupali, meanwhile, is groaning.

“I just know this one was Quinn’s idea,” Rupali sighs. “It’s just … extremely Quinn.”

“As expected, these chucklefucks can’t do anything right when left to their own devices,” Tahani declares. “Sif, Kim, come with me. Ru, Ru’s friend, go wait for Tahani Time to start the party.”

“Tahani … Time?” I ask, dreading elaboration on what she’s planning.

“Oh yes. The people yearn for Tahani Time. You will know when it happens, young one.”

I am absolutely certain that Tahani is younger than me.

“But before I go, child, let me bestow some sage wisdom upon your baby-trans self, as is the role of trans elders such as I.” 

Tahani’s hand on my shoulder and ambiguous tone makes it impossible to read if she’s being serious about this or if it’s a joke.

“This place is a pit of vipers. You’re not going to get anything good from acting ‘humble’ about your gender like you did earlier. If you say you’re not sure that you qualify as a woman, they’ll believe you.”

Unsure how to even respond to that, I simply nod.




“As a rule, self-deprecating jokes about your transition don’t work offline, girl. Pretending you’re only doing it for a competition or something is a losing game, and,” she leans in for the last part, lowering her voice a little, “If you’re actually doing that, just admit to yourself you’re trans. You can quit any time.”

Before I get to ask if that was a weirdly prescient joke or if she knows, she’s gone, leaving me to enjoy the festivities with Rupali.

Well. Turns out I still don’t like parties.

I mean, I can tell that this is an especially shit party, so that doesn’t help, but there’s a more fundamental issue beneath that. Heat, noise, movement in the crowd, it’s just an endless stream of stuff happening constantly, all of it draining me of energy.

“Can we go sit somewhere?” I ask, hoping for a chance to find my bearings in here just a little. 

“Sure.”

We’re in luck, and manage to find a somewhat quiet spot next to a “The Privates Is Political” poster, seating ourselves to take in the sights. The distinct lack of music and notably crowded space does no favors to make the tone less awkward, with confused guests slowly milling about and encroaching onto the dance floor purely on the basis of having nowhere else to stand.

There are so many outfits, so many strange sights, so many ridiculous posters, and yet I can’t help but turn my attention towards one sight in particular: an oddly familiar-looking bearded individual in the corner, working on hanging up another poster while absolutely killing it in a bright pink ball gown and flowing, blonde wig.

Said poster is notably not handmade, printed on glossy paper with a clear, professional design. The understated simplicity in a sea of overdone intensity ironically makes it stand out more, not less, and the text simply reads:

‘Informed Consent Now.’

Who is this guy? Genuinely well-executed drag aside, I am sure I’ve seen him somewhere, but where? Where have I seen a hispanic, slightly chubby guy with that beard, that mustache, and that sort of wry look to him that—

Oh my fucking god. It’s Only In This For The Money Tbh.

And he’s being harassed by security.

“Dude. We talked about this. Issues like healthcare policy are too divisive, this is supposed to be a big-tent event,” says a lanky, pale guy with messy black hair.

“Yeah,” a well-groomed brown-haired man adds, “and if you’re going to ignore the decision we made at the meetings, we’re going to have some trouble here.”

“Shit, Alex.” Rupali has noticed the commotion as well. “I should help him out. Watch the seat for me?”

I nod, and Rupali marches over.

The messy one looks like the mere sight of Rupali is enough to shame him, and withdraws behind the significantly less intimidated clean one.

“Well, look who it is. The ally who couldn’t handle consequences for her pet troublemaker.”

“I fuck women now. Not your business, but I’ll grace you with the update.”

I hadn’t quite realized just how much like Tahani Ru is when she’s pissed.

“I can tell.” The messy one is summoning some courage now. “You know, it’s pretty heteronormative of you to try being butch the second you—”

“How? How is that heteronormative?” Rupali is taking none of this bullshit.

“We have been over this,” the clean one is rolling his eyes. “It’s pretty fucking rich that you’re demanding to be educated now, after making such a fuss about leaving.”

Fascinatingly, Alex just continues putting up the poster while the two are occupied.

“Okay, educate me. Why is informed consent bad, Leonard?” Rupali is tensed up, hands tightening into fists.

“Well, many in our community have expressed concerns that irresponsible care pathways risk doing more harm than good,” Leonard begins.

“I WASN’T ASKING FOR THE FUCKING PR-SPEAK AND EXCUSES, I KNOW THEM.”

“Woah, okay, I can sense that we’re beginning to escalate to a problematic level of aggression here. Kenneth, help me escort these two outside?”

The lanky one, Kenneth apparently, chimes in. “You heard the man. Let’s go outside.”

“This is ridiculous,” Alex pipes up, having finished with his poster. “I’m on the board, and she was on it.”

“And right now you are both acting against the democratic processes of that board. Chop chop, let’s go, unless you want this to escalate further than it already has.”

I’m curious as to how precisely these two guys are going to enforce their decision here, given that Kenneth looks as if he’s about to start crying just from this little bit of confrontation. I guess his plan is to compel both Ru and Alex to take pity on him, which honestly seems to be working.

“Fine, yes, let’s have a lovely little chat outside about how disruptive a poster advocating for bodily autonomy is,” Alex sighs. “Ru, I’m sorry, will you please accompany us before Kenneth cries?”

“Do not speak about Kenny that way!” Leonard objects hotly.

Kenny, grateful, suppresses a sniffle.

“Fine,” Rupali agrees, eyes nearly falling out of her head due to the velocity at which she’s revolving them. “Let’s have a nice chat.”

They file out, with Leonard and Kenny bringing up the rear, as though Alex and Rupali, exasperated, were at any risk of ‘making a break for it’. I can hear their continued arguing slowly fade away while I stare at the informed consent poster and think about how I’m alone again, and how if I had just come here with the woman I had wanted to come here with, I wouldn’t be.

Back when I was just starting hormones, I had a hope that there was some appeal to parties like this one that was just switched off for me, a wall of guy standing between me and enjoying myself in these situations. I thought that once I was able to feel like a person, I’d have fun with this, but no. It’s still not really something that appeals to me at all.

Worse, there’s suddenly a literal wall of guy in my way, having occupied the seat I was saving for Rupali.

“Hey there,” he grins, flashing a row of blinding, unnaturally bright white teeth.

“H-hi.” Something about the way he’s looking at me makes me regret showing so much cleavage.

“So what’s your name, hot stuff?” The lumbering mass of sleazeball asks, flexing a bicep bigger than my head. 

He’s making a point of showing that he’s got pink nail polish on, lumpy and uneven coats chipping off nails that have not, at any point, gotten any kind of care.

“Stephany,” I lie, trying to avoid inhaling more of a cologne he’s deploying with all the tact of a war crime involving chemical weapons. 

Do we not have any security here that’s not busy playing poster police? I’m trying to see if anyone I know can come save me from this guy and his bare-minimum attempt at drag—a fucking sundress he’s wearing over jeans and a polo shirt.

“Hey now, Stephany. What’s the matter? Not having fun?”

Too-small shirt creaking under his corpulent pectoral muscles, he has the gall to put a hand on my shoulder. His haircut looks like a dead rat is glued to his scalp. I wish I could work up the courage to say any of that to his way-too-spraytanned face.

“What say we blow this joint, and then you can blow—”

“Nichole, do you know this guy?”

Thank fuck, Sif is back.

“Hey nah dude, we’re having a good time, aren’t we, uh, Steph?” The guy talks before I get to answer, leaning in as if he expects me to be okay with any of this.

Which, to be clear, I am about to vomit.

“I wasn’t asking you.” Sif’s words are like cold steel cutting through the man-miasma, offering me a chance to breathe. 

I’m still not quite managing to say anything, though.

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t asking you, fucking dyke. So how about you get bent, huh?”

The guy is standing up, flexing his muscles, puffing himself up to look threatening.

Sif, in turn, doesn’t have to flex to look threatening.

“I invite you to try.”

The blunt, matter-of-fact delivery of those words makes Mr. Sundress hesitate, if only for a moment, and I decide that that’s probably my cue.

“What took you so long, honey?” I pipe up, bouncing to my feet and, feeling somewhat dazed from the adrenaline rush of what was seconds away from being a very violent altercation, letting Sif put her arm around me.

“My bad,” Sif apologizes with a smirk, while Mr. Sundress starts swearing even louder. “Come along now.”

I breathe a sigh of relief, not even daring to look over my shoulder, letting Sif escort me to safety.

Could this night get any worse?

Desi

Could this night get any worse?

I booked the band for the wrong date. They were a perfect band, too: ‘The Combined Harvesters’, a real fusion of eclectic Euro-pop and folksy, country, down-to-earth hootenanny vibes that would have been perfect for a wholesome night of queer fun. Unfortunately, I wrote the date down in the format I assumed they were more comfortable with rather than the normal way, so they just thought I was pencilling them in really, really early. When I called to ask where they were, they told me they were presently playing a gig in some seedy vegan bar downtown!

Without their softpunk quirkcore dulcet tunes to tie together the ambience of the space, the venue really isn’t achieving the coexisting themes of queer joy and queer resistance that I’d been aiming for, given that there’s no whimsical soundtrack for the outspoken revolutionary statements to be a foil to. Now it just feels like we’re at a recreation of the Cafe Riots, which isn’t as conducive to a fun party mood as you’d hope!

Of course, it’s not like I can simply smile and say, “Oh well, this ball’s a political rally now!” A lack of any music is probably alright for the first hour, or maybe two, but sooner or later people are going to declare the joint un-groove-able. Fortunately, we’ve built a failsafe for just such a scenario into our very plans from the beginning. The venue where we’re holding the ball is a dining hall that is frequently cleared out to function as an event space, a makeshift stage built at one end of the cleared-out seating area that DJs, speakers, and even the occasional D-list standup may address the crowd from. I simply have to figure out how to plug all the right things in and I’ll be good to play the most well-received impromptu Europop-country fusion playlist drag events have ever seen!

All I have to do is keep up the subterfuge. I’m flowing expertly in between other revellers, using my own slight frame and everyone else’s billowy, ostentatious costuming choices as natural camouflage, bobbing and weaving until I’m close enough to snap a picture of a particular piece of equipment, image-search it, frown, realize there’s a model number on the side, frown again, type it in, catch myself wishing one of the crossdressing computer dorks from my apartment was here, mentally slap myself, frown a third time, finally look at the search results, realize I’ve punched in the wrong model number, enter it correctly, then scroll an abandoned forum thread full of people screaming about how they stopped manufacturing this make in 1997 and no more copies of the manual are in circulation and how exactly are you supposed to turn it off, again? No, I need to turn it on!

After some definitely inconspicuous cursing and wrangling, I’m ready to do it for the next piece of equipment on the other end of the stage, gearing up to avoid—

“Hello, Desdemona.”

“Quinn!”

Xe’s standing right in front of me, hands on xer hips, smiling down at me with narrowed eyes. I’d somehow practically run headlong into xem and now I’m withering under xer gaze, shrinking, feeling small but not in the good way. I also find myself begrudgingly admitting that their outfit is a pretty good blend of the hypermasculine and hyperfeminine: fishnets, hot pink heels, and a miniskirt worn with a men’s-cut blazer, button-down and bowtie. The fake beard does in fact complete the look so well that I can’t imagine the get-up without it, xer blue goatee accentuated by excessive levels of blush, powder, and truly garish magenta eyeshadow, all clashing with their close-cropped auburn hair. It’s all so fucking sharp, and Quinn looks positively dressed to kill—which is a cause for concern, given that I’m almost certainly xer most viable target.

“What an interesting mood you’ve set for us tonight, Desi.” Quinn turns pointedly to the empty stage, xer smile unwavering, before fixing the full intensity of their sight on my quivering frame once more. “I do hope our act isn’t delayed for much longer.”

“Certainly!” I find myself foolishly blurting out. “Expected any minute now, to be certain.”

“Certain. Yes, you certainly look very certain right now.” Quinn chuckles good-naturedly, a sound I hear very clearly over the dull roar of the crowd and the distinct lack of melodies. “How very kind of you to go to all this trouble, by the way. Setting up all the equipment for them in advance. You’re a very dedicated volunteer.”

“Th-thank you.”

“Remind me, Jeffrey. Weren’t you close with Tahani?”

Both the names in the question make me flinch. “It’s Des—”

“I am not in the mood to play, Jeffrey.”

“Right. Of course.” I audibly gulp. “I wouldn’t call myself close to Tahani in the slightest, Quinn. I hardly knew her.”

“How odd. I could have sworn you were always coming in with her … carrying her posters … that you’d clearly made together …”

“Ru,” I correct feebly. “I was friends with Rupali, Quinn. Not Tahani.”

A bolder woman than me might have interjected a line about not all brown women being interchangeable, but Quinn speaks too quickly for any version of me to point that out.

“Of course. Rupali. Only Tahani’s childhood best friend.” Quinn titters, and I’m not sure why this is information xe’s privy to, or information xe feels is relevant to bring up at the moment. “You know, it’s funny. Security just had to escort Alex out of the building.”

“Alex?” I squeak. “Why?”

While Alex is certainly an active member, I can’t say I know very much about him. He’s kind of tall and muscular and rocks a vaguely untrimmed handlebar moustache and certainly has shoulders a girl would die to hang off of, but he’s always been a bit on the irritating side. None of which feels particularly relevant to the conversation Quinn’s attempting to have with me, whose topic I’m now struggling to nail down. All I know is that it feels too much like an interrogation.

“It’s funny.” Quinn’s not looking at me anymore—xe’s stepped forward to stand at my side, addressing me without so much as turning towards me to speak. “Security just had to accost and eject him for being disruptive. Trying to put up some controversial posters, that would have blended in with the decor had he not been caught.”

“… Oh?”

“Rupali tried to defend him.”

The lump in my throat that Quinn frequently inspires is back.

“I haven’t spoken to Rupali in ages, she’s livid at me, I’m dating her ex—”

“And now, the venue’s oddly quiet.” Quinn continues like I hadn’t said a word. “Perfect for a little shouting to be heard over the din. An impromptu protest to be staged on the night of our biggest fundraiser. On its very grounds. Piggybacking off all our hard work.”

“Oh,” I squeak. “Well, it’s not going to remain quiet—”

“Of course not,” Quinn interrupts me. “Because you’re no friend of Rupali.”

“No.”

“And certainly no friend of Tahani’s.”

“Not at all.”

“And you don’t even know Alex.”

“Can hardly stand the guy,” I hurry to add, wary and exhausted.

“Good man.”

Finally, after a long moment, Quinn claps me on the shoulder.

“Well, off you go then,” xe chirps, smile wide as ever. “The show must go on, right Desi?”

“Right!” I chirp back, unable to muster half as much enthusiasm.

“Can’t leave all the cords and amps and stations unplugged for the act that is certainly turning up soon.” Quinn’s fake nails are digging into my skin, verging on painful. “Within the next twenty minutes, I’d hope.”

“Naturally,” I mumble, defeated.

“I look forward to it, old chap.”

Xe lets me go and leaves, striding through the milling rabble.

I am so fucked.

Panic grips me as I hurry over to the next piece of equipment. It’s ostensibly my last endeavor, but what am I supposed to do after I finish setting it up? Scouring the web for manuals and random helpful autistics got me this far, but I have nowhere to go after. If I just put a playlist on, it’d put the speakers to work but it wouldn’t be an act, wouldn’t be the entertainment I’d promised Quinn. Sure, I’m not whatever secret subversive rat involved in a conspiracy to undermine the GSA Quinn suspects me of being, but I am a fuck-up, am the girl who boldly started folding fucking origami flowers for her ungrateful boyfriend instead of making sure the Drag Ball had an actual band ready to play! I’ll be spared the guillotine, but whatever chopping block xe had in store for me for that soon-to-be-discovered transgression won’t be much prettier.

Honestly, why is Quinn so paranoid about me? If xe knows Rupali and Tahani are childhood best friends, xe should also know that I’ve completely alienated them from my life at this point. I was the one who spun Rupali’s departure as fair-weather allyship, a charge that almost everyone bought despite it being so uncharacteristic of how that woman has spent her entire life. I kept my mouth shut when Quinn and the others shouted Tahani down, despite the issues she’d vocalized being something I’d wanted to try and address myself. That’s because I know that Quinn needs to pick xer battles, needs to run the GSA smoothly and with a certain degree of cooperating with admin instead of turning into a problem for the college to solve, endlessly needling staff about policy deficiencies both perceived and real. To that end, I even stayed away from the protests against the university’s changed student insurance policies that dropped transition care, per Quinn’s explicit instructions to us all.

I’ve believed in Quinn, in xer vision for the GSA and the hard choices and compromises xe’s willing to make to ensure queer people continue to have our voices heard by those who run the uni. I’ve believed in them even when believing in xer has cost me, whether that be friendships or sleep or … or my own fucking sense of moral integrity, mired in the childish desire to scream out against every injustice instead of the patience of adulthood. I’ve nodded along to their speeches about appearing reasonable at the negotiation table, about not fighting some battles today for the sake of winning the war tomorrow.

So what the fuck is their problem? Why did they instantly assume I was trying to aid and abet some secret plot to destroy the ball?

Of course, an incidental answer to my question arises when I plug the last cord into the last outlet and instantly, all at once, after a momentary hum of victory indicating that all the equipment is finally online, every light in the dining hall—that is, the dance floor—dies.

The moment stretches—the darkness is suffocating—my breath catches in my chest. It’s over. It’s all over. Everything I’ve done, everything I’ve contributed to the GSA, to my friends—to the people who I called friends, who I thought were friends, but who consider the name I ask them to use a frivolity to grant and revoke depending on the seriousness of the topic—all of it will be judged against this moment. This instant, when I deprived the Drag Ball of both sound and light, plunging our guests into darkness and bringing the event to an early and definitive close.

There wasn’t even a saboteur, though naturally they’d debate how much of an intentional saboteur I was. Faintly, I recall Wendy raising an issue with the booking date with me, but I confidently dismissed her to pursue more important matters, like getting Kyle the suit he’ll only begrudgingly wear. So here I stand, on a stage that no audience can see, head bowed, brought low, cowed and defeated by circumstance and hubris and sheer, abject incompetence.

Cowardice perhaps played a role too, I’ll confess, as the tears fill my eyes.

Before I can shed a single one, however … the party lights turn on.

Lasers, sweeping back and forth. Little luminous dots, squirreling over the walls, ceilings, the revellers now rooted to the spot, looking around excitedly and speaking in hushed whispers. A tune I don’t quite recognize, but that makes the back of my mind itch in a particular way, begins to play softly over the speakers, accompanying a woman’s voice humming in beautiful whispers. Something is happening, and everyone is tense, rigid, frozen in anticipation.

Me included. What, exactly, is going on? What fiend have I conjured from the depths of despair, made a pact with in the heart of my soul’s abyss, to be so ceremoniously rescued? Who, exactly, is my savior?

As if to answer my question, two of the spotlights finally flicker on. One rests on the empty stage, the edge of its circle grazing my elbow, showing an electronic panel now lit-up, an instrument eagerly awaiting its player. The other spotlight illuminates the very heart of the crowd, which parts, a sea of orderly carousers who hie to unveil the revealed maestro.

Royal purple, draped over long limbs like a cloak over jewels. Sequins flashing in the dazzling light, revealing a too-short tube top that shows off both her midriff and her collarbones—and my supposed savior is very much a her. Jet-black streams of straight, gleaming hair, running down her shoulders like rivers of argentine ebon, adding as much to her limned aura as the reflective beads on her top.

Her blazer and bell-bottoms are the purples, immaculately cut to her figure. Her sequined tube top is the color of a starry midnight. Tall as she is, she’s raised herself up even higher on burgundy platform shoes, all the better to reach the heavens with, one arm outstretched far above her head while the other spreads wide, inviting.

“It’s Tahani Time.” She exhales a breath, and the room, holding its own, agrees.

What am I supposed to say? I’m transfixed too. Of course I am. I can’t take my eyes off as she approaches me, approaches her stage, with all the cadence of an executioner approaching the condemned. At least in this case, she deserves to carry out the final sentence.

“AV systems, babes,” Tahani whispers with a wink as she hops up next to me.

She picks up a headset that was idly resting on a larger speaker—who left it there, I wonder? How did I miss how conspicuous it was? Maybe I was a conspirator, even if an unwitting one.

“Thank you, thank you everyone!”

Tahani’s voice booms, washing over the crowd, mollifying and commanding them in equal measure. She settles into her place.

“Let’s start out with a big hand for DESDEMONA!”

Applause. The noise strikes me like a million tiny stings, like a swarm of miniscule ants flensing the flesh from my bones, so agonizingly undeserved it is. I’m stricken, silent, mute, gagged, my own shame choking the air out of my lungs.

“Thanks a lot for everything, Mona. This literally wouldn’t be happening without you.” Tahani spares me a single look, a muted quirk of her lips, before turning back to her audience. “I hope you have the night you deserve, babe, you’ve earned it.”

Nichole

I am having a headache.

Rationally I know that the party is better now, in the sense that Tahani saved it from a complete nosedive and has now set us on a path to a bumpy but mostly safe landing. 

That doesn’t mean it’s a good party, or that she’s magically fixed my shit. Sif is here, Kim went to look for Rupali and Alex. It’s fine, I guess, but the hollowness of it all is still eating at me.

I … wish Kathy was here. Her shenanigans would’ve been perfect to balance out the noise right now, would give me something to focus on so I could tune out the rest of this, something to deal with instead of just sitting here with nothing.

When she’s not around, I feel so alone. At least when we’re annoyed with each other, we’re with each other.

I’m tempted to check my phone and see what the server is up to, but I can’t stand the idea of seeing who might have been trying to get a hold of me in the meantime.

She called when I was on the way to Rupali, and I denied it on purpose. Three times. So fucking stupid. Why did I snap at her like that? What am I doing?

Well, at least I’m not the only one having a shit time. Dess is over in the corner, using her body to cover up the stubbornly glued remains of the poster Alex left behind. She looks as miserable as I feel.

“You good, Nichole?” Sif’s clearly caught on to my mood. “We can leave if you’re not feeling all right, it’s okay.”

“No, I want to stay,” I lie. I want to leave, but can’t go before seeing Kathy.

So I listen to Tahani work the crowd, putting on song after song from a culture and time I’m not really familiar with, letting myself lean on Sif’s chest and idly swaying like a lonely, uncut reed in a cold breeze. Tahani queues up something that she says is from nearly a century ago, a melancholy, meditative piece that you should hold your closest gal to, and I try my best to not sob into Sif’s tits, to not beg her to hold me like I know someone else should be.

I’m such a fucking mess.

I’m such a fucking mess, and I don’t know why I just can’t …

Except I do. Don’t I? It’s not about the sex, or the hysterics, or the way we’ve seemingly experienced a total breakdown in communication without being able to resolve it. It’s about how, before she said a single thing to me about the server, before she dragged me anywhere in any get-up, before she made a worthless spectacle of the first night we were supposed to spend together, Katherine betrayed me in a way I’ve never managed to forgive her for.

I’m mad at her because she’s not a girl.

And I really, really want her to be one.

Tonight really cinched for me that no, I’m not bisexual. Being attracted to people who look like women but aren’t doesn’t make me not a lesbian, it just makes dating such people a bad fucking idea. Katherine, for all her cute smiles, soft curves, and quiet beauty, is still attached to manhood, whether or not she lives it, and the sense of ownership she seems entitled to exercise over me certainly makes me more inclined to believe that she’s not anywhere close to letting go of it. It’s the one massive, irreconcilable obstacle to us actually being happy, to us actually having a happy ever after.

Because I don’t want to date a guy, no matter how transfeminized under patriarchy, and I certainly don’t want to be treated like a guy’s girlfriend by anyone of any identity.

“I’m going to have to break up with her.”

Sif doesn’t reply. Ze gives me a squeeze.

Thanking her, I disengage from Sif quietly, making my way to the vestibule. I just need to get some air, I need to get out of my own head, I need to get away from—

“Kathy.”

I stop in my tracks.

She’s here.

She’s here.

She’s here!!!

She’s here, and she’s wearing something that looks so much like a wedding tux in cream. It’s sure as shit a better attempt at drag than my dress, given that she looks like a woman and is wearing a cream, ruffly, flowery-as-fuck suit. It really suits her, too—pun totally intended—bringing out a certain charm that was always there but that she doesn’t really get to show off in her choice of hoodies and dresses and shorts. It’s just …

It’s perfect. It’s like she’s out of a dream. It’s like …

It’s like she’s holding someone’s hand as she walks in, laughing with him.

Kyle.

Why is she here with Kyle?

Why is she holding Kyle’s hand?

They’re all over each other, Kyle practically hanging off her, and while I watch them cackle in the vestibule’s doorway something inside me finally breaks.

That was supposed to be me.

“KATHY!”

Enough of this. I’ve had enough. I’m settling this right now.

“COME. NOW.”

I don’t care what she’s saying. I’m dragging her by the wrist—I’ll drag her by the hair if I have to, stomping up the fucking steps. I kick my way past a “do not enter” sign and burst onto a terrace, head swimming, vision blurry, cheeks wet. It’s dark. Only starlight illuminates us, barely, obscured by a thick mist of wispy gray clouds.

“A fitting stage for this confrontation, I must say,” Katherine is shaking. “What do you intend to do now, Nichole? Have you brought a sword, so that you might stab me through the heart in the literal sense, now?”

“Kathy, what the fuck are you talking about? We need to talk.”

“As you so aptly demonstrated by dragging me here by force. Would you like to contradict your actions with words some more?”

“Kathy, please just talk to me.”

I don’t know how I’m already sobbing so hard. I don’t know if Katherine can even understand what I’m saying past my shaking shoulders and heaving breaths and gurgling voice, but I struggle to get the words out because if I don’t I’m going to drown without her.

“Please just talk to me, Kathy. Don’t pull stunts and ignore me and walk in here with fucking Kaalappan hanging off your arm—”

“YOU were the one who stormed off, Nichole! You made your desire to communicate painfully clear! What has supposedly changed in the interim?!”

Yelling. She’s yelling. We’re always yelling. Why are we always yelling?

Why can’t we just talk anymore?

“Please don’t yell at me,” I beg, miserable, hypocritical, but sincere. “Please. Just talk to me. Just talk to me. Just talk to me, Kathy.”

“Why? So you might silence me again? Use me for pleasure and then turn my words against me when it suits you? If talking to me was of such great value to you, you had your chance to show it.”

“I thought I was the person in the world closest to you!”

“SO DID I!”

“So why the FUCK are you throwing Kyle in my face?!”

“Because where you have fallen short, Kaalappan has risen to the occasion and become a source of genuine support. Are you familiar with the concept? It is quite appealing!”

“I’ve been here for you for …” I have to struggle to suppress a hiccup. “Years. All of it. Down the drain. Nothing matters?”

She’s so angry. She’s so fucking angry.

She hates me.

“You tolerated my presence and humoured some of my passions, as opposed to none. Do not continue to mistake that for a genuine connection, as I did when I had nothing else.”

Don’t say that. Don’t say that.

“Don’t say that!” I plead, I scream, my throat raw, practically hoarse.

“You are in no position to make demands of me, Nicholas. You have used up your chances to be met in good faith.”

Cold.

Where before I was terrified, miserable, in pure, abject agony, there’s just … nothing. Just ice. Just freezing, and so, so empty.

We can’t talk anymore.

We may never talk ever again.

So be it.

I grab Kathy by the shoulders. I slam her into the wall. I throw myself at her, pressing my tits against hers, and I shove my tongue into her mouth as roughly as I can manage, which is not as roughly as she deserves.

I put her hands on me—my back, my sides, my butt, anywhere, everywhere, just touch me, Kathy, just touch me everywhere you can and grab me and claw at me and tear me open and touch every part of me you can reach before you never, ever touch me again.

My hands are fumbling with her zipper, hurried, urgent, quickly quickly quickly before I go, before my feet take me away from here forever. I drop to my knees and grab her and quick as I can I let her into me, and into me, and into me and again and again and again as much as I can as fast as I can as hard as I can because I’m never, ever, ever letting her anywhere near me, let alone inside me, privy to any vulnerable, intimate, secret part of me, for as long as we both shall live.

My tongue and lips and mouth are a plea, a promise, begging for her to leave me with something before it all ends, because it always ends, because it was always going to end and when it’s over I will never again see her.

Not voluntarily.

We’re not going to live together. We’re not going to watch things together. We’re not going to play anything together. We’re not going to do anything together ever again because I dreamed her, I dreamed the woman I was in love with and now my eyes are open and filled with tears and she’s gone, gone, gone, gone and I can’t have her back.

Because it’s over.

I swallow.

There’s a moment, here, where she has her hand in my hair, and she’s breathing really hard, and I’m leaning against her thigh while she leans against the wall still, where it almost feels normal.

“Is this all we are, anymore?” I ask without meaning to.

“… It would appear so.”

Go.

Just go.

Just go, Nichole.

Everything’s a blur. I don’t remember going through the vestibule. I don’t remember walking across half of campus. I don’t remember my feet blistering and my body quaking and my breath steaming up in front of my face for what has to have been twenty minutes. My brain just can’t hold anything anymore: a sense of time, new memories.

All I contain is pain.

At the cafe where Emmy used to meet me because she wanted to grab Laura’s favorite sandwich or pastry or something or other, it’s closing time. The external seating is on the external tables. The door’s locked, and the “Closed” sign is up. There’s only a single light on inside. Probably a cleaner. Shame, because I wanted to wait there for the bus. I turn around, preparing to shiver for the next hour instead.

I wait.

And wait.

And wait.

It’s okay. I’m not that numb. Not as much as I am on the inside.

“Sweetie, get the fuck in here.”

“Huh?”

A blast of warmed air greets my back as the cafe door behind me opens. I turn around, almost groggy, and stare numbly into the face of an older blonde woman, bundled up in scarves and sweaters, looking down at me like I’m a complete imbecile.

“Pacing around on the pavement outside a closed establishment is no fucking place for a trans girl at this hour,” the woman snaps, impossibly. “Get the fuck in here.”

“A what? I’m not …” I shake my head to clear the server cobwebs. “How ..?”

“It’s the heels, doll.”

“The heels?”

“You look like you were born in them. You walk like you put them on yesterday.” The woman sighs. “It takes some getting used to, I know. Been there.”

Is this conversation real?

Through the haze of my confusion, a spark of understanding dawns on me. I do my best to nod, and step inside the cafe. The woman shuts and locks the door behind me.

“Sorry,” I say sheepishly. “Rough night.”

“I can tell. Those first romances fresh on hormones are always hell.”

She’s putting her arms around my shoulders now, rubbing them, warming me up. I feel like I should at least tell her my name.

“I’m Nichole,” I manage to stutter out, between chattering teeth.

“I’m Dorothy, dollface. Let me make you a cup of something hot.”

Kyle

Alone.

Yes, the outfit is nice. I haven’t really had a chance to appreciate how well the estrogen’s worked on the rest of me, given how singularly focused I was on the tits. The spaghetti-strap top ends a hair’s breadth above my ankle-length skirt, revealing the barest taste of my midriff when I walk, looking like my bottom half is a mass of writhing shadows. A single slit down one side lets me flash a single leg roughly as often as I like and show off the black stilettos. My hair is not quite braided, but it is somewhat bundled, resting on one shoulder like a smoky pillar, while Katherine’s heavy-handed application of makeup paired with my hidden stash of kohl really does scream ‘goth’. Now that I’ve had a chance to appreciate some of the looks I’m getting, I do agree blue lipstick was the right choice.

Right. Looks.

The glances.

The stares.

Oh, gosh, there’s so many stares.

Katherine’s voice pipes up in the back of my head, her reminder echoing clearly: “You are likely not under as much scrutiny as you perceive, Kaalappan. This is a drag event, and you if anything come across understated. If I may venture a hypothesis, any eyes upon you should be solely attributed to how fetching you now appear.”

Even in my head she can’t shut up or stop hitting on me, the dork.

Either way, she’s right. Probably. The problem is that it doesn’t really matter how much or little I’m being stared at. Every pair of eyes on me feels like twenty, and every second of it feels like an eternity. I wasn’t really expecting Katherine to literally be torn away from me like this—I don’t know what to do with my hands now, and they were quite comfortable draped around her neck. I was being so decorative.

Nichole, though. The girl with too many issues and too few causes for them. Her manhandling of Kathy, them storming off to do who-knows-what gosh-knows-where—well, they have some kind of preexisting tryst, but it’s not a relationship and it’s certainly not enough of one to give her any kind of claim over Katherine before me.

I want my fucking date back.

Especially since Des is just standing there, off to one side. Her staring I don’t really feel, I’ll admit, nor do I much care what she thinks as long as she’s willing to not say or do anything about it anytime soon. There are eyes lingering on my arms, my leg, my face, even, now that I’ve learned to confirm these suspicions through the corner of my eye, and her histrionics about how ridiculous she clearly thinks I look despite all evidence to the contrary are something I can do without until the end of the night.

Though, I’m not sure how much further into the night I can make it. There’s guys staring at me, too, their vision clouded by roiling thoughts I’d rather not guess at the content of. With Katherine gone, there’s no one here I know, no one here I can be seen with, no one to look out for me and no one safe enough for me to retreat into the arms of. Katherine’s voice in my head or not, I can’t ignore everything, especially not the things that increasingly feel like hostility and hunger, and the budding panic in my guts is only getting heavier and heavier the more aimless and helpless I appear to all around me.

“What’s a pretty girl like you doing here, all alone?”

I start, turn around, and … stop. I just stop.

The way Rupali’s managed to ensnare all her curls into a single no doubt densely-packed bun is impressive, but very much the least impressive thing about her tonight. Rupali’s in a snow-white sherwani—a long, flowing top typically worn by South Asian men, its hem just about reaching her knees, above matching white baggy slacks. Slippers of gold and a scarf the same color accentuate the monochromatic expanse of her body, which looks so … broad and striking and impressively handsome, somehow? Some of it has to do with the way she’s carrying herself, her hand casually reaching towards me, and that signature mischievous smirk of hers that I’ve so missed carved into her features.

I take her hand without thinking.

Am I dreaming? A sudden haze has fallen on the rest of the world, every other human being around me starting to shimmer out of reality. Ru’s leading me through the crowd, my hand in hers, her other hand on the small of my back, guiding me through the madding throng with all the gentleness of a stablehand leading a whinnying mare. I’m bent, slightly stooped, but has she always been this tall? I feel like she could scoop me up, could carry me wherever she wanted if she so chose.

“You look amazing,” Ru giggles in my ear, and my heart hammers against the too-thin spaghetti strap top.

“You look stunning,” I gush, unable to stop myself. “Just a revelation. You’ve never worn a sherwani before, right?”

“Nope.”

“You pull it off.”

“You pull this off, too.”

“Well, clearly.” I give her a smirk of my own. “I can see how many heads I’m turning.”

“Of course you are,” Ru responds without missing a beat. “Why do you think I had to come right over and scoop you up?”

“I never said I’m yours to keep.”

Playful. Or my best attempt at it. I’m trying to keep the banter between us lighthearted, but I wince as I realize I probably shouldn’t have said that.

Ru, for her part, seems to either not notice, or not mind. “A flighty one, is it?”

Swallowing, I commit. “You never know, jaan. I could be snatched right out of your hands.”

I’m not expecting her to spin me around, to wrap her arm tight around my waist and press my body to hers, to look into my eyes with defiance and desire.

“Let them try.”

“Who?” I squeak, not really paying all that much attention to what Rupali says anymore.

“Anyone.”

Everything fades.

There’s nothing else, no one else. There’s her, and there’s me.

Her eyes see only me. I see myself in them, covered only in a strip of fabric peeled from shadow to drape over my form, the flimsiest of hurdles between her fangs and what she truly wants.

Her hunger, now … that inspires an altogether different sensation in my guts.

Somehow, despite the sudden non-corporeality of everything that isn’t Rupali’s fingers digging into my skin, I hear Tahani’s voice in my ears.

“For those of you who’re lucky enough to find your hands full, here’s an old ditty from a different era, telling you what to do when you find a pretty little thing wrapped up in stars and galaxies, now lying across your lap …”

I’m Rupali’s pretty little thing.

More than that, I want to be her pretty little thing.

The music starts and pours over us, drenching me, saturating me, making me shudder and gasp for breath. Rupali swings me around, low to the floor.

Where do you think you’re going?

“Nowhere,” I reply, breathy.

Then come closer.

Every inch of my body that I can reasonably press into Rupali is already in contact with her, straining against the very notion of tangibility itself. Her arm around my back is a vise, about ready to snap my spine. Her hand clutches mine hard enough to crush it into diamond dust. Her eyes burn with the intensity of twin suns, and my every sparkling exhalation is gobbled up by their blazing aura. We cannot, physically, be any closer than we are, so I do the only thing I can:

I obey.

The stain on her front, the inkblot she’s embraced, decoagulates as rapidly as it’s able. Shadow snakes around every fiber of her sherwani, every thread of unblemished white, and corrodes it, corrupts it, consumes it as the ink too is consumed. The empty waste drinks deep, swallowing the bubbling oasis, drop by drop by deluge.

Given permission, I expand, I spill—I spread.

She’s guzzling me now, her arms and legs washed in a pool of glowing tar, the crusty nebulae and brittle comets sticking between her slavering molars. Her threads unspool, unravel, sopping and dripping and seeking still deeper and deeper chasms, more abyssal depths to dissolve within. Every filament skewers me, probes me, winds its way towards my heart, only to wrap around it once, twice, thrice—seven times, till it’s distended and swollen and struggling to beat, barely loosing the meanest spurts of black blood, confined and constrained and caught in silver chains.

The fangs—still pearlescent, still sharp—lodge into it too, then, finding purchase in the only thing still clinging to solidity.

Rupali bites down.

Bursting like an overripe fruit, like a sun in the mouth of a monkey, I melt and I flow and I dribble down her maw, pooling in the few curves and crevices left, before being washed away by her slobbering need. I am swallowed whole, I am gulped down without chewing, and I am made in my unmaking, discovered in my erasure, saved in my annihilation.

She loves me.

She loves me.

Why, oh why, can’t I find it in my heart to tell her how much I love her?

I look, frantically, amidst the disassembled pieces, for the final clues amongst the entrails before all traces of it are lost to the steaming sky.

“… find a pretty little thing …”

I don’t want to be loved the way a woman loves a man …

“… pretty little thing …”

I don’t want to be loved the way my mother loves my father …

“… pretty …”

Or rather, the way she doesn’t love him anymore …

“… little …”

Does she see me? After all the shadows and secrets and shrouds, can anything, anyone see me?

“… girl …”

No one can. No one will.

Not until I’m fucking honest, for once in my life.

I’m sorry, Ru.

I promise, I’ll make up for it.

I surface.

“Kaal? You okay?”

I’m suspended. She’s dipped me, and though her muscles are clearly straining, she seems more concerned about the volume of tears pouring down my temples.

“I’ve never been more okay in my life, Ru.”

Unsure, but reassured, she picks me back up, and puts me back together.

There’s a small crowd, a small circle gathered around us, enraptured. They’re whispering to each other now.

“We put on quite a show, don’t we?”

Rupali’s staring at my smile, seems like, a little puzzled. “Yeah. We looked good, Kaal.”

“We did. We do. We—”

“Well. Isn’t this just the prettiest little picture?”

What tells me that I’m too serene, too happy, too self-assured to let anything ruin this moment, is hearing Desdemona’s voice without so much as rolling an eye.

Sighing, Rupali lets go of me—which burns—and turns to Des with a pained expression on her face. Des still looks miserable, but also livid, glaring daggers at each of us in turn. She takes a deep breath.

“Don’t.”

The onlookers fall silent too, along with Ru and Des, who seem equally amazed.

“Just don’t, Des.”

I turn around.

“Where are you …?” Des begins to ask.

“I’m leaving,” I announce. “Come with me. We need to talk.”

Without waiting for her to follow, I begin to make my way home, into a new night.

Postscript, the first

The minutes stretch on, and the set starts to wind down.

“Thank you, babygirl,” Tahani croons into the mic, before tapping a button to switch it off. She reaches down and gratefully accepts the bottle Rupali offers, cooling the scratchy heat in her throat with gulps of icy sweetness.

“About time you relinquished your captive audience, don’t you think?”

“Oh, they love it.” Tahani dismisses Rupali’s concern with a wave. “Sure, I can start playing the moody stuff, though.”

“That’s probably for the best.”

“Speaking of.” Tahani glances up from the equipment, having tapped through her phone to the next song on her playlist. “What happened to that cutie you were all over earlier? She left in kind of a hurry, didn’t she?”

“Tahani, that wasn’t …”

Rupali trails off. Words die in her throat as she turns, slowly, to face the dining hall’s still-open doors.

Images and sounds, choppy but bright, flash in her mind’s eye. The first time Tahani stayed over and cried into her stuffies. The first time she washed off Kaal’s nail polish and saw that he was holding back tears. The first time she knew, really knew, that she actually wanted to be with Kaal, because the only other person who made her feel as safe as Kaal did was …

‘… You’ve always been my sister.’

“Fucking hell, girl,” Rupali whispers.

Postscript, the second

Alex knows by the time the door shuts behind him.

“We have got to stop meeting like this,” he says to a dark living room.

No answer. Only the creaking of leather as someone gets up from the couch.

“Shall I keep the lights off, for dramatic purposes?” Alex asks, sighing.

“Check the case on the table.”

“Well, I’ll need light for that, then.”

Alex flips a switch.

Bobbie’s unamused face greets him. Zie’s in hir patrolling gear tonight, all leather jackets and clompy boots and what practical purpose does a chain hanging between two pockets serve, Mx. Obsessed-With-Skullduggery? Alex bites his tongue, and walks over to his apartment’s coffee table.

The case itself is small, rectangular, cardboard and unimpressive. Alex opens it to peer at a set of four vials.

“Valerate. Enanthate. Cypionate. And.”

“Undecylate,” Alex finishes for Bobbie. “The real rare strains, eh.”

“It’s the same lineup.”

Alex knows.

“It’s not one of mine,” Alex says before Bobbie can ask. “All my goods are accounted for.”

“I figured.” Bobbie walks over to a window and fiddles with the closed blinds without opening them. “Not one of mine, either. Plug got this from somewhere else.”

“Our operation covers every dealer in the city.” Alex is shaking his head. “So where did this little upstart get such a lovely haul from? The international lines are backed up, too.”

“Didn’t ask. Yet.” Bobbie turns back to face Alex. “Guess what he didn’t have, though.”

“Testosterone.”

“Correct. Not a drop. All E, all the time.”

“Shoot.” Alex slams a fist into his open palm in mock outrage. “And I really need to replenish my stores too, you know? The clinic’s really dragging their feet.”

Bobbie doesn’t respond to that. Hir eyes are boring into Alex’s.

“Yeah, I agree,” Alex relents. “This is it. This is the lead.”

Bobbie nods. “We follow this one rat …”

“… he leads us to the gold at the end of the rainbow.”

“The competition’s seemingly endless HRT supply.”

A wide grin breaks out across Alex’s face. “Well, bitch, what the fuck are we waiting for?”
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Desi

The road is winding, intermittently lit by harsh, white streetlights that do a poor job of illuminating the path. Any cars that drive by us are depending on their own headlights and the reflective strips embedded into the road’s surface, while us pedestrians have no choice but to flit from lamplight to lamplight, always heading for the next bright spot ahead.

Kyle, despite his emphatic declaration, seems to have very little to say to me. I suppose, now that I take a moment to pause and reflect on our torrid little affair, that that’s always been the case. It just feels particularly awkward now.

“How long are you going to keep this up?” I finally ask.

“Keep what up?”

He doesn’t even break stride, or turn to look over his shoulder. He just keeps walking away from me.

“I thought you wanted to talk,” I point out, through gritted teeth. “So talk. Say it. Say something.”

“You don’t even want to wait until we’re home?”

Stopping right under a streetlight, Kyle turns around. I follow suit, stopping dead in my tracks, hugging myself in the shadow he casts.

“What’s the point?” I sigh. “I don’t want to spend a bus ride crammed next to you, wishing the whole time that you won’t say what I know you’re going to say.”

“What do you think I’m going to say?”

“That we’re over,” I state bluntly.

Kyle says nothing.

“You can’t even SAY it!” I explode. “You don’t even have the decency to look me in the eye and say it your damned self!”

“You’ve done a pretty good job setting the terms of our relationship so far. Why should that change now?”

I take a step back, reeling.

“Excuse me?” I hiss. “Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for you, Kyle!”

“Without asking me,” Kyle interjects, and it’s like he’s driving needles into my heart. “All these big gestures, these grand declarations, all without my input, because none of them were actually about me, Des. You don’t have to keep pretending any of it was for my benefit. I am, at best, a prop to you.”

“How could you say that?” I cry out in anguish. “Kyle, I … I love you!”

“You don’t know me, Desdemona.”

This is a nightmare.

“You have to know a person to love them,” he continues, merciless. “I have no trouble believing you love an image in your head—a phantom in the approximate shape of me that you conjured. You don’t love me, though.”

“Does that mean … are you saying …?”

Stupid, stupid. Don’t ask the question. You already know the answer, Desi. Why must you make him say it?

“When did I ever say I loved you?”

Ice, encasing my heart. I sob, clapping a hand to my mouth, unable to stop myself.

“Come on, Des.” He has the audacity to sigh. “We both know we’ve been playing pretend. What’s the harm in acknowledging it?”

“No! You have, clearly!” I shriek. “You—you used me!”

“Oh, that’s rich.”

“You just experimented with me!” Fingernails in my scalp, digging in. “You in your miserable arranged marriage, thinking you’d just take a vacation from it all, just another bi guy taking a twink for a swing, having your fun with an exotic new toy, but when it comes time to settle down you run right back to the real woman who you can marry and who can give you babies because I’ll just always be a glorified hole and I’ll never be pretty or fem enough for you to proudly show off on your arm—”

“What if I want to be pretty and fem?”

My mouth just hangs open. I wheeze, and no words come out.

“What’s the matter, Des?” Kyle arches an eyebrow. “We’re both guys, aren’t we? Queer guys. Gay guys. Why are you so uptight about what I want to wear? About how I present? What’s the problem?”

“No … It’s not … You just can’t … I’m not … You can’t.”

“Why not?” He presses, damn him. “Give me an actual reason, Des.”

“You just can’t!” I scream. “I don’t wanna be seen like that! I don’t want to be seen with you like that, the two of us just looking like—like—!”

“Like a couple of freaks, sure,” Kyle sighs. “Someone’s always gotta be the man, eh?”

“Oh, no, not at all I fucking guess!” I throw my hands up, absolutely done with this. “Why don’t we all prance around just pretending to be lesbians, like our adorable little roommates, or your fucking ex—”

“Wait, my what?” Kyle frowns, interrupting me the second I mention fucking Rupali. “What did you say?”

“Now you want to listen to me?” I laugh, bitterly. “The woman you oh-so-sexily waltzed all over the dance floor with tonight was telling anyone who’d listen about the girl she’s fucking not moments before picking you up! I guess neither of you is particularly faithful, but what can you expect from two bisexuals?”

“I don’t really think you have a leg to stand on, there.”

“You’re right, how dare I make you throw yourself at me?”

There’s just nothing left inside me anymore. Nothing but bile and poison and acid, and I can’t stop spitting all of it in Kyle’s direction.

“Good point.” Kyle straightens up, nodding. “That was the worst mistake I’ve ever made in my life. I’m correcting it.”

I throw my head back and wail.

“Yeah, that’s what I am! A mistake! A fucking freak who belongs with other freaks because I’m never, ever going to get a real man to take the slightest interest in a goddamned mistake like me!”

“FOR FUCK’S SAKE, DESDEMONA!”

Before I realize what’s happening, Kyle’s seized my shoulders.

“Can you snap out of it?” he demands. “Can you realize that you go around judging people for dressing up like women, when that’s exactly what you want to do? If you’re so fucking desperate to do it, THEN DO IT. Stop acting like there’s all these arcane rules everybody but you is breaking, and for the love of everything sensible, stop acting like you need to be standing next to a guy for it to count! You can just do it, you can just be a woman, Des, and you don’t need to fucking recruit me into some harebrained scheme to let yourself be one! Because I am not your gentleman caller, Des. I am not your prop, I am not your shield, and I am not your big brown hunk for you to stand next to, looking pretty and small and fem. I’m your idiot roommate who does your fucking dishes, has been folding your fucking laundry, and cleaning your fucking room, because I’m only ‘the guy’ to you when you want to go outside and show me off. And now, Des, I’m your ex. Because we’re done.”

Ringing in my ears. He lets me go, and I drop to my knees, stunned. There’s no fight in me. There’s no strength in my legs.

“Des. We’re going to miss the bus.”

“So go.”

“Des, I’m not going to leave—”

“I SAID GO!” I look up, eyes wide, tears pouring freely. “I DON’T WANT TO COME WITH YOU, I DON’T WANT TO FUCKING LOOK AT YOU, I DON’T WANT TO BE ANYWHERE NEAR YOU EVER AGAIN! GET OUT OF MY FUCKING SIGHT, AND DON’T EVER DARE EVEN SPEAK TO ME AGAIN!”

Finally, wordlessly, he does as I bid. I see Kyle’s retreating form, and I promise to make good on my proclamations, to find someplace to crash tonight, and to figure out how to get out of the apartment as soon as possible.

He deserves that much from me. 

Kyle Rashmi

Home, finally.

The bus was packed to the brim, of course. Drunk passengers were shouting at each other, seating was impossible to find, my feet hurt, I’m cold, I’m sweaty, Kathy’s dress is too tight around the chest and as much as I enjoy the look of it I need this thing off, so I can breathe properly, drop onto the bed, and sleep until next month. Maybe next year, even.

Nobody is going to be home yet. I’ll be all alone as I get ready for bed, with nowhere for all these thoughts to go until I wake up. Simply take off my shoes and jacket, open the door into the common area and—

And see Kathy hunched over the dining table.

She barely seems to register my presence as she stares into her second bowl of noodles for the day. The kitchen counter is spotless, and she is lightly prodding at the food with a pair of plastic chopsticks.

Notorious for staining, the sauce on Kathy’s noodles would make them an enormously risky comfort food in a white suit. This is not a problem however, as Kathy has made the wise choice to change into her pink hoodie, the one with the cat ears.

“Home early?” I take a seat across from her.

“Oh, hello Kaalappan.”

Not even looking at me, Kathy’s response is as quick as it is disinterested. The noodles have started to solidify from cooling, her lips free from any telltale stains.

“It’s Rashmi, actually,” I correct without thinking.

My sudden proclamation succeeds in capturing her attention from the clutches of her lukewarm ramen, and she grins while locking eyes with me.

“So you have finally realized that the time for a real-life cover is at hand. A wise move, if somewhat overdue given that—”

“Nope.” I interrupt her pontificating before she has a chance to get stuck in some dead-end nonsense. “Trans woman. I’m a transsexual woman. A trans person, who now and for the foreseeable future identifies as and will be identifying as a woman!”

I slap the table for emphasis, and Kathy squeaks a little in surprise as she straightens herself out, fully attentive.

“I mean it. I’m fed up with keeping secrets, I’ve been hiding for too long already, I’m not just going to pretend I’m transitioning for the fucking server! I’ve already driven away the woman I was supposed to end up with, the one who would have accepted me all along if I’d just been honest with her, because I was too much of a coward to just say it! She’s even into girls, Kathy! I had the luckiest fucking arranged marriage imaginable and I pissed it all away by being an insecure moron!”

I take a moment to catch my breath. Kathy continues silently taking in all of my words.

“So call a tribunal on me if you want, I don’t care. It doesn’t matter. I’d rather just be honest.”

“I’m trans too.”

Deadpan and unusually to-the-point, it’s hard to tell if Kathy’s fucking with me or not.

“No shit?” I ask. “I mean, that’s sort of obvious, but why admit it all of a sudden?”

Kathy shrugs in response.

“It is much as you said. I, too, am sick of the secrecy, for it has brought ruin upon Nichole and I, much as it has done for you and Rupali.”

Hunching back down, Kathy’s mood is visibly souring again.

“I take it you two didn’t run off to sort things out, huh.”

“Her communication skills are as tepid as her fellating skills, she has much to learn on both fronts. The orgasm was fine, I suppose, but she really ought to have stuck around.” 

There really isn’t a good way to respond to that, so I don’t bother. Kathy punctuates the too-much-information with a sigh, and returns her gaze downwards.

“I said some regrettable things before that. Hurtful, ill-considered, and operating on presumptions about Nichole which, as it turns out, were entirely false.”

“What presumptions?”

“I thought she was a man.”

She what.

“I see. Were you, perhaps, recently kicked in the head by a horse?”

“I’ll have you know that I am soothing to horses, beloved by them even, and no horse would ever do such a thing to me. I was taking her stated identity in good faith!”

The absurdity of it is too much, and I can’t help but laugh.

“You took her stated identity in good faith even though she was literally transitioning in front of you?”

“She appeared to believe that a false transition was a reasonable scheme when I said I was doing the same thing. I had no reason to suspect she would deceive me about it.”

“So it didn’t occur to you, even once,” I begin, speaking very very slowly for Kathy’s benefit, “that maybe, just maybe, Nichole was doing the exact same thing you were, for the exact same reasons?”

Kathy blinks, tilts her head to the side a little, and then puts a finger on her chin.

“Well, when you put it like that, I mean–look, I was somewhat distracted by the panic of believing that my cisgender male friend was about to participate in Ranked Competitive Breast Growth. Such a thing would be a dreadfully dysphoric experience, would it not? She would not listen to reason, and so I was attempting to dissuade her from participating through… subterfuge.”

My head is in my hands now. “You couldn’t have just had a conversation with her? I thought you were best friends!”

“I mean. If I had warned her it would have incriminated me in the competition, and then I would risk being ousted. Certainly, I am somewhat culpable given that I introduced her to it in the first place, but up until she decided to participate I intended to be honest with her, for the most part?”

“But not honest enough to trust your best friend not to oust you from the competition.”

“Well. I mean. I panicked and attempted to knock her out first, is the thing. Hindsight once again tells me this was a bad move.”

Hindsight tells her that, sure.

“Kathy, why are you like this?”

“In all honesty, sometimes I find my actions and my motives to be discordant in a manner I barely understand myself.”

“If you don’t even know why, what hope do the rest of us have in figuring it the fuck out?” I mutter, half under my breath.

“Regardless, the core of my mistake has been addressed,” Kathy disregards my comment entirely. “Nichole is a woman, and I ought to act with that information in mind.”

“So you’re going to tell her what you told me, and try to fix things.”

“Rashmi. Hours ago, I damaged my relationship with Nichole to the extent that she fled my presence in tears. Prior to that, she was refusing to speak to me, to even answer my calls or texts. I fear the opportunity to sway her with honesty has passed me by.”

“But if you just come out to each other you’ll have a basis of genuine honesty to work off.”

“That supposes Nichole actually knows her own identity. I fear this might not be the case, that the darkness of the server’s influence has plunged her into the abyss.”

“That’s … not impossible, I mean. I only just figured it out tonight.”

“Indeed. In my attempts to save Nichole from undue feminization, I have provided her with all the tools of self-denial she could ever need. Her defenses against self-actualization are now truly impenetrable, and if nothing is done I fear she will believe herself to be following in the footsteps of Laura for every step of her transition.”

“Pretty bad situation for her, yeah.”

“And it is my fault. Thus, setting things right is my responsibility, for I refuse to depend on mere fortune to undo the harm I have caused. If I do nothing now, I am no better than Desdemona, enforcing masculinity upon a partner to whom it is poison.”

Instantly, I reach across the table and grasp her hand, tightly.

“Katherine,” I state, in a tone that will brook no argument, “let me state one thing, plain. You are nothing like Desdemona.”

Squeaking a little in surprise, she grips my hand in return.

“I appreciate the sentiment, but—”

“No buts.”

“However—”

“No. You’re genuinely trying to look out for Nichole, even if you have a tremendously flawed way to do so. Desdemona wanted a docile, passive boyfriend to order around. It’s different.”

“And yet, the harm remains, and now it falls on me to undo it.”

“She hurt you too, you know.” I tighten my grip on her hand. “You’re not obligated to save her, even if you think some of this is your fault.”

“Someone has to. If left to her own devices, influenced by the alluring whispers of that damnable server, I dread the monstrosity that will become of her. And besides … I want to have her in my life. I want to help her.”

Despite everything, Kathy really does care about Nichole. I smile.

“Well, you’re not doing it alone. We’re going to help her.”




Smirking wickedly, Kathy tugs on my hand.

“Then, my co-conspirator, we must waste no time.” 

I feel a looming sense of dread at what she’s about to say. “Kathy, please—”

“We must engineer a scheme to trick Nichole into realizing she is a woman.”

Nichole

The cocoa’s warm.

I hold the mug hard enough to feel my own pulse, nestled gently against my chest, breathing in the steam for a moment. Lavender and vanilla and cinnamon and scents I can’t place, the smell itself is healing, rejuvenating, breathing life and feeling back into my limbs. I take a tip of the concoction; honey, chocolate, spices and cream hit my tongue, a dazzling explosion of sweetness and salt that has me attempting a too-greedy gulp despite its temperature. A moment to ensure I haven’t burned the roof of my mouth and I place the potion back down on a coaster, looking apologetic.

“They don’t make you get good manners ‘fore they give you the pills these days, eh?” Dorothy jokes.

“No,” I answer feebly, realizing too late the question was rhetorical.

Kindly, Dorothy has turned up the heat for my benefit, shedding her various layers and sitting across from me. Her powder-blue blouse and bright pink pinafore harken back to a different, simpler time. Or maybe that’s just me judging her fashion and doing my best to put a non-catty spin on it.

“So,” she begins, conversational, direct, “what’s the boy’s problem?”

The laugh that tears its way out of my throat is harsh and deranged, barely human.

“The problem is it’s a boy. Isn’t that enough?” I ask bitterly.

“Oh, but that’s always going to be a problem,” Dorothy chuckles. “They have such unique, specific ways of going above and beyond that fundamental issue though, don’t they?”

“Tell me about it,” I groan.

“That’s your job, sugar. Take your time.”

So I do. I stare into the mug, trying to divine something from the twisting patterns of the rising steam. Trying, mainly, to think about how to phrase things without sounding like a crazy woman.

Because I don’t want to just lie. I’m tired of lying to people about what my actual problems are, about what’s actually bothering me, about what I really, truly need. I’m tired of having to lock everything away behind a shell, even when I’m with people I should or want to trust. Not that I trust Dorothy—I met her not ten minutes ago. However, I don’t really have a single trans friend, and had never even thought about trans people who are so much older than me, who came before me, who dealt with everything I’ve dealt with and lived, somehow even flourished through it. The thought is dizzying and fills me up almost as much as the cocoa. I really, really need to talk to her, as honestly as I’m able.

Maybe I’ll start somewhere simple.

“You ever just realize …” I trail off, trying to determine the best way to say this without sounding incredibly conceited. “Transition went, kind of well, all in all.”

Dorothy snorts.

“Okay, really well,” I admit. “Especially given the timeframe, I don’t look half-bad.”

“I’m not your girlfriends, sugar, no need to be humble.” Dorothy rolls her eyes. “I already hate your guts for being young and pretty, you may as well own it.”

That got a little smile out of me. “Alright. I’m drop-dead gorgeous and everyone knows it.”

“But it didn’t solve all your problems, did it?”

“No.” I take another sip of the cocoa, staring off into the distance. “Dumped a whole bunch of new ones into my lap, at that, and I’m not really equipped to sort out any of them.”

“As it turns out, pretty girls have problems too.” Dorothy spreads her arms wide. “Ask me how I know.”

I giggle. “I can imagine.”

“Wish I could tell ya what the silver bullet is, but as you can see, I don’t have a hunky baker closing up for me right now.” Dorothy gestures behind the counter.

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be. A couple of decades of living, a roof over my head, and a line of work that I actually enjoy waking up for every day … there are worse deals.” Dorothy shrugs noncommittally. “Lasted longer than the looks did.”

“I mean … you’re still very …”

“Over fifty, sugar, which to men means ‘dead’.” Dorothy raises a hand. “This wasn’t my bitch session though, was it?”

“Right.”

More cocoa. More gathering my thoughts. More trying to figure out how to talk about the server without talking about the server—though, actually, it wasn’t about the server, was it? When you get right down to it, as much as Ranked Competitive Breast Growth may have contributed to this hot mess I find myself in, it didn’t cause the actual problems. The server didn’t make Kathy into a distant, manipulative, eccentric and detached person who doesn’t trust me, despite professing to be oh-so-close to me.

That was all her.

“We’re best friends. We were, anyway,” I begin, faltering, but more sure with each word. “We’ve known each other a while, a long, long time, since before I … since before. So I thought that meant something, foolishly. I thought that even when things were hard, even when I’d have to deal with all the bullshit this new life is throwing at me, I’d have someone in my corner. Someone on my team, someone to watch my back and take care of me and hold me when things get rough. Instead, I don’t have anyone, because the one who’s supposed to be at my side is the one hurting me. Because the person I thought would never let me down just doesn’t trust me, just doesn’t see me the same way and just can’t get past how … I’m not the same person I used to be. I’ve changed. I’ve become someone new, and we both know it, and we just can’t admit how it’s changed us, too.”

Another sip. The cocoa’s gone cold.

Quietly, Dorothy places her hand on mine, on the one still cradling the mug. She taps my knuckles in a little pattern, brow furrowed in thought, exhaling a deep sigh under her breath. I must be such a silly girl to her, a freshly-out babe with the impulse control of a teenager, crying my first tears over a problem she’d likely solved and made her peace with long ago. Her empty bakery stood still around us as a testament to a life well lived, yet lived largely alone. Perhaps she was gearing up to tell me the harsh truth no one ever tells young trans girls, in their eagerness to reassure us with false hopes and ephemeral dreams. Perhaps I was about to be told exactly how futile it is for women like us to wish for happily-ever-afters.

“Your first mistake was thinking you got to keep anything from your old life, sugar.”

My grip on the cocoa tightens.

“It’s not your fault.” Dorothy’s voice is even but her tone is stern, that of a teacher telling off an inattentive student. “You’ve grown up with all this being sold as something easy, some fun new trend for kids to hop onto with multicolored highlights and atrocious fashion sense, for the purpose of making a juvenile statement about gender being fake. That’s not us, though. That’s never been us, because we know. We’ve always known how real gender is, because we know what it’s like to grow up knowing what we’re supposed to be, but somehow weren’t born as.”

She’s shaking her head now, her expression faraway. “We had a system, you know? You went through the gauntlet, same as all the women before, same as all the women after you were supposed to, too. This is a curse, it’s a fucking disease, and we’re lucky to live in a time where we know what the cure is. You get your letters, you do your damn woodworking, you get the right skills you need for your new life and kill every part of your old life that holds you back—you know it’s called a deadname for a reason, right?”

“I—I guess I didn’t think much of it.”

“Yeah, because for a couple of years you didn’t need all of that.” Dorothy scoffs. “What could go wrong? They just let any and every bloke in a skirt waltz in and get his pills because of ‘freedom’ and ‘choice’ and now look where we are. Idiot kids screaming in the press about how they were allowed to make mistakes, politicians and magnates on a crusade against our whole community, and now the same people who’ve been filling my prescription for years at the pharmacy make eyes at me. I’m lumped in with all the yahoos and the tourists, just like they wanted.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t be a child, girl,” Dorothy cautions. “We used to do things this way for a reason, because it worked. We used to be able to get what we needed without causing any trouble, without raising any hell or ruffling any feathers. We didn’t used to make being shocking and offensive our identity, or clowns in drag the face of our community. Nothing from your past is meant to be part of your future, girl. Don’t make the mistake of denying that out of petty sentiment.”

Everything is suddenly so clear to me.

How stupid I’ve been, how short-sighted, how selfish and self-involved—the realization hits me like a flash of lightning, like the gods have finally bestowed upon me the gift of insight and understanding. How could I have been such an idiot?

“It’s so obvious now,” I gasp.

“It should be, but no one teaches us these things anymo—”

“No, not that.” I interrupt Dorothy before she can spew any more of her nonsense. “Not a word you’ve said was helpful, frankly—I mean, it was, but not in the way you wanted it to be.”

“I beg your pardon?!”

Perhaps I should have made my point a little more tactfully, but I’m too excited to care.

“No, see—don’t you get it?” I’m clutching her hand now, excited at having finally connected the dots. “I’m such an idiot—I’ve been feeling like a complete failure this whole time. Cut off from my own people, isolated and trapped amidst gibbering morons in complete denial, playing the role of mother hen to idiots who won’t let themselves admit who they are and what they want. I really, really thought that actual trans girls aren’t like this, actual trans girls must be self-assured in their identities and confident and really sure and really women in a way even I thought I couldn’t be. But look at you!”

I brandish both palms at Dorothy in a manic little flourish.

“Here you sit, decades older than me, and you’re just as bad as the rest of them!”

“… Okay, I’m completely lost, but I followed enough to gather that wasn’t a compliment.”

“You just called being trans a disease,” I remind her. “You just told me with a straight face that you think killing off your whole life, not just doing it but being forced to, being expected to, was good and better and a reasonable, preferable state of affairs to people just being able to transition because they want to! That is by far the most insane thing I’ve heard this year, and it had nothing to do with the server!”

It’s too much—too much energy, too much exhilaration for me to contain. I jump to my feet and begin pacing around.

“It all makes sense now—she’s trans! Don’t you get it? She’s trans too, she’s always been trans, and for some stupid reason I didn’t realize it until now, I took her at her word for no good reason! She’s lied to me about so much else—why did I think this was the one thing she’s being honest about?!”

“‘She’? Darlin’, who and what are you even nattering on about?”

“The girl I love!” I throw my hands up and laugh like a lunatic, announcing it to the ceiling. “The idiot girl I’m in love with who doesn’t know she’s a girl, who thinks she’s running some kind of elaborate scheme for money and doesn’t realize she’s just doing it so she has an excuse to transition! I’m in love with a girl, I’ve always been in love with a girl even when I and especially she didn’t know it, and I have to make her realize it just like I’ve realized it! I have to fucking save her from her own fucking schemes, because she’s too damn paranoid and two-faced for her own damn good, because she’s so good at lying she’s succeeded in lying to herself! I have to save the girl I love!”

My moment of triumph is cut somewhat short when I finally lower my gaze and see Dorothy narrowing her eyes at me, her lips twisted into a disgusted sneer. She looks like she’s just found a hair in her food.

“You’re … in love with a girl?”

“Yes.”

“Get out.”

Honestly, she didn’t need to tell me twice. Dorothy really skeeves me out.

The bus is almost here, but I can’t wait any longer. I have to act, we’ve both wasted enough time and I can’t let us waste another second. I pull my phone out and anxiously make a call. Fortunately, she picks up after the first ring.

“Hey!” I practically shout into the phone. “It’s me, it’s Nichole—we have to talk, right now. I’m sorry, I know it’s late, I know it’s weird, but I’m coming over because I need to tell you everything. It’s really, really important.”
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#kickoff-q3-25 channel, RCBG Server, on the night of the Drag Ball

Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster’s Truest)

What even is the point of this kickoff ceremony? Of standardising the hormone onset of the new batch? It’s not like this sport means anything anymore.




Paladin of Penetration

This is, like, incredibly whiny even for you.




Jormungandr in my Pants (Trickster Was Right)

You trans girls have completely taken over the server while being un-kickable because your dear impenetrable hand-wrote you a guide on how to shoot down any challenge. I actually remember what this server used to be like when you could just catch a trans girl being obviously a girl IRL and boot her for trying to game the server.




Errant of E-Cups

Still a toxic cess-pit?




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster’s Truest)

No one’s forcing you to be here, dipshit. We literally don’t want you here, sullying the honor of men’s spaces with your female taint.




Errant of E-Cups

Dude, can you just let it go? Your guy lost months ago. Is there seriously no healthier outlet for you to channel this bitterness into?




Paladin of Penetration

It’s a pretty big intake this time. We can keep the server culture in this vicious back-and-forth, or we can show the new blood that we’re actually civilized adults here.




Jormungandr in my Pants (Trickster Was Right)

You’re literally here under false pretenses and I’m going to make it known to anyone who enters.




Laura

@everyone I have an announcement, so if you’d all join the kickoff VC I’d appreciate it. The countdown’s started and all.




Errant of E-Cups

Alright, so be it, you vindictive, petty pissant.




Laura

@isaacahedron I meant every word, babe.




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster’s Truest)

You are not actually the queen of this server, and I don’t have to do jack shit.




Jormungandr in my Pants (Trickster Was Right)

Dude, do you have anything better to do right now? We’re here for kickoff. Let’s see what queen bitch wants.




Bench Press Meta 2025 (Trickster’s Truest)

… fine.




Everyone who joins the voice channel sees, in addition to Admin’s countdown, Laura’s face in the video screen, her expression weary and her hair oddly unkempt. She is wearing a bright red tube top, shoulders bare, and her lips are tightly pursed.

Laura waits for a good amount of the server’s online denizens to join the call. Despite protestations to the contrary, when the champion calls, her server does, indeed, answer. Once satisfied, Laura looks directly into the camera and takes a deep breath.

“I’m a trans woman.”

As if to stave off any uncertainty, just in case anyone believes themselves to have misheard, Laura repeats the statement in writing, accompanied by a server-wide ping. The chat erupts into utter chaos, but Laura pays them no heed.

“Of course I’m a trans woman. Are you all dense?”
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When In Copenholm

‘Laura’.

As the feminized derivative of a symbol of triumph, it was the only fitting—nay, the perfect choice for my moniker, the crowning glory of the strategy that would lead me to running victory laps around that accountant-brained loser. Dear Izzy was so confident about trawling through the published literature on hormone replacement therapy, which cited studies that cut off at the two-year mark and then “assumed” no growth beyond that was possible, or kept their subjects on menopausal levels of oestrogen! A quack looking to quacks who were mortified by the enlightened ones who choose to grow breasts, and so strove to stymie the efforts even as they purported to study them!

No, Izzy’s misguided faith in biased and ideologically polluted medical institutions is going to ultimately seal both our fates. You think you’re guaranteed to stay at the top of the leaderboards due to your scientific approach, dear Izzy, just because you’ve been in the lead for the first year? You think you’re going to reign supreme in our and all quarters simply because you’re such a rigorous and disciplined and no-doubt dedicated, throbbing, turgid competitor, thrusting forth towards first place with none to impede your conquest?

I’ve already narrowed that gap between us, Izzy, far more than your pathetic predictive models had ever hoped to account for, and now with my final, explosive masterstroke, I’m going to put you exactly where you belong: directly below me. For you see, my sweet, simpering, soon-to-be-sputtering rival, I have unlocked the secret to place myself on top of you. I, Laura, she who is destined to be the Most Mammacious, will be going directly to the source, to the soothsayers and arcane oracles that whisper to the very molecular structures of esters themselves and extract from them the mysteries of mammogenesis by hand!

That’s right, you foolish, ignorant idiot: I’m going to speak to trans women. Izzy’s so-called superiority may be dangling in front of my face, taunting me with its proximity and totality and girth, but I will soon seize it with both hands and show everyone how Laura ascends a peak! So what if my knockout attempts haven’t worked? I managed to disqualify an entire quarter, Izzy, and if you’ve proven too wily to trap discursively, I will simply pin you under the gravitational pull of my inevitable, inescapable badonkers.

Securing said badonkers was not going to be trivial, of course, but I had a meticulous and foolproof—I should call it Izzy-proof, since those are synonyms—stratagem, of which the first several components had already been executed. I had purged my digital likenesses of all references to my cisgendered identity, spoofing a ‘realization’ of the kind I had observed various transfems undergo, and asserted my new identity, pronouns, and presentation on a plausible timeline for hitting these transfeminine milestones. Already I had secured a bevy of affirmers and admirers who encouraged my experimentations with fashion, and acquired an array of confidants who were assisting me in plugging into various communities and networks of transfeminized individuals.

To discover this parallel world, this androgen-antagonistic mirror reality lurking under the bones of mine had been a revelation. Trans women were at once everywhere and nowhere, a scattered web of cyber-ghosts and cultural specters, adopting and setting trends in equal measure, always with such verve, passion, audacity! The bold coaxed the timid and fearful out of shells, encouraging fledglings to embrace their nascent and pupating beauty, nurturing and blossoming a digital garden of the most vibrant, variegated flowers a man like me would ever have the privilege of beholding.

I understood, finally, why Izzy had such a hold on my psyche and why her stubborn refusal to emerge from her calcified chrysalis bothered me so. Yes, the competition was one thing, but the sheer majesty Izzy insisted on denying herself—because that fool was no man, as anyone with eyes to look could plainly see—was a travesty. She could be something so magnificent, so elegant, so great … and she chooses to be a STEMbrained dork in hoodies.

That princess would be liberated from the moron locking her up in a tower, even if I had to chaser to the ends of the earth. Unlike most men, I would not treat my transamory as a burden to conceal with shame, but a proud banner to fly and rally under. There is nothing manlier than being a knight for your maidens, and I had found the fairest ones of them all.

Of course, for any of my aims to come to fruition, I had to exercise the utmost caution and maintain my new cover without so much as a single slip-up. If I betrayed even a hint of my subterfuge, a single inconsistency in the web of lies I had woven to cloak myself in, the venerated matriarchs, far from welcoming me as one of their own, would banish me from their hallowed halls with nary a second thought. It was one thing to be permitted to walk amongst the artists and craftswomen, practicing their vocation amongst peers while presenting it to a wider audience. To be admitted into the most secret sisterhoods, the potion-brewers who comprised the backbone of this sequestered society, I would have to play my role to perfection.

Let the games begin.

“Oh, you’re having trouble with your endo? Here’s the invite to our DIY Accord, check the regional threads to find what’s closest for you.”

I’m in.

Plainly, this is one of the most businesslike servers I’ve ever been in. The rules are the first thing I see, followed by detailed instructions on how to access relevant channels and the levels of verification needed to do so. Compounding hormones is not, strictly speaking, illegal, but it’s one of those things better done under wraps, with an advanced degree of operational security. Given that I need access to the most cutting-edge discussions and testimonies of the synthetic mistresses, I offer up vocal and pictorial verification without hesitation.

Finally, the collected and collated knowledge of the decentralized feminization supply chains are at my fingertips!

What they lack in sample sizes and funding, they make up for in sheer detail, reporting on personal results and development timelines with a regularity and precision that would even make dear Izzy combust. Heated debates on valerate versus enanthate versus undecylate, on monotherapy versus blockers, on the best intervals of administration and frequency of level monitoring—there are mountains of attestations and opinions to sift through, of credibility to assess, of results to pore over. There is a golden ticket here, tailored for my needs and body type and level of responsiveness to the exogenous regimens; I simply have to sift through the haystack.

One bizarre anomaly sticks out to me, though, a relatively minor one, but all the more notable for it. The bulk of the server—almost its entirety—is dedicated to the art of distilling the purest nectar of bodily alchemy and ensuring its distribution to the deprived. So why, exactly, is there a single social channel named, mystifyingly, ‘slurping-skrymirs-horn’?

And why, exactly, is this the one channel in the whole server where you may select anonymized nicknames, distancing your persona in there from your identity in the rest of the server?

It isn’t important. The channel has much fewer users than most of the others—though, it has a lot of activity, I note, and very dedicated activity at that, churning out new messages and notifications at nearly all hours of the day. Hard to ignore, really, unless I mute it, which I likely should.

Although …

I mean, I have to be thorough, do I not? Leave no stone unturned? Is that not my entire purpose here, the entire reason I have undertaken the mission of infiltrating a trans women’s space as a cis man?




If the mistresses of the server find this space stimulating, surely they would be prone to dropping pearlescent nuggets of wisdom there, or perhaps even seminal inspirations that could shake me to my very core and hasten the ballooning of my body!

Ignoring this enigmatic forum would only be to my detriment, but so would jumping in unprompted. I have to do reconnaissance, to observe the norms and customs and—

Okay, wow, this channel is horny.




Thorsty As Fuck

Shieldmaiden abs is my religion ngl. A world without shieldmaiden abs is a world with no joy in it.




JormunnGender

@Thorsty As Fuck Check DMs ;)




Thorsty As Fuck

Oh my fukcign god. Mommy? Sorry. Mommy? Sorry. Mommy? Sorry. Mommy? Sorry.




Thorsty As Fuck

Please jsut. Get me on your longship. Immediately




JormunnGender

Only if you’ll be a good little thrall for me




Thorsty As Fuck

pleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleasepleaseplease




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

Hey uh. Anyone else think this is a bit iffy?




Thorsty As Fuck

oh jfc. we’re consenting adults.




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

Oh, that’s fine. I just meant you have like zero game.




Gjallarhorny

ROFL




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

“Sorry mommy”? In current year? Watching this is actively anti-erotic




Thorsty As Fuck

Oh fuck offfffffffffff




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

Then stop ruining my favorite yuri in front of me!




Gjallarhorny

ey has a point. I’ve had more arousing conversations with my grandma.




Impaled on Gungnir

That’s because you’re a GILF hunter.




Gjallarhorny

Um, I take offense to that. It’s called “according one’s elders the proper respect”.




So I guess the DIY server has some kind of … Norse mythology kink chat?

Why does the DIY server have a Norse mythology kink chat?




Impaled on Gungnir

Hot take but the “abducted by shieldmaidens” genre isn’t even that good sorry not sorry




That’s a genre?!

While I process this revelation—that there is an entire erotic world of Norse mythology given such prime importance in transfem culture that a DIY server dedicates a whole channel to it—I watch the chat erupt into acrimonious protestations at the snubbing of the hallowed shieldmaidens.




Problematic GinnungaGap

Look, you’re allowed to have shit taste, taste is subjective after all




Gjallarhorny

Fact check: shieldmaiden yuri is OBJECTIVELY peak tho




Problematic GinnungaGap

That said, please respect and appreciate a genre setting that is based on one of the most progressive matriarchal cultures in recorded history, with political power concentrated in the hands of women and recognized non-binary gender roles. There’s a reason a lot of us connect with that legacy and heritage.




Thorsty As Fuck

to be clear i literally just want giant muscle women to murder me




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

@Problematic GinnungaGap and get super horny about it




Problematic GinnungaGap

Well, that part goes without saying.




Welp, that does it. I am going to have to say something, because while I have no strong feelings on the art in question—I mean, not that the idea of giant muscle women murdering me is unappealing—the pop-cultural understanding of ‘historical matriarchies’ and ‘recognized third genders’—my literal field of study—is not something I could silently observe without weighing in.

I hurriedly set up my own channel-nickname—the wittiest possible one, naturally—and set about educating the misinformed.




Ragnarok Your World

That is such an illiterate and motivated reading of the evidence we actually have I’m sorry it’s basically historical fanfic




Problematic GinnungaGap

Um, I’ve read the actual scholarship




Ragnarok Your World

Yes because all scholarship ever is ironclad truth and written by objectively correct infallible automatons and not humans with Topplr accounts who read and write fanfic in their spare time.




Thorsty As Fuck

this is easily the least thorsty I have ever been




Tyrfinger Me

tbh the shieldmaiden genre fell off when they started calling any and every viking woman a “shieldmaiden” i mean where tf are the shields




Problematic GinnungaGap

Sorry, I see you’re new, have you even read the stories we’re talking about before you so confidently dismiss them?




Ragnarok Your World

Well, I mean, I’m not really talking about the stories, but I doubt they’re particularly historically accurate if they’re based on this idea.




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

A FRESH VIRGIN FOR THE SHIELDMAIDENS TO ABDUCT! CHAT, LINK HER THE CLASSICS!




Mystle-My-Tainnt

@Tyrfinger Me please don’t relitigate shieldmaiden purism discourse holy FUCK




Gjallarhorny

Oh I have the masterpost bookmarked don’t you worry




Ragnarok Your World

I literally do not think the porn in question is relevant to the conversation we’re having




Thorsty As Fuck

the porn is the ONLY RELEVANT THING HERE




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

Sorry, no opinions on the genre without having first … sampled it




Gjallarhorny

Five bucks says she’ll be doing more than ‘sampling’ this trove




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

Without a doubt tbh




Why did I even bother?

Especially since I wasn’t here to clear up misconceptions about notions of gender across cultures, and I really should have just kept my mouth shut. Now I have an entirely irrelevant channel’s chat spamming me with links to their holy canon of sapphic pornography wherein poor Anglican peasants are abducted by massive, hulking Viking women with glistening abs and bulging biceps who could tear off the pathetic, withered sack you wore in lieu of garments in a single moment and subject you to pleasures of the flesh heretofore forbidden and inexperienced in your miserable, repressed, unfulfilled life.

… Maybe I can check out the most-recommended one, just out of curiosity. 

I Attend a Shieldmaidens’ Banquet—and I’m the Main Course?!

They came in the dead of night.

Shores burst into flame, longships gouged furrows into mud and sand, and the air itself trembled with the ululating warcries of the berserker-women, rousing us into this waking nightmare. Brandishing a dual-bladed battle-axe in each hand, clad only in bear and wolf skins, the terrifying shieldmaidens of the frozen wastes descended upon our fertile soils, ready to reap its bounties.

Raised on stories of these vicious, violent vixens, I could do naught but tremble in my burlap sack of a nightgown, clutching at my holy symbol and praying to my gods in vain. For I was but a pious shepherd, too sickly and frail to slave in the fields, and thus resigned to tending milord’s favorite sheep. My papa, a stout boulder of a man, beat me daily for failing to contribute more meaningfully to our household, especially on the annual tax-tripling days, but I understood that was just his way, and saw every day as a blessing.

Our deities had finally abandoned us, however, for my sweet pa lay dead before me, and I was confronted with a terror from our myths made reality: her golden hair wild as a mane under the bloody, dripping wolfskin she now sported, piercing blue eyes focused squarely on … me. Each step she took shook the very foundations of our little hay-shack, and I was soon quivering, hands clasped, before her taut, sinewy thighs, each thicker than my head.

I knew, then, that my end had come, for the ghost-pale furies were as cold-blooded as the Tundras that had birthed them, and they had no use for wretches like me: infirm, weak, and male. We knew they claimed wives from amongst our people, but I would be discarded like a calf.

“Well, you’ll certainly do,” she announced in a voice like rolling thunder, towering over my withering frame. 

A horn of mead was thrust against my lips, hot and pungent and sickly sweet, spiced with tangy flavors that overpowered all my senses and filled my mouth with a strangely pleasant burning. I gulped, reflexively at first, then with a famished fervor, desperate to imbibe what felt like my final meal, my sole remaining pleasure, an explosion of sensation such as I had never encountered before in my meager living. Was this some peculiar brew favored by lords and kings, now wasted on a wretch such as myself for the amusement of the invading horde? Or was this a poison, a final act of cruel mercy, to allow a victim a singular moment of ecstasy before being culled?

Questions continued to swirl about my thoughts, spinning faster and faster in the grips of what was surely intoxication, my body seeming to shift and sculpt itself in forms anew. My hair seemed to lengthen, my bosom seemed to swell, and I found myself gasping and crying out in a voice distinctly shifted in timbre. Dimly, I was aware that I was being carried across still-burning fields, slung across my captors broad shoulders like game, ere to be roasted upon the spit.

She brought me to a little clearing, at the center of which sat a roaring bonfire. Her companions had accumulated the kindling for it from a nearby place of worship, shattering shrines and pews and pulpits to feed the flames higher and higher. I knew, then, that I was to be consumed by this sacrilegious inferno, a lamb to be slaughtered in the pursuit of the desecration and destruction that is the invaders’ true faith.

“Fresh meat!” my captor bellowed, the laughter in her voice jeering, and flung me before her ravenous pack.

Pathetically, I sit up, eyes watering and stinging, unbound but no less defenseless for it, without even the bearings to perceive my assailants, throat still raw from the tincture I had imbibed. I was thus unready for the sheer ferocity and urgency with which groping hands seized at my body, my vestments proving to be no impediment at all and sloughing off my nascent, nubile form easier than scraped-off dirt.

The nature of the feast I had been made the centerpiece of soon became clear, with my every inch examined, grasped, stroked, pinched, kneaded, clawed, slapped and mauled and bitten and licked and sniffed and thoroughly, mercilessly assessed, my flesh made available for sampling by every starving warrior woman present. I was tasted and gouged, made to squeal and moan and wail, played like an instrument at a barbaric, depraved, demonic festival. Every nerve I possessed was afire, my mind unable to keep up with the deluge of stimulation I was being subject to, and my tongue lolled out of my mouth as my drooling lips remained parted in an eternal, lamenting keen.

At least, until my mouth was filled.

Fingers at first, probing and testing, judging how I responded, how wet I was, how greedily my lips and tongue inadvertently closed around them. This involuntary response was met with cackles and howls, the roaring of beasts who have seduced their quarry into baring her throat to their slavering maws. Not long after, a massive fist roughly closed around my locks, dragging me upright and pressing my face between powerful, corded legs, offering no more guidance than that—but of course, none was needed. I set to work immediately. My throat burned once more, and I knew that I had to have the only nectar that could quench this maddening thirst.

What noises I made then were not keens, but pleas, the eager, lewd, vulgar panting of an ill-behaved pet pawing at her mistresses for treats. Brawny limbs closed around my head repeatedly as I crawled about, begging to be entrapped by another and demonstrate my utility to their blasphemous, paroxysmal cavorting. My mouth was saturated with their briny offerings, which despite running down my face in salty rivulets akin to tears of joy, I could not seem to have enough of, beseeching my superiors for more and more and more of their divine gifts.

They ceased to make use of me one at a time, then, for there was plenty of me to enjoy even if one end was busy. Mouths descended on me then, some nearly tearing chunks out of me, others content to trace intricate patterns up and down the expanses of my skin, some frenetic and frenzied, others languid and oddly loving, in a way nothing in my life had ever been. My own ecstasy—‘mounted’ was not right, for it had not once been permitted to wane, had seemed to only peak and crest and reach pinnacle after pinnacle, unlocking heights I did not know mere mortals were capable of ascending.

I was a puddle, a pool, then an ocean, stormy and roiling and tamed, utterly, by the shieldmaidens who had conquered my every shore and blessed my every drop, mistresses of my wildest whims and benefactors of my greatest swells. They commanded me and I sprayed, they called and I parted, they plowed into me and I only wished for them to plumb my most fathomless depths till every scrap I harbored was treasure in their safe, strong hands.

“Take me,” I said, for the hundredth, thousandth, millionth time, and they took and took and took even when I thought I had nothing left to give.

Pleasure became pain became something new, a melody that every fiber, every bone, every drop of me sang in harmony, offering up everything that I could submit to my saviors. I was their willing sacrifice and I let them kill me, again and again and again till I lost count of every sweet death I savored without once being sated. They made a bounty of me, a miracle of the nourishment a scant serving like me could provide, and I was a most gracious host, dedicated to ensuring my guests had all they wanted, all they demanded from my finest stores.

When at last the revelry came to a close, it was akin to embers doused in rain, my crazed surface cracked and hissing and protesting against the cessation of heat. I was a glutton most sinful, a famished, skeletal waif gorging herself on fruit till she bursts, and the absence of teeth around my neck or muscles straining against my torso registered to me almost as torture. My bold, brave, brutal, beautiful owner carried me again, cradling me in her arms like a bride, singing softly to me of the sea and the lands beyond it.

“Will you make use of me again?” I prayed.

“Every night,” came the answer, and I writhed against her firm, gentle frame, delivered unto my paradise.

“Oh goddesses,” I gasp, aloud, very glad to be alone in my room.

Tingling, buzzing, positively vibrating from toe to tip—I hadn’t expected anything when I began perusing the channel’s insistent offerings, let alone this strong a reaction, let alone the pulsating resuscitation of an organ that I was sure had been rendered permanently dormant by my altered endocrinal make-up. I’d had to shed my pyjama shorts and panties in the process of reading the smut so that it wouldn’t distract me with the dull, intrusive pain of being trapped in garments that I’d picked out without caring to accommodate its possible tumescence, which only made the issue worse.

Not that I wanted to touch it—myself, that is, to this absurd yet oddly compelling yet decidedly low-brow account of becoming a domesticated fucktoy to an array of burly, strapping women, and I should definitely move on from this train of thought because this level of bulging distension would have been uncomfortable even if the relevant appendage had not slightly atrophied from disuse.

Panting, I tab back to the Accord chat, hoping that the server denizens were discussing a suitably tedious and pedestrian topic to distract myself with.




Impaled on Gungnir

That’s just it, though—at what point do you actually want more than wish fulfillment at spearpoint? At what point do you take a step back and actually ask yourself, “Hey, is having my deepest desires foisted upon me the best representation of my erotic and intimate life?”




Problematic GinnungaGap

Oh here we go with the ‘consent’ arguments again. Yes, you’ve figured out that feminization that is forced would be a less-than-ethical situation IRL—congratulations! Should we throw a party? Should we invite Allison Cleats?




Mystle-My-Tainnt

less discourse, more dicks-course please?




Impaled on Gungnir

Cute. I’m not saying a lack of consent is the issue with the genre—especially since there isn’t a lack of consent at all.




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

whuh




Problematic GinnungaGap

… Pardon?




Impaled on Gungnir

Sorry, but “Oh no! I’m being liberated from the drudgery of my miserable life and being handed everything my heart secretly desires without having to ask for it!” is hardly a ‘consent violation’ now, is it? That’s fairy tale logic. It’s your godmother materializing to grant your wishes in a corset and fishnets while cracking the whip and sternly calling you a naughty, naughty girl.




Thorsty As Fuck

NEED NEED NEED




Problematic GinnungaGap

So, what, you think what the genre is missing is more actual men, dissociating and going insane from the loss of agency and body horror of being transformed against their will.




Tyrfinger Me

yeah? sounds hot as shit, in fact i’m going to write some of that right now




Impaled on Gungnir

Hardly. I’m saying that the entire framing device gets old quickly. Yes, fine, you’ve engaged with the best and worst the genre has to offer. You picked up your copy of Epsilon Epsilon Sorority with its scathing feminist bent, as well as indulging in the lewdest, smuttiest of the gratuitously-splattered comic offerings. It has its place, certainly both historically and culturally, and lord knows our eggs need all the encouragement they can find.




Thorsty As Fuck

The Epsilon attic would fix me fr fr I need it




Impaled on Gungnir

Yet, a lot of us speak as though this is the sum total of our art and erotic imaginaries, the peak of the expression of our desires. A notion I refuse to entertain when the idea of a trans woman who isn’t afraid to hunger is still so neglected, even in our communities, to say nothing of anything approaching wider audiences, or heaven forfend ‘the mainstream’. Do none of you actually want to read about women who want to transition, who want to be lesbians, who aren’t afraid to want and actually set out to achieve their goals without shame and excuses?




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

… this would be a metal as fuck speech, worstie, if I didn’t know for a fact you typed out this entire screed to shill for Magical Valkyrie transformation fic.




Impaled on Gungnir

ok but am I wrong tho




Problematic GinnungaGap

LMFAOOOO YOU SAID ALL THAT ABOUT SELF-ACTUALIZING TRANS WOMEN AND YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT A GENRE WITH MAGIC TRANSITIONS?! Delete your fucking account.




Impaled on Gungnir

AM I WRONG THO




Loki’s Scepter (by which I mean penis)

No, please, regale us with how much less problematic the genre is, when its flagship work is a eugenics breeder fantasy where the East Asian protagonist turns white.




Impaled on Gungnir

We are NOT talking about Drakkar. The most popular stuff is rarely the best stuff, anyway.




Problematic GinnungaGap

So what story about finding a magic artifact that instantly turns you into a girl and a superhero do you consider to be the best representation of transfeminine desire, worstie.




Impaled on Gungnir

I was getting to that. This is not exactly obscure, but it is, as I said, neglected.

I click the link without thinking. My little issue hasn’t exactly faded away as I’d hoped, and if I was going to bust out the lube and the dildo, I was going to need something with hunger, as advertised.

My Arch-Nemesis is My Boss At Work?! (My Boss is a Jotun)

It all made sense now.

Of COURSE Mrs. Shah was Reginleif’s most dedicated foe, not simply in the sense of saddling my secret identity with pointless busywork and excessively pedantic corrections and just the MOST mind-numbing digitization and archival drudgery, timed perfectly to coincide with when the city urgently needed me. More than that, the similarities between Vafthrudnir and my boss—even the very barbs each of them directed at me—how could I have missed it all this time?

Almost as if she possessed the power of telepathy and was responding to my piecing it all together, Mrs. Shah announced her arrival at my cubicle via the booming thud of a too-large stack of folders being deposited right in front of my face. A stack of folders that no ordinary human should have been capable of carrying around without so much as breaking a sweat, I drily noted. Good going, girl—meticulously register every clue now that observing these things is of no appreciable benefit to either you or Reginleif.

“I think you’re going to have to stay rather late tonight if you hope to meet the revised targets, my darling.”

Mrs. Shah was cooing, leaning against my desk while practically draping herself across me. Refusing to look at her too-tight blouse and pencil skirt or her sheer leggings, I studiously stared at the paperwork I was destined to occupy myself with until well past midnight. This refusal resulted in her grasping my tie with her immaculately-manicured hand, the too-long nails nearly shearing through my button-down, and wrenching my face up to look into her malevolent eyes that were—yep, DEFINITELY glowing as red as her bindi. Her sleek black ponytail, down one shoulder, tickled me a little when she leaned down to breathe steam directly into my nostrils.

“Naturally, I volunteered our department for giving up overtime, in light of our missed Q3 goals,” she sneered. “You can hardly claim that you deserve it, given your productivity, Mister … what was it again?”

“You know my identity full well,” I hissed, unable to maintain my silence any longer.

“I do, don’t I?” She traced the side of my jawline with an increasingly-hot, increasingly claw-like finger, burning away some errant stubble. “I prefer your prettier side.”

“I wish you had one.”

“Now, now.”

Incensed, the fiend seized my jaw, her burning fingertips digging into my cheeks.

“Let’s not get carried away with the insubordination, shall we?”

Smoke filled my nostrils as Mrs. Shah’s skin reddened and her hair began to flare and billow about her face.

“I’d hate to make this night any harder for you than it already is.”

“Enough of this,” I growled, drawing upon the power I had been imbued with. “DROMI!”

Mrs. Shah—Vafthrudnir, rather—is knocked back with the force of a thunderclap as power courses through my veins, supercharging my mortal shell and burning away its imperfection, its weakness. The spirit of Reginleif manifests within me and my body takes on her appearance, my form altering to the one where I now feel most at home: muscles that appear to be sculpted from marble, braided blonde locks that reach to my waist, and the burnished armor of the Valkyries that protects me from nearly all harm. Dromi, the ever-extending, near-indestructible chain, appears in my hands, each end bearing a massive weight that allows this divinely-forged shackle to function as a dual-ended meteor hammer. I whirl upon my foe, ready to end this once and for all.

My boss—my foe, my tormentor, had by this time also shed the facade of Mrs. Shah, inhabiting the form of the fiery Jotun Vafthrudnir, whose machinations both in and out of the office had tortured me so. Her hair was mane of blue flame, and her eyes burned a molten crimson as she drew herself up to her full height, all ten feet of her towering over my slight frame. Her glistening skin was the color of glowing coals, and she had sprouted four extra arms—two on each side—seeking to pin me down and finish me once and for all.

“So you finally decided to stop hiding behind that snivelling mask!” Vafthrudnir roared with laughter, charging at me through cubicles and copiers, leaving a trail of flame in her wake.

Clever though she was, Vafthrudnir had finally miscalculated, choosing to engage me in close quarters like this. Usually she preferred to entangle me in a web of obligations and binaries, presenting me with impossible choices that left me unable to claim a total victory over her. This time, there would be no loophole, no contingency, no gambit that prevented me from leaving her shackled and bound, utterly at my mercy!

Hurling one end of the meteor hammer at Vafthrudnir’s head, I covertly hurled the other behind my back. Vafthrudiner dodged my launched missile with a cocky chuckle, simply sidestepping it as I’d planned, and sealing her fate entirely. Letting her continue to barrel towards me, I reveal my most closely-guarded secret regarding the ancient weapon: that I could control the speed and direction of each end of the ever-extending chain! My erstwhile boss finds herself tumbling directly into the snare I weave for her, wrapping around her torso, then each limb, then her very neck.

When I’d completed my maneuver, I was holding each weighted end of Dromi in my hands, tightening the metallic noose around her quivering flesh, leaving this demonic woman on her knees before me. I promised myself to not make her beg TOO much.

“What a nice trick,” Vafthrudnir almost purred, in a voice much closer to Mrs. Shah’s than her trademark echoing rumble. “It seems I was utterly outmatched.”

“You always have been,” I snarled, my armor glowing briefly golden as Reginleif’s battle-pride tinged my reaction. “You only ever prevailed through deceit and trickery, foul villain. When you are left with no such recourse, you have no option but to submit!”

“Don’t I, my sweet?” Vafthrudnir bared her fangs at me in a pantomime of a smile. “Don’t you find this all a bit too … easy?”

Now that she mentioned it … it was a bit peculiar that she—

Reginleif’s spirit flared, tearing another growl out of my throat. “Silence, foul wretch! I’ll have no more of your lies!”

“Why lie when the truth is more damning?” Vafthrudnir continued to speak, and my muscles began to shake—why was Reginleif so eager to silence her?

Why did the heroic spirit inhabiting me want to extinguish a helpless, defenceless woman—no, she’s not a woman! She’s a threat!

“You’re feeling it, aren’t you?” Vafthrudnir’s face was the most human it had looked in minutes—even Mrs. Shah’s ponytail was back. “You’re feeling the dissonance between what you think you are, and what the spirit possessing you actually is.”

“Explain,” I choked out, through gritted teeth.

“Dromi is no less functional a shackle than Gleipnir, is it not?” Mrs. Shah chuckled heartily. “You’ve found it a most capable weapon and an indestructible binding, forged by the son of Odin himself.”

“Yes, and ..?”

“So why, exactly, did it not suffice in restraining the Fenriswolf?” Mrs. Shah is cackling now. “Dromi is no more shattered than your resolve in maintaining control over that bloodthirsty spirit. Tell me, my darling ‘heroine’, my sweet, sweet Reginleif … Why was a third shackle necessary when this second one was more than up to the task?”

Silence her silence her SILENCE HER—

“And why, pray tell,” Mrs. Shah continued, cutting through the cacophony in my mind, “is this shackle you now hold spiritually bound to a Valkyrie who, you must be realizing, is not nearly as noble as you wish to be?”

My grip slackened. I stood before Vafthrudnir, who even on her knees still loomed over me, with the fight draining from my limbs. I had accepted this covenant because it gave me everything I’ve ever wanted, ever desired to be—but what manner of bargain had I struck, with a party I had assumed to be honest due to my own greed?

“She hasn’t been honest with you,” Mrs. Shah coos. “Say what you like about me, darling, but I’ve never been anything BUT honest. You know this.”

“I do …”

“Come closer.”

The giantess was leaning down now, her gaze burning into my own.

“You don’t have to listen to her lies,” she crooned. “You don’t have to be her thrall. You can do what you like, take what you want, and obey no Mistress but yourself.”

“That’s right.”

“What do you want right now, my Mistress?”

I kissed her.

She gasped, then moaned into me, louder when I tugged at the chains and increased the tension in her bindings. The heat from her body pressing into mine was different now, nearly unbearable, but urgent, pleasing, communicating a primal need that I had no intention of fulfilling with any degree of haste. Swiftly, I raised and pressed a knee into the spot between her legs, discovering just how much she was gushing for me, how much she clearly enjoyed being rendered a puppet on my strings, a plaything suited for my every whim. I bit her lip while driving it into her again, insistent but not consistent, feeding her scraps of pleasure and sensation intermittently.

Each of her hands was on me now—I’d placed myself too close to her to be safe from her grip—but they were caressing me, petting me, stroking me with such care and tenderness that I couldn’t help but answer her moans with my own. I let the Valkyrie armor melt away, pour off my sweat-sheened skin, and permit her access to my bared breasts.

“Harder,” I groaned when her teeth closed around a nipple, and she immediately obeyed.

No longer was the heat, the steam rising off my body entirely Vafthrudnir’s doing. Every touch, every squeeze, every desperate seizing of my ample flesh left me wracked with escalating want, making me spread further and present more and more of myself to her unrelenting, ferocious attentions, her ravenous appetite for my libidinous mewls and intensifying tremors. I placed a heel on her shoulder and she reacted instantaneously, diving and plunging into me with her blazing tongue until I was screaming on my back, my legs wrapped around her thick neck as tightly as Dromi itself.

Nothing had ever filled me, FULFILLED me as much as this terrifying monster unrolling me and stretching me out like a carcass for her to butcher, pinning me less with her might and more with the unabating fury of the euphoria coursing through every inch of my being. I could feel how easily she could crush me, how trivial it would be for her to mulch me into paste now, Dromi or not, and her single-minded focus on making me moan myself hoarse instead was driving me wilder than I would have expected it to. It made me want to let her in further, deeper, harder—

“Fuck me!” I meant to shout it as a command, but it came out as a supplication, an unhinged entreaty. “Fuck me, now!”

The momentary pause in the waves of pleasure as Mrs. Shah looked up to smirk at me with dripping lips almost made me cry out in anguish.

Slowly she clambers over me, each of her massive thighs on either side of my hips. Her two lowest arms grab my thighs and push them apart, far enough to hurt, while her uppermost limbs pin my arms above my head. Of the remaining hands, one paws at my exposed breasts and torso, coaxing more vulgarity from my lips, while the remaining hand—

Fuck, she’s STRONG.

“Too much?” she inquired facetiously, as her searing fingers entered me, barely able to fit.

Not one to shy away, I made Dromi’s noose tighten around her neck, pulling her closer to my level.

“HARDER!” I bellowed.

That did it. That one directive brought the beast out of her, animating her to an animalistic frenzy that straddled the line between acquiescing to my desires and punishing me for my temerity. Mrs. Shah sneers, slobbers, gnashes her teeth and barks gutturally in my face, all while tightening her vice-grips on me, constraining me hard enough to bruise as I in turn constrict her further and further, giving as good as I get. I tugged at Dromi like a leash, and despite the sopping, slippery puddle I felt turning into a pond under my buttocks, its encroaching wetness creeping up my back, I spit another challenge in her face.

“Stop treating me like I’m delicate!”

“OH, I’M GOING TO SHOW YOU JUST HOW FRAGILE YOU REALLY ARE!”

Power, weight, rage, everything she could bring to bear slammed into me, again and again at an ever-escalating pace, robbing me of the ability to differentiate between one strike of the hammer and the next. I had invited my greatest foe to pierce me, skewer me, impale me repeatedly in my most vulnerable state, to decimate me with her very fists, and I was goading her to land worse and worse blows, to rive me asunder and consume the pieces whole.

After all, what better way to demonstrate that she could never hope to defeat me, if I remained unbowed when inviting her to take her best shots?

“I—bet—” I stuttered out.

“What’s that?” Mrs. Shah snarled.

“I—bet—you—can’t—wait—to—clean—that—up.”

Roaring, the Jotun somehow redoubled her efforts at this indignity.

“You dare treat me like a lapdog, you unrepentant slattern?!”

“Am—I—wrong?”

Stars erupted in my vision. Everything was burning—every atom of me, on me, in me, through me. I was experiencing a level of stimulation no human should be able to withstand, a level I didn’t know if I could even withstand. She seemed out of control, her hair wild, her eyes bulging, her tongue straining to lash at my skin, about ready to devour me.

Then, at once, she collapsed, crumpling on top of me in a messy heap of splayed limbs and aching muscles, panting and out of breath.

“No,” she managed to utter. “No, you’re not wrong.”

Smiling, I raised a quaking hand and grabbed her unkempt hair, the ponytail a distant memory. Once again I guided her face to where I wanted and needed it to be, Dromi as tight as ever, and directed her to clean the deluge of cum off the floor and off my skin, before returning to let me taste it on her tongue.

“Did I do well?” she finally asked, when I let our lips part.

I pondered for a moment. “Your performance has a lot of room for improvement, but don’t worry—I’m going to keep a very close eye on it.”

It’s too much—it’s too much.

I have to stop what I’m doing and put the laptop aside before turning over so I’m facedown and yelping into my pillow. Ass up, tits down, still far, far too rigid for comfort, I work myself like I never have before, ramming my favorite dildo into myself with the intensity I wish she would … she …

If only she could see me. If only she could walk in here right now and lock eyes with me, look at me while I fuck myself to completion for her, making her harder and harder until she can’t take it anymore and has to stop me, has to snatch the toy out of my hand and toss it aside and pull down her stupidly baggy pants and replace it with her own out-of-control erection and grab my hair and sink into me and pound the fucking life out of me until I’m squealing her name and begging for her to put a fucking nerd of a child in me.

“Come on,” I whimper, spreading myself just a bit wider. “Please, just come on, please …”

Rambling. I don’t even know what I’m saying anymore. My head is full of women wearing wolfskins and chains around necks and the persistent image of one girl who I can’t stop thinking of, wearing a collar, her leash in my hand, letting me tug on it impertinently, urgently, insistently to make her go faster and harder and heavier until I have my damned satisfaction. Until I have everything I can wring out of her.

“Izzy, please.”

It’s too much it’s too much IT’S TOO MUCH—

“IZZY!”

Not dripping, not leaking, but pouring, pumping in a way I haven’t felt in years, spasming and bucking and rocking and just feeling way too much clear, thick, sticky cum just spurt and spatter out of me, ruining my sheets and staining my bed and spreading because I can’t stop and I don’t want to stop and I know, I know I need her inside me making me squirt for her even harder than this because I want a nice big mess to rub her fucking face in once she’s spent.

My thighs give out and I collapse, toy slipping out of me and out of my grasp, pubes fully pressing into the biggest, wettest load I’ve fucked out of myself since I started the hormones. It’s sticky, it’s making the room reek of sex, and it’s only turning me on more even as I’m beginning to fade out of consciousness.

Sleep takes hold of me faster than I expect, and before I pass out entirely, my lips form one final utterance.

“My Izzy.”

“I Just Like The Art Style”

Perhaps the channel has more utility than I initially gave it credit for.

There is a benefit to being conversant in the more subtle, inconspicuous, tucked-away aspects of a subculture in order to better convince others that you truly belong there. Yes, becoming a ‘channel regular’ had slowed down my search for the most potent mammogenetic concoctions, but all those debates on the efficacy of various regimens weren’t going anywhere. Meanwhile, the channel was assisting me in refining my approach to the RLC, improving my fluency in transfeminine sociality, and was indeed helping me pass better as a trans woman, if I could be excused for employing that turn of phrase.

If that fluency came at the cost of accumulating an ever-burgeoning folder of increasingly esoteric erotica that required me to put a towel down before my now-nightly masturbation sessions, then that was a price I was more than willing to pay.

For the strategic benefits, of course.

Besides, it was nice getting to know some of the girls and interacting with people outside of the competition, which I now realize had been slowly taking over my life. They were all delights in their own way, too: witty, sharp-tongued, maybe a touch too confrontational over not-particularly-consequential topics, but well-informed and happy to take arguments and disagreements in stride. I enjoyed their company, as any heterosexual man amidst a cohort of striking, charismatic women would—though of course, my heart was already well spoken for.

More’s the pity, because I could not have worse taste if I tried.

As the other channel regulars were quick to point out.




Ragnarok Your World

What’s wrong with the fanart? I thought it was cute …




Problematic GinnungaGap

There’s nothing wrong with the art or the artist, this channel’s just being a bunch of babies again.




Gjallarhorny

Could you not, please?




Ragnarok Your World

Er, what’s going on?




JormunnGender

Oh, nothing, Ginny is just being overly-charitable to transmisogynists again.




Problematic GinnungaGap

The artist is not transmisogynistic and I feel like we do ourselves no favors by throwing that word around willy-nilly. It’s certainly going to lose all meaning if we apply it to artists stating facts about their own characters.




JormunnGender

Oh for fuck’s sake … Yes, Ginny, thank you for speaking up for the persecuted Penised AFABs. You’re a real champion of the downtrodden.




Ragnarok Your World

Penised WHAT




Gjallarhorny

Do we have to rehash this again




Problematic GinnungaGap

This channel in its infinite wisdom has decided that a lesbian artist is Le Problematique for stating, perhaps a smidge too emphatically, that one of her characters who is drawn as a woman with a penis is not a trans woman, but simply acquired the penis via magic, as would be possible in canon.




Gjallarhorny

“smidge too emphatically” girl




JormunnGender

Ginny, once again, you’re acting like we’re zeroing on one tiny incident instead of a consistent pattern of weirdness and disavowals. Artists can think what they like about their characters, but going out of your way to say “NO NO THIS BEPENISED WOMBYN IS DEFINITELY XX TRUST ME” is fishy.




Gjallarhorny

You’re acting like there’s no lesbian artists who are fucking chill about transfem headcanons. There are!




Problematic GinnungaGap

Then go follow those artists! That’s their prerogative! Why are you demanding this one accommodate your headcanons for her characters?




Gjallarhorny

Are you SERIOUS




JormunnGender

Right, because we’re evil invasive males Compelling Speech from a poor innocent lesbian, rather than expecting a non-transfem to be fucking normal about the women whose body type she’s fucking fetishizing and profiting off of!




Problematic GinnungaGap

“fetishizing” oh come on! Most of us don’t even like being treated like we’re all a “woman with a penis” by default! Weren’t you all up in arms over that yesterday? “Don’t fucking make us your dickgirl fantasy”? 




JormunnGender

Ginny there’s a difference between not reducing our value to the one body part most of us want to get rid of and eroticizing a distinctly transfeminine body type while loudly insisting that’s not what’s happening because I just drew a real woman with a penis and not an ew icky tranny!




Problematic GinnungaGap

The problems with calling ‘woman with a penis’ a ‘distinctly transfeminine body type’ aside, you do realize that lesbians are allowed to fantasize about having a dick? That we don’t have a monopoly on bottom dysphoria?




Gjallarhorny

Honey my wife is a cis woman who wants to knock me up, you don’t have to lecture me on lesbian erotics




Problematic GinnungaGap

I’m not lecturing you! I’m trying to get this chat to be reasonable!




JormunnGender

For crying out loud girl, if you wanna still goon to the art no one can fucking stop you, just realize that this artist probably hates you and would call you a slur for enjoying her work.




Gleipnir Is A Muzzle

I would have to concur that being hostile to the very notion of transfeminine identification goes beyond personal fantasies, especially when discussing art produced for a public gaze. Putting speech into the public square makes it about more than one’s private boundaries, and trans women deserve to feel like they are not being Othered or tokenized or fetishized or third-sexed in lesbian spaces. IMO.




Gjallarhorny

Put it better than me, as usual.




Problematic GinnungaGap

You know what I DON’T FUCKING CARE. Most artists probably hate me. Most artists would probably call me a slur. Most of the people behind the things I enjoy would regard me as a third-sex freak and not a woman, and maybe I just don’t want to think about that! Maybe, when it comes to something as simple and clear-cut as the fucking porn I like to read, I just want to be able to turn my brain off and cum. Maybe I don’t WANT to be a fucking transfeminist with my pants off, which I’m TERRIBLY sorry for, and I’ll go fucking whip myself over a stack of theory for inflicting my impure taint on this morally pure channel!




JormunnGender

Girl don’t be like that




Gjallarhorny

She’s offline.




JormunnGender

Fucking hell, Ginny.




Gjallarhorny

I’ll DM her … she’ll be alright, she probably just needs a minute.




JormunnGender

Yeah.




Gleipnir Is A Muzzle

Well … not the best timing, but I just dropped by for my daily rec thread. I have a rare one today.




Good old Gleipnir. She can always be counted on to post her stuff like clockwork, even when the channel has been killed stone dead. Real damned good stuff, too—the truly artistique stuff, the antiques and the fine vintages from actual passionate artists whose spirits still hadn’t been snuffed out by the assembly-line churn of the drawn-comic-porn industry. I click into her private thread for the new find, as is my wont. We usually get a lot of time to ourselves, just the two of us, me devouring whatever she has to offer me and both of us gushing about it together in a distinctly “I know you know that I’m typing one-handed” way.

Doesn’t count as cheating when you haven’t ensnared the object of your affection yet! Plus, what’s a little jizz between friends?

As the comic downloads, I notice that Gleipnir is actually in the voice-chat channel, which registers to me as very, very interesting. She’s grown used to our little ritual, I see, and I’m not one to turn down a clear invite when I see one.

Besides, being able to speak to her directly would have certain benefits.

Quickly, I connect my headphones and hop in.

“Hey!” I announce, hoping my voice is just the right level of flirty.

“H-hey,” she replies shakily.

That’s so fucking cute—she’s shy! Bold enough to beckon me over, but clearly not expecting to get even this far. No worries, because I knew just what to do with shy little things out of their depth.

“What do you have for me today?” I purr.

“Oh! Um, well,” she stutters, adorably. “So, this one’s actually a story based on folklore.”

“Fascinating.”

“It’s about a kind of, a seductive sort of creature from Swemish oral tradition called a hulder, though this sort of legend crops up, well, fairly regularly in myths around the world, right?”

“How delightfully exotic. If it’s up to your usual standards, I bet I’ll definitely be seduced.”

I think she tries to laugh, then, but it comes out as a strangled chirping noise.

“Oh that’s, well, I’m certain it’s very sensual. I hope that it’s, you know, to your tastes. To your standards. Your liking.”

My heart is melting. I wait just long enough for her to start sweating before rescuing her.

“Thank you for bringing this to my attention as always. I’m sure I’ll be making use of my nightly set-up.”

“Your nightly what?”

“Nothing, I just read these in bed, and find it necessary to take certain precautions.” If only this girl could see me smirking at my screen. “I only have so many clean sheets, after all.”

“Oh? OH! Oh.” The panic in her voice is so delicious. “Sorry, m—I mean, sorry about your sheets, or no, wait, you’re, ah, welcome?”

“I am welcome. Thank you.” I blow her a little kiss and make sure she can hear it.

We haven’t even begun reading the comic yet! This is going splendidly.

“Anyway,” I say to interrupt her incomprehensible sputtering, “I’m eager to take a look at your latest gift, sweetheart. Let’s see here …”

“Right! So, it’s about a woman who lives alone in a remote, mountainous region, and spots a beautiful stranger when out gathering firewood one day …”

I spotted her through the trees, peering through the misty morning air at a slowly-growing shadow whose features eventually resolved into the rough shape of a woman. She wore something long and flowy, though I found it difficult to pin down exactly what the garments she sported were—robes? A modest yet light dress? Whatever it was concealed her body almost wholly, giving her the impression of a specter flitting about the rotted tree-stumps, floating towards me in a manner scarcely corporeal, fabric billowing about her slight frame.

Her hair and eyes were as dark as her skin was pale, and her endless tresses streamed behind her like a banner, heralding her arrival before me. I put my burden down in awe and reverie, resolved to hear her speak.

“I really like the art style,” I comment, genuinely, my eyes wide. “It’s so well-shaded, so … haunting.”

“It sets the perfect mood, doesn’t it?”

“Oh, the mood has very much been well-set.”

“Please,” I remember her saying in a voice that almost seemed to echo in my head, reverberating through the cracks between my thoughts.

Something ailed her, or distressed her, compelled her to set forth and seek aid from any kind stranger who’d take pity on a helpless waif. She had a mother, or sister, or friend, but distinctly not a lover in dire straits, and would I please not lend her my strength and come along to rescue whoever it was she meant to save?

Dazed, I nodded, having paid little heed to her words—I struggled to focus on them when her fiercely stunning face, her bright eyes, her slightly-wicked smile so captivated my gaze, hooking me as well as a fish on a line. We weaved around trees that grew taller and taller, making our way to a clearing or a cave or a lake. Anywhere she cared to take me, I’d follow.

“This is so pretty,” I whisper.

“I’m glad you like it. I may have, slightly, just a bit, picked it out for you.”

“For me?” I inquire. “What made you think of me?”

“Well, if you’d read on …”

The world began to fade, dissolving into the pitch of the darkness now surrounding me. Where was I? Where had she taken me?

“We are at our destination,” she announced, turning around slowly.

Spellbound, tongue-tied, there was naught I could do but watch, staring blankly as her clothes fell away.

What was revealed to me was at once horrifying and majestic, a beauty revealed to me that I thought impossible, supernatural, yet stood before me just the same. Her slender torso, her perfect breasts, her creamy skin all called to me, yet as my eye wandered lower, beneath her delicious waist, I was met with a sight more monstrous than I had anticipated.

I gasp aloud.

“What do you think?”

“She’s … she’s gorgeous!” I cry. “This splash page is a fucking masterpiece!”

The lower half of this creature was covered in a thick coat of hair—fur, if I was being honest. Her knees bent backwards and her feet better resembled paws, thick and padded and bearing sharp claws. Between those legs, however, snaked an appendage most unexpected, most alien: a long, thick, prehensile tail that swayed as though it had a mind of its own.

“Thank you for your assistance,” she hissed, baring her fangs. “You have been most gracious.”

Then, I pounced.

For you see, she had made the mistake of trusting me, believing that my intentions were pure. She had accepted my offer of help because she thought I was oblivious to her nature, an enthralled victim for her to lead astray and feast upon. In her innocence, she did not realize how intensely I leered at her, how I regarded her in the manner a butcher regards meat, and how if I were out and about gathering wood, I would have had a blade that I was, for some reason, concealing.

“No way!” I squeal. “She knew?!”

“She knew.”

Wails of agony filled the dank air of the cave. She stumbled, thrown off-balance, her hacked-off tail still twitching on the ground. The cause of her unsteady footing became clear as the flesh of her legs bubbled and reshaped, her fur shedding, her bones creaking as her knee joint reversed. She glanced up at me, thunderstruck, her lower half now distinctly humanoid and female.

Her bare thighs were glistening.

I do what I’m doing as loudly and obviously as I can. I let her hear my breathing.

For the moment, she says nothing, but her uncharacteristic silence tells me that she’s listening.

Throwing my axe aside I kneel, locking eyes with her, silently asking. She answered my moving towards me, by making a sound whose intent was clear.

One hand between her legs, one hand on her throat, I carefully lower her to the floor and begin.

“It’s the symbolism, isn’t it?” I say suddenly, finding my voice.

“The symbolism?” Gleipnir sounds startled, like I’d snapped her out of a reverie.

I haven’t stopped, either—I’m good at multitasking.

“Tell me about the tail,” I urge. “What happened when it was cut off?”

“Right, of course.” Gleipnir hesitates briefly, then plunges ahead. “The sources on the Huldra vary. Some stories hold them to be more benevolent than others, but the one thing they’re all consistent on is the tail. Cutting off the Huldra’s tail is always important, because that, well, transforms her. Allows her to be humanized, or married, in some versions, but always—”

“Tamed,” I interrupt, panting. “Claimed.”

“Yes. Yeah,” she agrees. “Absolutely.”

“Do you want to claim me?”

Silence, then: “Yeah. Yes. Yes, I do.”

“That’s why you hopped into voice, right?”

She’s taking her sweet time, but that’s okay. I’m patient.

“I just figured we could talk about the story,” she demurs.

“Yeah?” I let my voice tremble just a bit, breathe a little more heavily than I really need to. “You wanted to hear it, didn’t you?”

“Hear it?”

“Hear my reactions. Instead of just reading them.”

“I just …” Gleipnir trails off, then resumes with conviction. “Yeah. I wanted to hear your voice.”

“Just my voice.”

“Yes. Well. No,” Gleipnir finally admits. “More than just your voice.”

“There we go.” I’m certain she can hear the smirk in my tone now. “Took you long enough.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I coo, picking up the pace. “I like breaking that shell of yours.”

“Oh?”

“It’s so cute, you tempting me to join you on a voice channel,” I giggle. “Did you have a plan in case I wasn’t so terribly forward, sweetie?”

“… No. I didn’t even think you would …”

“You wanted me to, though.”

“Yes.”

“Badly.”

“Yes.”

“Real, real bad.”

“Yes.” She’s practically panting now too. “So, so bad.”

“Seems to me, sweetheart,” I snicker, sounding as breathy as possible, “that I’m going to have to claim you.”

Bold. Risky. Could throw off the whole vibe. I had to go for it, though. It felt like the right time. She would maybe take a moment, be a bit taken aback by how forward I am, but after some thought—

“Please,” Gleipner instantly replies. “Please.”

YES.

“You know, there’s a lot more I could say to you if we weren’t on a public channel.” 

“Good point,” she agrees.

“Why don’t you add me so I don’t have to mute myself in the middle of something fun, cutie?” I suggest, absolutely tingling with anticipation.

The friend request pops up in my notifications immediately.

We both hop off the server’s voice channel at the same time and I rush to accept, my eyes skimming over her actual username. I’ve already hit the ‘call’ button by the time I register what it is and realize who I’ve actually been speaking to for the past few days. For a moment, the denial takes hold, trying to convince me that I must have misread, or remind me that Accord allows different accounts to have the same username now, but seeing that we have two servers in common makes the obvious conclusion impossible to refute.

“IZZY?!” I screech into the microphone the second she picks up.

“Hey—huh? What did you just—no. NO!”

“I fucking KNEW IT!” I explode, unable to contain my shock, betrayal, and most of all my sheer rage. “Caught you dead to rights, sis!”

“Caught me?! What were you doing in a transfem server, exactly?” Izzy demands. “I was just there to—”

“No, I was!” I interrupt. “I’m the one who joined just for the HRT strats! You’ve been on that server for how long, exactly?”

“Excuse you, I have actually participated in and even contributed to the discussions on various HRT regimens. You, meanwhile, joined a week ago, and in all that time have exclusively been active in the viking porn channel!”

“It’s not all viking porn!”

“Irrelevant!”

“It’s very relevant!” I growl. “Especially since so much of that not-viking porn is contributed by you, Miss ‘Daily Drops’!”

“Those are just—I’m only—the thing is—” She’s struggling. “That’s just a hobby! It’s not the whole reason I’m there, unlike you.”

“I was going to get to the HRT stuff, there’s just a lot to sort out!” I snap. “So what if I picked up a few recs while going over the server resources?”

“A few?” Izzy has the gall to laugh. “You ate up practically all the pinned works and came back to ask for more!”

“Which you happily provided, I’ll note!”

“Well, I have an extensive archive.” Izzy sounds uncertain now. “You said you liked them.”

“I did. The stories were extremely titillating, I’ll have you know!”

“Yeah? They were meant to be!”

“Oh yeah? You were trying to turn me on, huh?”

“Of fucking course I was!”

“Well, it fucking worked!”

I’m not sure exactly when I resumed fucking myself with a fervor heretofore unprecedented, but we could definitely both hear it now.

“Seems to have worked really well.”

Izzy’s tone is difficult to parse, but whatever it is, I just want her to keep talking.

“Why wouldn’t it? You said you picked that story for me,” I remind her. “Implying you were surfing through your ‘extensive archive’ while thinking of me, weren’t you?”

“So what if I was?” Izzy demands. “You’ve been jumping into my private threads the minute I post them. You’ve been looking forward to them.”

“I do look forward to them,” I declare. “Unlike you, I’m not too ashamed to admit it.”

“I’m not ashamed to admit it either!” Izzy objects hotly. “I knew the themes of that story would resonate with you.”

“So you’re paying attention to the horny art I enjoy, good job babygirl,” I scoff.

“Not just the art,” Izzy counters. “I sent you a story about a seductive creature that becomes more beautiful and … and … fuckable, when you remove her extraneous appendage.”

“Not exactly subtle, is it?”

“You’re not turned on by subtlety,” Izzy helpfully points out. “You are turned on by the conceit of the Huldra, though.”

“I am.”

“You wanna admit why?”

“Because I WANT YOU TO FUCK ME, IZZY.”

“Yeah, you—wait, what?”

The genuine surprise in her voice is really doing it for me.

“Because I’ve been reading the smut you send me and fucking myself silly and I’ve been doing it while thinking of you railing me from behind, Izzy,” I manage to shudderingly exclaim. “I’ve been doing that since before I knew it was you sending me the stuff. I’ve been doing it since a bit before you sent me the stuff, in fact.”

“You’re messing with me.” Izzy almost sounds like she’s pleading.

“You’re hard for me.”

It wasn’t a question.

“I am,” Izzy answers anyway.

“Are you gonna do anything about it?”

“Do you want me to?”

“Oh, you like it when I spell it out?” It’s getting harder to focus on words, but Izzy’s being so cute that I simply have to try. “You want me to tell you to get your dick out for me and jerk off to my voice and my moaning and the sounds of me fucking myself for you?”

“… Please.”

“Do it,” I hiss. “I want to hear you too.”

She wastes no time. “Th—Thanks.”

Both of us stop talking, but the call is far from silent. We’re paying rapt attention to each other’s every breath, every movement, every performative squeal and muffled cry and whispered plea.

“This should be you,” I whimper.

“Yes.”

“You should be inside me.”

“Yes.”

“You want it, don’t you? You want it as bad as I do. You want to fuck me.”

“Yes, yes, yes!”

We’re cumming at the same time. I’m loud, lewd, playing it up for her, but honestly only slightly.

“Make a fucking mess for me,” I command in the throes of ecstasy. “My dear Izzy!”

She isn’t able to reply right away, but judging from how out of breath she is, I can tell that my edict has been followed.

We stay like this for some time, gathering ourselves and coming to terms with what we’ve just discovered about each other, and what we’ve just done.

My dear, dear Izzy. What am I supposed to do with you now?
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