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Prologue







Endless Grind







    

    
      

    
        Nicky

    



I’m out of clean clothes.



The hamper’s only half-full, but that’s because the rest of my attire is carpeting my floor under a layer of empty spicy crisp packets and shed hairs. The only mostly clean clothes are the pyjamas I’m still wearing. The bright pink hearts on my tee are easily covered with the purple zip-up hoodie dangling off my bedpost, and the joggers only have marinara stains on the inner thighs. I’ll just keep my legs crossed during lectures, and I’ll try to remember to do laundry this evening.

I disrobe and take my shower basket to the flat’s shared bathroom, already steamy from a more-punctual flatmate’s morning routine. My towel smells—it hasn’t dried properly, practically still sodden. I should have hung it up on my door or ergonomic gamer chair or something. I climb into the stall and wrestle with a tube of toothpaste that’s almost flat. At least the three-in-one shower gel is half full. I brush my teeth while tepid water runs down my back and emerge in under two minutes, scurrying back to my room so I can pretend to change into a fresh outfit.

“Good morning,” I say to Kyle once I walk to the kitchen.

Kyle reciprocates my mumbled greeting while carefully flipping over a pair of fried eggs in his well-buttered pan. He’s in a lime-yellow polo shirt and khakis, his curly hair damp and leaving wet patches on his shoulders. Must be in a hurry. I walk past him, pop open the egg carton on top of the fridge, and swear loudly.

“I’m out.” 

I turn to Kyle, eyes downcast, and feel him shove a plate into my hands before I can even ask him.

“Eat up,” he says, sitting down with his own.

“I’ll pay you back—”

“I used your cheese, so let’s call it even.” Kyle waves me off as I join him. “It’s fine, Nicky. You’re not the problem flatmate here.”

I follow his eyes to the pile of dirty dishes in the sink and wince. Plates with crusted-over sauce stains, bowls still half-full of melted ice cream, and what seems like every glass and fork in the flat form a haphazard pile, all of it smelling faintly of sour milk.

“I’ll talk to Daniel,” I say.

“You haven’t already?” Kyle cuts into his breakfast as he speaks, sparing me the effort of avoiding his gaze.

“I have, but I’ll do it again.”

“I’m not going to clear it out this time.” Kyle glances up at me with a stern expression. “You’re not either.”

“I won’t.” That promise, at least, I can keep.

“Good.” Kyle gets up, sighs, and adds his plate to the top of the mess. “Don’t let your breakfast get cold, I worked hard on it.”

I take a bite. The egg’s perfect—crispy bottom, runny yolk, a slice of cheese melted on top—and the toast is smeared with some kind of minty bright green sauce that I’m pretty sure Kyle makes himself. It’s spicy and excellent, and I’m thrilled I’m not the biggest slob in the flat so I can stay in Kyle’s good graces.

Halfway out the lobby door, I decide to take a peek at the mailboxes. They’re tucked behind the staircase, a half a dozen metal cubes arranged in a small grid; ours is on the top right. I’m not expecting to see anything, to hear back so soon. I’m here just to satisfy the voice in the back of my head insisting I check every day until—

There’s an envelope stuffed into our box. An errant manila corner peeking out the slot.

It’s addressed to me.

I bite my lip, glancing over my shoulder like someone’s about to sneak up and catch me in the act. I’m already late to my first lecture, and I have a fifteen-minute walk ahead of me. The letter isn’t going anywhere—I should get going, attend my classes, and collect it when I return.

There’s a pretty good chance I know what it says anyway.

My feet are carrying me upstairs to retrieve the mailbox key before I even make the decision consciously. The letter may not be going anywhere, but neither are my thoughts, fixated entirely on its contents and the minute but extant chance that it promises me deliverance. I grab the key off its hook and rush back down, tearing the envelope open as soon as I have it unlatched.

“Dear Mister—”

Teeth clenched, I skip over my name and dive into the body.

“We are terribly sorry to inform you—”

“FUCK!”

This time, I look around to make sure nobody heard me. The lobby remains fortunately empty—everyone else from this building is likely already in class. Even Daniel.

It’s always something. Every time I hear back from a private clinic, it’s always downsizing or downscaling or “pausing operations” or, as in this case, shutting down entirely. They have too many clients, they’ll say, or their waitlists have ballooned enough, or they simply have to “discontinue” providing certain kinds of care in this politically charged climate. A climate in which a clown in tweed sporting a ridiculous bowtie keeps doing media circuits accusing doctors of sacrificing kids to the trans cult. So sorry, can’t risk prescribing you hormones.

Despite all that, I really thought this clinic would come through. I found it recommended on a weeks-old Reddit thread as still accepting new patients, but I guess a few weeks is an eternity nowadays, with how quickly they’re folding in the face of bigoted rabble-rousing. I’m going to have to start the process all over again. Expand my search radius, scour the internet for clinics so far out that appointments would become day trips, assemble another list of e-mails to fruitlessly, pointlessly, worthlessly beseech in my most polite tone: save my life, goddamnit.

I’m already in bed before I realise I don’t have the energy to face today with this rejection in my hands. Facedown in my pillows, my eyes stinging, feeling like I should cry. But I can’t.

I haven’t been able to cry in years.

So instead, I roll over and reach down to the floor, extracting my laptop from under the pile of discarded ramen cups. My search engine queries are practically lines of code at this point. I’m combing through forum posts and discussion boards and even Twitter, heavens help me.

Only five private clinics are still actually operational in the whole country, one account says—for now, they ominously conclude. Another adds that it may be as low as one. They are greeted with a chorus of chastisement for “fearmongering”, “doomsaying”, and “alarmism”, which in turn kicks off a backlash against “complacency”, “naïveté”, and “hugboxing”. Battle lines are drawn, insults are hurled. A fever pitch of drama clouds every bloody digital inquiry I make as to who, if anyone, is still prescribing oestrogen.

The sun climbs high, then dips low while I work; I have to continuously shift positions to keep it out of my eyes. Eventually, I drum up five more e-mail addresses to entreat. None of the clinics have a publicly listed phone number. I send each of them my pre-written form letter and wait.

Yet again.

I’d hope, but that seems pointless.

The day is already more than half over. I stretch slowly and notice my stomach rumbling—all I’ve eaten today is one egg on a piece of toast. I’m out of ramen cups and chocolate bars, and I only have half a packet of stale crisps under my bed. Munching on the chewy remnants to stave off the worst of the hunger pangs, I delay having to leave the room by checking if the lectures I skipped have posted their slides online.

One of my programming classes has an assignment due tomorrow. It’s on identifying the conditions needed to break out of infinite loops.

The gnawing in my guts grows too great to ignore by the time I finish. Briefly, I entertain the idea of getting it all done: grabbing a decent meal, like maybe an actual club sandwich from that student café where everyone does homework, taking all my dirty clothes to a launderette, and even buying a tube of toothpaste from the supermarket on the way home. But I can feel myself deflate from the effort required to even organise the necessary sequence of events in my head. The momentary burst of inspiration drains away entirely when my gaze sweeps the floor. It wouldn’t even be enough to get my room clean. I’d still need to pick up the litter and vacuum, and I don’t even have the energy to finish this thought.

Spicy chips from the corner shop it is.

I tug on a pair of mismatched flip-flops and ease open my bedroom door, hoping to leave the flat without anyone noticing, especially—

“Nicky, hi! Long time no see, ha-ha!”

I wince. “Hello, Jeff. Yes, it has been a while, I suppose.”

Jeff is my last flatmate, and he thinks he’s funny. My timing was bad enough that he opened the front door just as I was about to leave. Jeff’s a good bit shorter than me—slender, blond, and effortlessly effeminate in a way I’d kill for. He’s wearing the most form-fitting Lycra that public indecency laws permit, and he’s positively beaming at me through a perspiration sheen that only makes me more self-conscious of my full-body layer of crust and artificial flavourings.

“It has!” Jeff laughs, presumably at me. “I’ve even seen your boyfriend poke his head out more than you.”

“Daniel isn’t my boyfriend. I’m not gay.” At least, not in the way Jeff would think, but I can’t and don’t want to get into it.

“Of course not.” Jeff actually giggles, for reasons that escape but nonetheless irk me. “Well, it’s healthy to get out once in a while, Nicky. You should join me on a run sometime!”

“Sure,” I say to end the conversation.

Still giggling, Jeff finally walks past me and lets me out of the damn flat.

Fortunately, the corner shop cashier is less judgmental than Jeff—or less chatty, at any rate, which is what really counts. I stuff a mound of crisps into my jute bag, then add some creamy ramen because it’s on a 3-for-2 offer. Daniel would roast me for willingly eating noodles so bland, or go on a rant about how ramen has no business being cheesy, but cheap’s cheap. I throw three more onto the haul.

It’s dark by the time I settle into my gaming chair, tearing open a packet and waiting for my PC to boot up. I’m not really in the mood to game, per se, but I have to log in and do my daily quests to keep my account current. An ad for the new expansion pops up before I can even hit the play button. I groan. I’d be tempted to skip it if my guild would let me.

Having something to fill the endless hours is nice, at least. I can check in, fulfil just enough of my obligations to avoid anyone getting annoyed or upset with me, and then retire to bed and listen to streams of speedrun attempts until I pass out again.

Maybe tomorrow, I’ll find the energy to get the laundry done.

I’m about to ping the guild chat to see if anyone’s up for a farm run when a sudden rap at my door interrupts me.

“Nicky?” Daniel knocks again, louder. “Can we talk, bro? It’s kind of urgent.”

This is… weird. Usually, Daniel would send a text asking me to hang out IRL. I actually haven’t seen him very much of late—he’s been oddly subdued. He told me he has “numerous projects due” when I checked in with him. His major’s pretty intense, so that does happen. We still do our dailies together, for the most part, so I figured everything was on the level, but…

“Yeah, come in dude, what’s going on?”

Immediately, Daniel strides in, wading through the floor muck to flop down on my bed. He’s wearing his pink hoodie that he insists is “salmon”, as if acknowledging its pinkness would undermine his manhood more than the cat ears on the hood. He’s a slight, wiry guy, mousy-haired and soft-faced and a good six inches shorter than my towering six feet—shorter, even, since he’s never heard the words “good posture”. He’s practically hunched over on my bed right now, knees pulled up to his chest and—is he wearing leggings?

I swivel around to face him, taking my headset off. “Everything okay, man?”

“Yeah. Yes. Um. Just give me a minute, okay?”

I nod. Daniel takes a few deep breaths.

“Take your time, man,” I say to fill the silence. It’s not like him to be this quiet.

“Okay. Right. Nicholas.” Daniel looks up from his knees and meets my gaze. “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.”

Nothing could have prepared me for what Daniel says next.
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Ranked Competitive Breast Growth







    

    
      

    
        
Daniel Katherine

    



“I’m taking oestrogen.”



I would not call the circumstances of my confession ideal. It is a random day in the middle of term that bears no significance to either of us. I could not have planned this; attempting to do so simply permitted me to fabricate delay after delay, formulating increasingly threadbare rationalisations for why it was not the right time.

So now that it’s done, I carefully search Nicholas’ face for traces of emotion. A feat in which I do not excel at the best of times.

He seems perplexed. Bemused, but not in a positive way, if I had to assign a polarity to his state of bewilderment. His expression appears rather unhappy, and furrowed brows indicate he is struggling to process this information. Perhaps he’s even reevaluating everything he believed to be true about me.

Hence, my preamble. By asserting that I am not queer in any way, shape, manner, or form, I can ensure Nicholas does not feel the need to fundamentally shift his understanding of me. Many a coming out has been greeted with hostility, alienation, disavowal and abandonment, but I have foreclosed those possibilities by assuring Nicholas that I am and continue to be a cisgender man.

All he needs to accept is that I am on oestrogen, a revelation that will finally put his mind at ease regarding my inexplicable physiological changes. No doubt he’s been polite enough to avoid mentioning them until now, but sooner or later, his curiosity would get the better of him.

However, even this much seems beyond Nicholas, if I am interpreting his emotional state correctly. My admission appears to have caused acute distress, to a degree that is detectable even without my scrutinising his cheekbones. He’s agitated, seemingly unable to so much as properly form words, eventually expelling only a choice few monosyllables.

“What? How?”

Some resistance is to be expected. But Nicholas’ shock is concerning. He’s always been more receptive to my so-called “quirks” than most, even indulging in them from time to time. A high-grade model of a battle mech sits in a place of high honour beside his light-up keyboard; we built it together. The bright kanji-covered poster on the wall beside his bed is one of a show I introduced him to. I’m certain one day I’ll succeed in convincing him that my hoodie is indeed salmon-coloured, so that his masculinity will cease impeding him from purchasing one.

This time, though, the “quirk” may be a bridge too far. The tone and volume of Nicholas’ exclamations is alarming, and I sense that I must offer him additional context to temper his reaction.

“It’s just for a competition!” I speak quickly, hoping my words may cut through his mounting discomfort. “Relax, bro.”

Nicholas disregards my imperative entirely, wringing his hands and swivelling slowly in his chair, muttering under his breath all the while. After a few interminable seconds, he whirls around and fixes me with a piercing stare.

“Daniel, why are you messing with me like this?” He’s practically shouting. “Seriously, just say what you want to say without trying to mock me.”

“Bro, no, seriously—okay, look.”

Only a visual demonstration will suffice now. Nicholas will be in a better place to accept what I have told him once he can no longer deny the truth before his very eyes. I throw back my hood, revealing my now-luscious shoulder-length locks, and jump to my feet, unzipping my hoodie all the way in a single fluid motion. Unfortunately, a crisp packet catches me underfoot. I slip and tumble back onto Nicholas’ bed. To play this off as an intentional manoeuvre, I throw my overgarment open and unveil the bodacious, buxom torso I have been struggling to conceal.

“Behold!”

Nicholas frowns at my tittage. He’s unmoved by the bounty that has spilled forth before him. Perhaps Jeffrey’s oafish speculation on Nicholas’ sexuality has some merit after all?

“Well, I’m glad you’re comfortable enough to wear a magical girl t-shirt?” Nicholas shrugs. “Does that mean you’re ready to admit the hoodie’s pink?”

“It is salmon, you unrepentant plebeian, and that is not what I’m attempting to draw your attention towards!”

How unobservant is Nicholas? Despite audaciously exposing myself, he is unmoved and nonplussed. Accepting that I must be more obvious than I am entirely comfortable with, I stand up once more—carefully, this time—and all but shove my breasts in Nicholas’ face, squeezing them together with both hands.

He recoils. “Okay, wow, okay dude! You have tits! What the hell, bro?”

The repeated gendering, while uncomfortable, is a routine part of male homosociality to which I’ve resigned myself. It is better than Nicholas not speaking to me at all.

“As I said!” I tumble onto Nicholas’ bed again, to reinforce that my earlier stumble was purposeful. “I am taking oestrogen. I have been doing so for a while, and I’m only doing it for a competition because I persist in both my heterosexuality and cisgenderhood.”

“What do you mean you’re doing this for a competition?” Nicholas will not let the matter rest. “Dan, what competition would you possibly need to take oestrogen for?”

“Ranked Competitive Breast Growth. It is an underground sport for cis men, open to anyone who lives in this city and hosted on a Discord server. A race to grow the biggest breasts over the span of three years.”

The silence that falls between us is pregnant, though with what and by whom I cannot say.

“That cannot be real.”

“Explain these, then.” I gesture towards my ample bosom, since Nicholas is prone to overlooking such conspicuous details.

Nicholas groans, massaging his left temple with two fingers.

“Okay, fine, so how did you get the HRT to grow breasts competitively, Dan?”

“The competition provided it, of course.”

Mystifyingly, this detail startles Nicholas most of all. He sits up straight and blinks at me profusely. Then:

“Show me.”

We are approaching territory I have yet to map. He’s delving into superfluous details that I haven’t expected him to be interested in. This competition is certainly an intriguing one, its very existence difficult to grapple with, but surely the ample evidence I have quite literally rubbed his face in should suffice?

Then again, my own barometer for what people find outlandish has always been poorly tuned. Nicholas aligns with me in more cases than not, but if showing him my RCBG-provided supplies puts his mind at ease, it is no great trouble.

“Very well.” I rise to my feet and take Nicholas’ hand. “Come into my most sacred chamber.”

My repeated ascents and descents from Nicholas’ mattress have left me lightheaded. I lean forward unsteadily. Nicholas quickly balances me on his shoulder, heaving a sigh.

“Dan, did you forget to eat again?” He begins telling me off without waiting for an answer. “You can’t just drink Monster all day, man.”

“I had to, there were no clean plates left.”

Waving off his petty concerns, I lead Nicholas by the hand. The moment I open his door, a belligerent voice calls out from the kitchen.

“Dan, are you seriously going to ignore this mess forever?”

There are far more pressing matters on my mind than the pointless, repetitive mundanity of domestic hygiene. The very future of my oldest friendship depends on the outcome of this conversation. As Nicholas mumbles apologies towards the kitchen, I promptly drag him to my own bedroom and slam the door shut behind us. We require utmost privacy for the deed.

My room and Nicholas’ are rather alike, largely because I insist on embellishing his living spaces for him. Where he has a singular mecha by his gaming set-up, I have a veritable squadron. Anime posters and metallic panels of commissioned fan art line every available surface. All pictures belong to properties with un- or under-stated lesbian themes, such that I retain enough plausible deniability declaring myself a fan.

We kick aside empty Monster cans to clear a path to my desk, where I settle down while Nicholas hovers by my shoulder. I pull open my lowest, biggest drawer with some effort—the box of supplies contained within is heavy. Resisting the urge to ask Nicholas to lift it for me—I must continue to play the man myself, after all—I manage to deposit it on an empty patch of wooden surface with a pronounced thud. My mecha squadron falls over, and Nicholas rushes to set them upright.

I gesture towards the box with a flourish. “There you are!”

Nicholas gawps at the trove.

If one were to liken exogenous hormones to precious metals—and to women such as me, the comparison is more than apt—then what I have unearthed for Nicholas is nothing short of a hidden treasure. Boxes of pills, vials of amber liquid, and shimmering tubs of translucent gel, all efficiently packed.

“How—why the fuck is there so much?” Nicholas sounds astounded. “There’s way more here than you can use before it expires!”

“Astutely observed, Nicholas.” Unlike your lapses earlier, I don’t add—I am trying to practice a modicum of tact. “Competitors are expected to do our own research and select the regimen that is most effective for us. It’s part of the race.”

Nicholas doubles over, one hand on the back of my chair, the other on his knee. 

“This is a lot. You just got all this… What are you even competing for?”

Truly, is Nicholas unable to draw even the most basic of conclusions?

“A monetary prize, naturally. A million dollars go to the man with the biggest breasts.”

It’s the perfect plan. As a trans woman, I have a natural edge in this competition. Where cis men will struggle with dysphoria, encumbered by the psychological distress of growing breasts, I will have none to contend with. My biological advantage in this sport ensures I can last as long as needed, gleefully watching as my competition winnows itself, and claim the prize as my final, most beautiful and awesome self: Katherine, the magnificent. I will have the biggest assets in two senses of the word, finally shedding every trace of my old self and life.

Though of course, I want to keep Nicholas.

No doubt awestruck that his best and oldest friend is poised to become a curvy millionaire, Nicholas stumbles towards my bean bag chair and collapses onto it. He looks dazed. His fingers dig into his thighs.

“I will, of course, still be your friend.” I reach over and pat his shoulder to reassure him.

“Right.” Nicholas glances up at me. “So, how do I sign up?”

“Pardon?”



    
        Kyle

    



“Kaalappan, why do you not know where your wife is?”



Good question. It might be because I’m not actually married, and therefore don’t actually live with the woman my mum insists on already calling my wife. I instead live in a flat with three other men, all of whom have atrocious fucking hygiene. Therefore, rather than keeping abreast of Rupali’s every move, I’m scrubbing a pile of dishes I’d ideally want a hazmat suit for.

I don’t say any of this, of course. Backchat is frowned on in desi families.

“Amma, I know where my wife is.”

My phone is on the countertop, as close to the sink as it can be without getting splashed. I glance at the screen, open to my texts with Rupali. I suppress a groan when I see that she still hasn’t responded.

“Then please do tell me why she missed her call with Sushma auntie, Kaalappan.”

I’d love to explain why Rupali missed her mum’s daily check-in, if only to stop mine from using my full name so much. See, amma, Rupali’s an active member of the college’s Gay-Straight Alliance. She couldn’t answer Sushma auntie because she’s in a meeting to organise protests against the university’s changing policy on trans care. She’s also in that meeting with her childhood best friend, by the way—yes, amma, the transgender one, who you all excommunicated. Anyway, now that Sushma auntie will be disowning Rupali, let me know who my back-up fiancée is when you figure it out.

“We were… watching a movie.”

“Oho! A movie.” I don’t think mum’s buying it. “Which movie, beta?”

I quickly wipe my hands on the dishrag and pick my phone up. “Oh, you know, just one of the older ones. Yashraj, I think.”

“Can’t even recall the name or the plot?”

“Amma, can you tell the difference between all the 90’s rom-coms?” I’m texting Rupali as fast as I can, informing her we were watching Dil Toh Paagal Hain earlier this afternoon and begging her to tell me if she used a different excuse. “SRK was in it. He was named Raj, or Rahul. That could be any of fifty movies.”

“Were you or were you not watching this film, Kaalappan?”

“I wasn’t paying attention!” I’m starting to hyperventilate—I really need Rupali to see these messages so I can commit to the alibi. “Ru picked it—these are all chick flicks, amma, it’s not my thing.”

“I see.”

We’re so fucked.

At least I’m too on edge to be grossed out by the congealed ramen sauce and crusted-over condiment stains on the plates. The need to excise this nervous energy helps me scrape it all off with a mere plastic brush. I focus on blasting the cups with a jet of blistering water. I pray my mother feels merciful today.

“Beta,” she begins, her tone soft and strangely amused. “You and Rupali have been engaged a long time, no?”

“Three months isn’t really a long time.”

Mum clicks her tongue dismissively. “That was just the ceremony. You’ve known you were to be married for how long?”

“Well. A long time then, yeah.” A strange dread pricks at the back of my neck. She doesn’t sound angry, but I’m also not sure I like where this conversation is going. “As long as I can remember.”

“Since you were kids, no?” There’s no mistaking it—my mother’s definitely trying to suppress a giggle. “Sushma and I were just talking the other day, how you’re not kids anymore.”

I break out into a cold sweat. “I guess? Sure. We are both over twenty, yes.”

“Now, we understand you two must be getting curious. The wedding is a long time off—after graduation, na, and so is the honeymoon—”

Kill me now.

“Yeah, really looking forward to the wedding! Not for any particular reasons!” I’m out of dishes to scour and have to stop myself from peeling my skin off. “Gonna be a real fun party, I bet.”

“Kaal, I’m just saying. We are your parents, and we’re obligated to remind you that as much as you might want to, let’s call it, rehearse for the wedding night—”

“Amma we were just watching Dil Toh Paagal Hain! I remembered the name of the movie!”

“—just know that even if you think no one will know, God’s always with us—”

“I wanted to fast-forward through all the dance numbers, but Ru insisted on watching them all so I just kind of checked out, that’s all!”

“—while intimacy isn’t a sin, you should always make sure to leave room for Jesus—”

“There was plenty of room!”

My phone buzzes against the granite countertop. Rupali has finally deigned to answer. 

“Sorry, a bit of resistance at the meeting! Movie sounds great, promise I’ll be over really soon and sort stuff out!”

That means she’s nowhere close to arriving. I grit my teeth. 

“—I know in the modern world it isn’t ‘cool’ to wait until marriage anymore, beta, but—”

“Mother dearest!” I raise my voice a hair. “As your dutiful devoted son, I swear to Baby Jesus I don’t even know what I’m waiting until marriage for, and Rupali and I haven’t so much as held hands today.”

“Well, don’t avoid holding and comforting your wife, beta. I raised you better than that.”

Choking back a sob, I grip the edge of the sink, double over, and pray that I may one day divine what this woman wants from me.

“Yes, Amma.”

“Anyway, all that aside. How are the classes going?”

I address her more mundane queries and concerns. I’m doing my homework, keeping up with my chores, and buying Rupali dinner every weekend like a real gentleman. No, my flatmates aren’t giving me any trouble, I assure her through clenched teeth.

I’m done wiping the countertop by the time she hangs up, so I move on to the kitchen table, then the fridge. Need to keep my hands busy. At least until my darling wife returns from the front lines. I hear the key turn in the lock just as I’m about to break out the broom and dustpan.

“Kaal I’m really, really sorry!”

Rupali sounds so remorseful. I curse my inability to remain cross with her, a smile already creeping across my face. I turn around to forgive her. 

Sunbeams can’t light up a room like Rupali can. Her brilliant smile, her sparkling eyes, her cascading black curls that you just want to bury your face in. She always looks so warm, so inviting and gorgeous and just—perfect. She barrels into the kitchen in an orange tank top and cargo shorts. She’s slightly out of breath, carrying three or four plastic bags stuffed with craft supplies and a stack of poster board slung across her back. I hurry over to relieve her of her burdens.

“Hey Kyle!”

And Jeffrey’s here too. Also carrying a bunch of stuff. I mutter a cursory “Hi, Jeffrey” in his direction as I take the bags off Rupali’s hands and set them down. Thanking me profusely, Rupali throws her hands around me and squeezes tight. I wince as her head collides with my chest, only just managing to suppress a grunt of pain.

“So, how was the meeting?” I ask once Rupali lets go and I’m free to set the supplies down next to the kitchen table.

“It went fine,” Jeff says, putting his bags down as well.

“Horrible!” Rupali groans, pulling a chair out and collapsing into it with her head in her hands. “That’s why it went on for so long—we just couldn’t agree on anything!”

Jeff looks at his feet. “It wasn’t so bad.”

I retrieve a freshly cleaned glass from the kitchen cabinet and fill it with water. “Wanna talk about it?”

“Yeah.” Rupali accepts the glass. “It’s the usual suspects. Quinn and company.”

“What was it this time?” I ask.

“There are some reasonable concerns that some members have about the recent, suggested course of actions.” Jeffrey has put on an affect that I can only really describe as “HR manager”. “As such, members are divided on the best course of action—”

“Quinn doesn’t want to do anything about the uni inviting the detrans speaker again,” Rupali says. “Says that if we continue to protest speeches, it’s bad optics or whatever.”

“Quinn has reasonable concerns!” Jeffrey’s voice is feeble. I wish he’d just shut up. “While our trans members are right to be upset, this could easily turn into a press circus about free speech on our campus—”

“They’re more than upset, Jeffrey.” Rupali sighs, rubbing her temples. I can tell she’s had this back-and-forth many times today. “People are losing healthcare,  clinics are shutting down, and Quinn is suggesting we shouldn’t speak out against the figurehead for those policies being repeatedly invited to speak here.”

Jeffrey leans against the sink with his arms crossed. “Not nothing. We should absolutely stand up for our trans members, but we need to do it through the proper channels. Or the admin might decide that the GSA is too antagonistic.”

Rupali rolls her eyes. 

“Right, well, that’s kind of where it ended,” she says to me. “The GSA is going to send some strongly worded letters, and meanwhile those of us who want to actually put pressure on the admin are organising a series of protests.”

“So you went out and bought all this because?..” I gesture towards the bags.

“Quinn ruled that we can’t use the club’s supplies, yeah.” Rupali shrugs helplessly.

Jeffrey raises his hands in what I think is supposed to be a placating gesture. “There was a vote!”

Rupali cocks an eyebrow. “You know that makes it worse, right?”

“So you bought these.” I try to steer the conversation back to actual pressing matters. “Are you going to tell Sushma auntie what they’re for?”

“Oh my gosh, mummy!” Rupali claps a hand to her mouth. “I’m so sorry you had to deal with that all alone, Kaal!”

“They didn’t believe my excuses, but fortunately, my mum had some very funny ideas as to what we were up to.”

Whatever part of me wanted Rupali to share in my embarrassment dies instantly when I see her reaction. The way she freezes, her breath hitching in her throat, her eyes widening in seeming panic—I should have known better. At the very least, I shouldn’t have said what I said in front of Jeffrey.

Paper over the misstep, quickly. “Point being, they’re not mad, but you better have a good explanation for why you bought enough supplies to outfit a protest yourself.”

“Oh, Jeffrey was nice enough to do it on his card, actually.” Rupali reaches up and pats him on the shoulder, to which Jeffrey awkwardly laughs and demurs.

Begrudgingly, I have to thank him. “I sincerely appreciate you helping my fiancée with covering her tracks.”

“Aw, seriously, don’t mention it, seriously!”

Jeffrey’s too-wide smile bares nearly every tooth in his mouth at me. I feel like I need sunglasses.

“Okay, so first things first, I’ll call mummy.” Rupali stands up, phone in hand, her face determined. “I’ll make sure both our mums are happy and won’t try to cross-examine you any more, okay?”

“Perfect.” I sigh with relief and take Rupali’s empty glass to rinse it off.

“I also wanted to ask you—”

“Yes, you can store the supplies in my room.” I continue drying the glass while Rupali hugs me from behind. “And I’ll help you start making signs once you’re done with the call too.”

She’s practically crushing my ribs. “You’re the best. When was the last time I told you that you’re the best?” 

I laugh. “I think a few hours ago?”

Rupali hops over to the living room to call her mum from the sofa. I take as long as I possibly can to return the glass to its cabinet before turning to Jeffrey, who is still standing at my side. Still flashing his too-brilliant smile at me.

“Would you help me to put the supplies away, Jeff?” I ask, as politely as I can.

“Absolutely, Kyle!”

As we gather the items, I pray that Jeff has the good sense not to blurt out something stupid yet again.

My prayers usually go unanswered.

“I’ve been reading up a lot on your culture and customs, Kyle!” Jeffrey chirps, like he’s thought of a completely novel way to try and make conversation with me. “The festivals, the poojas, the temple rituals, they’re all so beautiful and spiritually meaningful! You have such a beautiful history.”

“You know I’m Christian, right?”

It’s not often you see the light leave someone’s eyes in real time while their expression remains frozen on their face.

“Oh! Of course!” He’s practically squeaking. “I mean, I ought to have known, given your name and everything.”

I use my elbow to wrestle with my door’s handle. “‘Kyle’ isn’t my actual name, Jeffrey.”

“... Oh?”

“It’s an anglicised shortening. My actual name gets mangled by most people here.” I shoot him a sharp look so he knows exactly what I mean by “most people”.

“Well, I’d be happy to use it!”

Undeterred. Like a puppy that you just can’t kick enough times.

“My full name is Kaalappan.”

I can practically hear the air whistling as Jeffrey deflates further. “Could I get that again, possibly?”

I make sure to face Jeffrey as I roll my eyes. “Just stick to ‘Kyle’.” 

The door finally clicks, and I shoulder it open. I direct Jeffrey to dump the bags on my bed, after which he steps back and remains in my room instead of exercising a modicum of courtesy and leaving.

“Doesn’t your family call you ‘Kyle’ too, though?” Jeff asks, unwisely.

“They call me ‘Kaal’.” I stretch the vowel out to make sure even Jeff’s unobservant ear can discern it.

“I just figured that was, you know—”

“That was what?” I’m suddenly curious. “What did you think about the shortening of my full name, Jeff?”

Jeff rubs the back of his neck. He looks at anything in my room but me. “Never mind, actually, it’s nothing!”

I’m the one with a big smile on my face now. “Did you think my mother and Rupali were mispronouncing my name, Jeff?”

“No, not at all!”

“Even Rupali, who doesn’t otherwise have an Indian accent?” I’d start snickering if it wouldn’t ruin the effect my words are having. “Did you think Rupali didn’t know how to say ‘Kyle’ correctly?”

“I just—I’m not—it wasn’t—” He sounds so defeated. “I’ll just go now.”

“Cool. See you when Ru’s done with her call, Jeffrey.”

“Is there a chance you could?—”

I allow myself a solitary giggle. “I won’t tell a soul about our conversation here, Jeffrey. Best for everyone involved that we keep it between us.”

“Right. Yeah.”

Eyes downcast, shoulders slumped, Jeffrey slinks away in the direction of his room. I slam the door shut behind him.

My chest is still a bit tender from the collision with Rupali’s forehead. I step towards the full-length mirror in my room and take my shirt off.

Puffy nipples. From the right angles, if you squint a bit, you might even be able to describe them as swollen, or perhaps, generously, bulging. Still mostly just look like pecs, though. Stubbornly, maddeningly flat pecs.

My parents—my mother especially—can never seem to address me without calling me beta. Their son. Their devoted, dutiful, pious firstborn. Set to inherit my family’s properties, and the family business, and its legacy, poised to marry the woman my family picked out for me. A good boy who will grow up and follow in his father’s footsteps.

Whether I like it or not.

Unless I can find a way out. Unless I can actually crack into the damn RCBG server’s leaderboard.

Grow, dammit.



    
        Jeff

    



Lock the door. Open the closet.



Maid dress. Where’s the maid dress?

I find it buried under a pile of athleisure, stuffed under black spandex garments to better blend into the disorganised mass. I tug it on over my head, over my skintight shorts and tee. Quick but careful—the fabric is cheap.

I take a breath when it’s finally on. The sight of my bare legs under the hem calms me somewhat.

Somewhat.

Cheeks still burning, I crawl under my sheets and open my laptop under cover of dark. I navigate to a hidden, password-protected folder on my drive, full of materials that I’m glad I don’t have to enter the search terms to find again. Most of the images and videos show two men. One of them is usually a cross-dresser—though the titles use less flattering terms than that—while the other one… the least offensive term is “non-white”, I think?

Not that I can really trust myself on what’s not offensive. After all, I always manage to fuck it up when it comes to Kyle.

Kyle. I still remember how he looked on the day he moved in. He’s not exactly buff, but nor is he slight. Stocky, well-built. Taller than me, which isn’t uncommon but still appreciated whenever I see it in a man. The moment I laid eyes on him—you know those romance novels that you’re not supposed to read as a boy but you guiltily steal from your older sister anyway? They 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, which 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, as he hasn’t told me. I offered to help him move a box upstairs, but he just grunted and did it himself. 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 from a demographic that belittles and denigrates guys like him—to my utter and undying shame. At that moment, I was painfully aware that Kyle was painfully aware he was rooming with three white people. And whether he was from here or anywhere else, I knew I had to go out of my way to make him comfortable. The second I was finished unpacking 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. To my mounting mortification, I realised I was too sheltered and inexperienced in matters of talking to people external to my own homogenous and somewhat conservative culture. Which led me to other him needlessly, even when trying to convey the best of intentions. Resolving to do better, I read up on everything I could regarding the topic of racial justice—a subject my own school and parents neglected—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. I’ve realised that, as a white person, I will always benefit from your marginalisation.”

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

It’s not his fault. It’s not his fault 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 like a flat slab of alabaster hewed from a grimy ancient marble column.

Emphasis on the “flat”. In spite of my best efforts with RCBG’s provided supplies.

I’m not browsing the videos with two men today. Instead, I scroll down to the very bottom, to a folder within this folder, its offerings sealed by a second, more secure password. Inside I find the only thing that could possibly satisfy me tonight.

I’m already drowning in shame. It’s not like it can get any worse.

So I open my secret stash of clips and ravenously, longingly stare at a collage of men having sex with women. It’s wrong. It’s sick. It’s the only thing that gets me off when I let myself think how badly I want to be with Kyle, and how I’ll never get to be.

Sometimes I do like how I look in the mirror. When I curtsy, or twirl, or take selfies from certain angles, I can almost see myself as someone Kyle could lust after. Sometimes, I let myself fantasise vividly—not anything carnal, but just that I’ll wear sheer leggings and have lovely tresses long enough to reach below my waist. The kind of girl Kyle wouldn’t be ashamed to be seen with.

Then I remember reality, and start crying.

The way he looks at Rupali… Rupali, who’s buxom and chubby and bubbly and only barely comes up to his chest. She has creamy, caramel-chocolate skin and the right bits to please a man. So unlike the stick-thin twink made of sour milk, with nothing for him to grope.

It’s okay. I can daydream. I can bear it, inflicting myself on him as little as I can stand, just being in his presence a little bit every day and picturing him in bed every night. Whispering his name into the mouth of every guy I kiss. Seeing him through the eyes of the girl he loves instead of me, and catching the ecstasy in my throat before I scream it loud enough for the whole flat to hear: Kyle, Kyle, only Kyle has my heart and every pumping, gushing part of my body connected to it.

I close my laptop. I take off the maid dress and shorts, and place them in the laundry basket.

    

  

    
      


Chapter 2








PvP Zone







    

    
      

    
        Nicky

    



I’m struggling to accept this isn’t a dream.



Everything is a twisted version of how it should be, like I stepped on a mirror and fell into a parallel dimension. After all the times I drafted texts, rehearsed short speeches, or even tried to resort to hints—I still haven’t had the guts to actually display any of the trans flag pins I ordered—it’s Daniel who ended up coming out to me.

Except, he didn’t really “come out”—he’s a cisgender, heterosexual man, he assures me, just one who’s taking oestrogen. For entirely non-sexual, non-gender reasons. I’m pretty sure I heard him use the words “competitive mammogenesis” at one point, and they haven’t stopped rattling around my increasingly tender skull ever since.

It’s absurd. Nothing about his story makes sense—but there’s the box of hormones. Right there, sitting on his desk like it’s nothing special. Like trans people all over the country aren’t prevented from having what Daniel so casually shows off. One thing’s for certain: Daniel did not get that much oestrogen from a fucking clinic. Nor does he give me the impression he had to jump through a great many hoops to secure it, either.

And I just can’t think of any reason for him to lie. Not only has he always been pretty bad at it, but Daniel and I have known each other since primary school. The two of us were always by ourselves, quiet and shy and talking about things nobody else was interested in. After a while I learned when to shut up and stop bothering people, for the most part, but Daniel never got a clue. He earned a reputation for his tactlessness, his inability to recognise when his input wasn’t wanted, and his obliviousness to being messed with.

Daniel wouldn’t have any reason to lie to me about his identity anyway. I’m his closest friend, and if he was actually trans, he’d just tell me so.

Which does leave me in a tough spot. I know firsthand just how horrible dysphoria is, and Daniel seems to think he can subject himself to it willingly, with no adverse effects. Whether that’s because of his bizarre bravado or his complete ignorance of trans issues, I can’t say.

At the same time, I have an opportunity here. Daniel has access to an institution that’s wasting a lot of feminising hormone treatments on cis men willing to harm themselves for money. I can’t just ask to borrow a cup—a cis guy wouldn’t do that without any incentives, and I have to ensure Daniel keeps thinking I’m a cis guy. He’s just made it very clear he doesn’t really think about trans women’s struggles. If he learns I am one, he’s definitely not going to help me sign up.

“Dude, no way!”

Admittedly, he’s not really being helpful at the moment, either.

“Come on, man!” I’m pacing around Daniel’s room, hands on my hips, shaking my head in disbelief. “Why are you being such a wet blanket about this?”

Daniel throws his hands up. “Do you understand what you’re asking me to sign you up for, Nicholas?”

“Yeah, I’m asking my bro to cut me in on a sweet deal!”

“No, you are asking your ‘bro’ to stand idly by while you hurt yourself with back-alley hormones!” Daniel points at his chest—his breasts, rather. “These are like, totally tender and itchy all the time now!”

I would kill for my nipples to itch with growing pains. “I can handle a little discomfort, Dan. What, you think I can’t take it?”

“I don’t think you can.” Daniel folds his arms. “Ranked Competitive Breast Growth requires unwavering mental fortitude. I don’t think you quite possess it, Nicholas. Do you even understand the kind of torment you’d be experiencing, watching your body slowly change into a form that is mismatched with your sense of self?”

Yeah, Daniel, I have some experience with that!

“Quit being dramatic and give me the fucking link, Dan.” I’m out of patience. “You may not have what it takes to handle a little boobacity, but I can take anything these hormones throw at me!”

Daniel jumps to his feet, his teeth grit and nostrils flared. “You think I can’t handle some tit?”

“All I heard from you is a bunch of whining, so yeah!” I puff out my chest. “It’s just a bit of fat on your pecs, bro. Maybe you’re not cut out for this competition without turning into a little baby—”

“It’s not just some fat!” Daniel dramatically throws his hood back again. “Observe, Nicholas! My face shape has changed! My very skin has become smoother, softer, the tissue lattice altered at the cellular level! I have started to be seen as a woman more and more, Nicholas—um, despite my best efforts—to the point where people were beginning to comment on my facial hair!”

Listening to Daniel describe all the changes I so desperately want like they’re bad things is torture.

The bit about his facial hair, though. Oestrogen doesn’t reverse that particular tragedy of male puberty. And while Daniel laments people commenting on his sparse patches of stubble, his actual cheeks and chin look surprisingly smooth.

I reach up to feel his face. “Wait, what facial hair?”

Daniel screeches, batting my hand off. “I was just getting to that! The hormones feminised me so thoroughly, I had no choice but to burn away all traces of my facial hair, lest I invite scrutiny and alarm from others!”

My heart is racing—I don’t think Daniel can afford that on his own, which can only mean one thing.

“Did you pay for that yourself?”

“Huh?” Daniel cocks his head to the side. “Well, no, the competition did. Sort of. I provided my insurance information, and they were able to set it up.”

These idiots aren’t just getting free hormones. They’re getting other transition care, too!

“What else are they paying for?” I forget to keep up the cocky dude act, but I have to know.

Daniel waves me off. “What? I don’t know. I only looked into what I needed. I think some of the other guys got orchies—I mean, they like, totally cut their balls off because they’re nuts—”

The Discord server is arranging orchiectomies for them?!

“—don’t you get it? It’s a crazy place, and I cannot let you do this to yourself.”

This fucking sucks. I am this close to actually being able to access everything I fucking need, and my idiot dude flatmate won’t let me because he thinks I’m an idiot dude like him and won’t welcome all these changes with open arms.

“No, I get it completely, Dan.” I walk up to him, leaning down so I’m at his eye level. “You’re scared.”

Danel takes a step back and trips, falling into his chair. “That was on purpose! What do you mean I’m scared?”

I walk forward to tower over Daniel and glare at him. “You’re scared I’m going to beat you. That’s why you don’t want me in this race. You know that my tits are going to be banging, broseph!”

Perhaps I’ve taken things a hair too far. Daniel looks genuinely petrified, shrinking back farther and pulling his knees up to his breasts. My shoulders sag and I open my mouth to apologise, but I’m interrupted by the door swinging open.

“Keep it the hell down!”

We both turn to Kyle glaring daggers at us. I shoot Daniel a panicked glance—how much did Kyle hear?

“Sorry, sorry Kyle.” I’m stammering, trying to think of a plausible cover. “We were just talking guild du—”

“You were screaming about growing banging tits while my fiancée is on the phone with her very Christian mother, not two rooms away.” Kyle’s hands are balled into fists and he’s practically hissing. “I would appreciate not having to explain what RCBG is to her or to anyone important in my life, ever, so kindly shut the fuck up and settle your lover’s spat some other time.”

Daniel’s wrapped his arms around his knees again. He practically mumbles into his leggings: “Right, sorry.”

“Hold on!” I manage to sputter it out just before Kyle closes the door. “You know?”

Kyle rolls his eyes. “Yeah, dude, I know.”

“He joined around the same time I did.” Daniel probably thinks this additional context is helpful and not utterly destabilising.

My hands are in my hair—this is too much. “Both of you?! Does everyone but me know about RCBG? Is fucking Jeff in the competition too?”

The ensuing silence answers my question well enough.

“Are you all serious?” I cover my mouth with both hands, eyes wide. “You all just kept this from me for how long, exactly?”

“Kept it from you?” Kyle cocks an eyebrow. “Brother, you never leave your room. We don’t talk enough for me to need to hide anything from you.”

“He does have a point, Nicholas.” Daniel says. “Nor are you particularly observant.”

“Thank you, best friend.” I’m about to tell him there wasn’t much for me to observe, when I suddenly get an idea. “Hey Kyle, can I score an invite link to the server?”

“Hm? Oh yeah, sure.”

“Thanks, buddy!”

Daniel squawks as I pull out my phone and walk towards Kyle. “Nicholas, wait! Please reconsider! You are being very brash and hasty!”

Kyle looks up from his own phone to snarl at Daniel. “Dan, I swear if you don’t stop yelling I’m going to come over there and demonstrate how annoyed I still am about the dishes.”

Letting out a squeak of defeat, Daniel pulls his hood down over his eyes and slumps back in his chair.

Kyle texts me the invite link. “It takes a second to get approved. You have to take chest pics and upload them to a private channel. The mods are pretty active around this time.”

“Perfect!”

I click the link, awestruck. I’m finally, finally on the track to getting some hormones in my mailbox. After all the dead ends I’ve been chasing up for nearly two years now.

“Bathroom’s free and has a white background, so you can go get the pics sorted.” Kyle grabs my arm as I walk past him. “Silently, I trust?”

“You got it, new bestie!” I stick my tongue out at Daniel over my shoulder.

Taking photos of my maddeningly flat chest was harder than it should have been.

They want so many pictures, to such exacting specifications: different angles, different levels of close-up, harsh lighting without shadows. By the time I’m done thoroughly proving that my upper body does not possess even a hint of breast, I’m shaking and on the verge of tears.

No time for that, though. Right after I upload the images, I grab a tape measure and note down a few torso circumferences for the benefit of whoever is screening me.

At least I’m done.

I put my T-shirt back on and leave the bathroom, taking deep breaths to settle my nerves. My phone buzzes before I’ve even reached my bedroom. I’ve indeed been approved—I can view the rest of the channels on the server. I open my door with a smile.

“Nicholas, please try to see reason.”

I yelp and drop my phone. “Dan, what the fuck!”

Refusing to give it a rest, Daniel is on my bed, sitting cross-legged and pouting heavily. Given that he’s still wearing the pink hoodie, it’s almost cute, but his continued aggravating behaviour really undercuts that.

“It was foolish and irresponsible of Kaalappan to send you that link,” Daniel says. “However, no damage has been done yet, Nicholas. You need not follow through.”

I pick my phone up. “Can you just chill the fuck out, man?”

“I cannot! Not when you are so determined to embark on a course of action I can only describe as self-harm!”

This situation is so fucked. Daniel takes everything at face value. He’s going to keep begging me to not “inflict” the feminisation I’ve craved all my life upon myself, and I can’t even tell him why it won’t be a problem because then he’ll say the competition is for cis men only and get me kicked out!

This is really putting my tolerance of his histrionics to the test.

“Dude, you’re really starting to like, crimp my style.” I settle down at my desk and open Discord on my PC. “Look, it’s totally bro code or whatever of you to try and have my back, but it’s getting to be a little emasculating so I’d like you to stop and leave me to it.”

“It’s emasculating for me to stop you from literally emasculating yourself?”

“Did you emasculate yourself, Daniel?” I swivel around to see him with his mouth open, but silent. “Did Kyle, or Jeff?”

Daniel finds his voice after a few seconds. “Jeffrey did not have much masculinity in the first place.”

I gesture towards the door. “I don’t see you clucking at either of them how they’re going to ruin their bodies.”

“Because neither of them is my best friend, Nicholas!”

That stuns me into silence. I’m somehow both deeply touched and incredibly exasperated.

Daniel sits up on his knees, hunched forward, his eyes big and glistening. “Please Nicholas, I do not want to see you do this to yourself. I understand what it’s like to grow into something others want you to be, but that you do not. I would not wish that much agony upon anyone. Except perhaps Jeffrey. Certainly not you. Please, just log off.”

He sounds so fucking sincere, I’m almost moved. Too bad I still need my fucking hormones to live.

“Bro, this competition sounds like it’s been rough on you, and that sucks but I’ll be fine.” I return to my screen, searching for the form to fill out for the HRT delivery. “Maybe you should drop out. You kinda sound like you’re going through it.”

“I have been on this path for nearly a year, Nicholas! You underestimate my resilience.” Daniel gets off the bed, hovering by my shoulder like an overly loquacious gnat. “My voluptuousness may have come at great cost, but I am equipped to bear this massive, curvy burden to the finish line.”

I glance at Daniel’s chest. “Yeah, I’m sure you can carry those burdens just fine.”

The server’s layout isn’t particularly intuitive. There’s a pinned post on the landing channel directing me to guides and information, but regimen advice is not what I need right now. RCBG is also large enough for the typical channel bloat. Many appear to be inactive, likely used once or twice and then left to rot. I see fifteen different types of media discussions but not a single indication of where I’m supposed to submit my freaking insurance details.

A minute of fruitless browsing lands me in the roles channel, where I can pick out the colour of my display name and my pronouns. Still no forms.

“Hey, Nicholas.” Daniel points at the pronoun selection prompt. “You should click on ‘she/her.’ As a joke.”

I roll my eyes at him. “Nice try, dude.”

It’s an obvious trap. Despite this, at least a few people seem to have fallen for it, based on the non-zero numbers next to the options that aren’t “he/him.” I pointedly select the only pronouns that won’t get me instantly banned and continue looking.

“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me how to apply for the hormones.”

“No.”

“You’re being a really bad friend.”

“Incorrect. I am being the best friend I can possibly be, as evidenced by my persistence in the face of resistance.”

Instead of trying to respond to that non-logic, I navigate to the general channel in the hopes of finding someone who can direct me through the process. Daniel is committed to “protecting” me, and Kyle is probably busy. I briefly entertain the thought of speaking to Jeffrey, then type into the server instead.


                
Nickname

Hey so I’m new here, and I just wanted to ask where to fill out like my delivery address and insurance details?





Melvin

Welcome! Wdym insurance?






Heir of Breast replying to Nickname


Yo, new blood. Fem or boy?






Nickname replying to Heir of Breast


I beg your pardon?





Brisket Enjoyer

Oh, you have to weigh in on the blood feud that has split this fair server in twain for generations—aeons, even!





Heir of Breast

Seems like a pretty simple question to me.





Nickname

Okay but I just got here





Chesticle Connoisseur

Yeah and now you have to pledge allegiance to one of the great warring factions.





Brisket Enjoyer

No pressure!





Bridget Is a Femboy

False dichotomy btw. Just saying.




            

I slowly swivel in my chair to face Daniel, chewing on the inside of my left cheek. “I see the rest of the server is as helpful as you are.”

“Whatever do you mean, Nicholas?” Dan has the audacity to actually bat his eyelashes, a maddening smirk stretched across his features. “It is a simple binary choice! Pick one to satisfy the denizens, and then proceed with your inquiries.”

“It is NOT a simple choice.” I jab at the screen with a finger, eyes wide, teeth bared. “This is one hundred percent some kind of trap, like with the pronouns!”

“So select ‘boy’.”

“That’s too obvious!” I bite my thumb, yielding to an old nervous habit and nibbling at the nail. “The choice wasn’t ‘boy’ or ‘girl’, it was ‘boy’ or ‘fem.’ There’s nothing about ‘fem’ that precludes manhood, so what if ‘boy’ is the wrong choice here? Like it’s the overcompensating choice? But then answering ‘fem’ could just be taken as me saying I’m not a man, and I get banned!”

“Well, that is indeed the crux of the entire debate, yes,” Daniel says.

I cock an eyebrow. “Debate, Dan?”

Daniel doesn’t look directly at me. He’s staring up at the ceiling, his nose twitching, humming to himself louder than he thinks he is. I try not to start tapping my foot while he argues with himself in his head. No doubt his internal monologue has just as many grandiose rhetorical flourishes as his external ones.

Eventually, he nods once and makes eye contact with me again. “Very well, my young pupil. I shall—”

“We’re the same age, Dan.”

Daniel raises his voice. “I shall impart unto you the lore of the RCBG server and the great conflict that threatens to rock its very foundations!”

I drum my fingers on the edge of my desk and suppress a sigh. “Will that help me get my HRT any faster?”

“No!” Daniel claps his hands together and flashes me a broad grin.

I plop down an elbow and rest my chin on the heel of my hand, steeling myself for one of his meandering screeds. “Go on, then.”

He launches into it with no delay. “Now, Nicholas, as you are aware, there are two types of people on this server.”

“All of this is completely brand new information to me, Daniel.”

As usual, he proceeds as if I said nothing. “Their disagreement stems from differing opinions on optimal RLC strategies, with both factions claiming superior mastery of the metagame.”

“What’s ‘RLC’?”

“Patience, my pupil!” Daniel raises a hand to silence me after I’ve already stopped talking. “‘RLC’, of course, stands for ‘real-life cover.’”

Daniel is not good at explaining things. “Right. Of course. And what that means is?..”

“One of the burdens of competitive mammogenesis is having to explain to your colleagues why you have suddenly sprouted jugs.” Daniel’s tone is matter-of-fact, as though he’s discussing sick notes or traffic delays. “So of course, we have to adopt a cover, in real life. Hence RLC-strats.”

I scratch the back of my head, frowning. “Wouldn’t you just hide it?”

Admittedly, I haven’t really thought that far ahead yet. I’ve been so preoccupied with learning the right things to say to doctors that I didn’t even have room to consider what I’m going to do once I actually have the bloody E in my hands.

“That is one camp, yes,” Daniel says, bringing me back to the present. “Although, that particular tactic has severe and glaring limitations.”

He punctuates this with an obvious puffing out of his chest, which I choose to ignore.

“So what other option is there, then?” I ask.

Daniel raises himself up to his full height, which isn’t much, pursing his lips and looking insufferably smug. “Isn’t it obvious, my dear Nicholas? You come out as a trans girl.”

Complete silence falls up on us for ten painfully awkward seconds.

I say the only thing that feels safe for me to vocalise. “But I’m not a trans girl.”

Daniel clicks his tongue and flaps his hands about dismissively. “Yes, obviously, I know that! However, the most convenient rationale for justifying oestrogen use as a cis man is to claim a transfeminine identity, as a cover for the truth.”

“Hang on.” My head is spinning and there’s a sudden ringing in my ears. “This competition is only open to cis men.”

“That is correct.”

“But in order to take part in this competition, we have to pretend to be trans women?”

“We don’t have to. That’s what the entire argument is about!” Daniel gestures towards my monitor with both hands.

Deflated, defeated by the contradictions Daniel is happily spewing, I turn my attention back to the Discord chat. It can’t make any less sense than this conversation.


                
Heir of Breast

The point is that so-called “femme strats” aren’t real. It’s not a thing. It’s a thinly-veiled pretext that trans girls who have infiltrated this men’s space adopt as a flimsy excuse, so they’ll be allowed to stay!





Chesticle Connoisseur

Sounds like a bunch of whining from someone who can’t pull it off, TBH! :kissy_face:





Bridget is a Femboy

I really hate both of y’all, to be blunt. Trans women have an unfair advantage at this men’s sport, because they want the changes HRT gives them and don’t have to deal with the dysphoria the male competitors will be saddled with.






Heir of Breast replying to Bridget is a Femboy


THANK YOU






Bridget is a Femboy replying to Heir of Breast


Shut the fuck up, you “boymoder” troglodytes aren’t any fucking better. You people take any sign of feminine behaviour as an excuse to tribunal legitimate male competitors! It’s downright homophobic. Just because I like getting railed in a sundress doesn’t mean I’m not a man or that I’m not struggling with growing tits, dipshits.





Brisket Enjoyer

I for one am just glad SOMEONE is taking the scourge of trans women invading male spaces seriously!




            

Then again, reading the chatter on this server for too long feels hazardous. I wrench myself away from the conversation discussing the exact transgression I wish to commit and face Daniel again.

“What does he mean by ‘tribunal’?” I gesture towards the transphobic femboy’s messages.

The moment I say that, Daniel instantly perks up, eyes twinkling, hands a-flutter, a broad grin bursting past his lips. He practically beams, gazing up at the ceiling as his eyes slightly mist over.

“Why, tribunals are one of the most important mechanics of this sport! You may have gathered that trans women occasionally try to invade and sully the sanctity of this sacred space.”

A short pause to regulate my breathing. “Yeah, I got that.”

“Tribunals are how we curb such anti-social practices. Anyone can call a tribunal against anyone else, provided they have sufficient evidence that said competitor is not really a man, but a deceptive trans woman seeking access to resources she’s not entitled to.”

Think fast. I need to sound like a guy who barely knows anything about trans women. “Yeah, I bet trans girls are really good at lying and tricking people.”

Daniel’s gaze snaps back down at me. He inhales sharply, staring at me slack-jawed. Eventually he closes his mouth, swallows loudly and nods. “Yes, um, of course. I believe that as well, based on all the lying trans women I’ve seen ejected from the server!”

Breathe. Daniel’s already being weird about me signing up. I don’t need to give him any more reasons. At the same time, I find I’m almost relieved. I’m so, so glad that I never came out to him. It’s not like the topic of trans rights has ever come up between us before, and it’s suspicious for a supposedly-cis man to just bring it up unprompted, but now that I know what he really thinks, I’m definitely better off keeping my mouth shut.

Daniel leans in, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “In fact, Nicholas, you have joined the server at a most tumultuous time! Those who eschew feminine presentation wish to oust everyone who adopts it.”

My eyes dart back towards the chat. “Like, literally everyone? There’s probably a lot of guys who’ve, um, used the strat, right?”

“Indeed there are. The entire server has been at war these past few weeks, and it’s all coming to a head tonight!” Daniel pauses dramatically before concluding with a flourish: “For the titans of each camp now face each other in a climactic head-to-head! The outcome of their clash decides the very fate and future of every soul in this competition!”

Bemused, I struggle not to smile at Daniel, who is now on his knees, arms spread wide above him, gazing heavenward.

“So they’re having, like, a debate?”

It’s clear I’m insufficiently impressed for Daniel’s liking. He glares at me while he grabs the edge of my desk to hoist himself back up. “Rhetoric, Nicholas. That most perfect art of persuasion and reason, honed by its masters to sway our minds through pure logic!”

“I’m not sure what kind of debates you watch, but I don’t think there’s a lot of logic to them, pure or otherwise.” It’s fun goading him, watching him get redder with every word. “So you said it’s happening tonight, then?”

“Well.” Daniel looks at my monitor. “It’s actually ongoing. That’s why the server is so active, and the voice chat is full—everyone wants to see the first and second place competitors duke it out!” 

So it is. I’ve never seen that many names listed under a voice channel. I scroll for a few seconds, marvelling at how far from the bottom I am.

Daniel shifts his weight from foot to foot, hands clasped. The corners of his lips are twitching slightly, and he’s staring at my mouse.

I sigh. “We can watch the debate.”

Daniel jumps up a little and squeaks, then clears his throat. “If you’d like to, sure.”

My mic and webcam are automatically turned off when I click to join the channel. Only two users out of all the voice-chat participants seem to have the requisite permissions. I throw their video feeds up on my monitor, adjust the speaker volume, and roll my chair back for Daniel’s benefit. He settles down in my lap so we can watch together.

The right-hand feed shows me someone dressed in a bulky, almost oversized black jacket over gray joggers. It’s March and therefore still technically winter, but the weather’s warm enough to make all those layers pretty uncomfortable. The guy must be sweltering. Even so, he’s clearly got an impressive pair of breasts, which is not something I ever thought I’d notice in a man. The contestant—isaacahedron—is leaning forward, elbows on his desk, his chin resting on his interlaced fingers. His thick square glasses reflect the brightness of his monitor and obscure his eyes so well, he has to have practiced the perfect angle to achieve that effect. His hair is sandy-blonde, cropped short everywhere but the front, and glistening with enough product to keep it spiky. He’s the one currently speaking.

“I now request the mods to submit into evidence the Archive Of Our Own link from my dossier.” His sentence is punctuated by a soft ping as the voice-chat’s text channel is updated. “Do you deny that this is your account, linked many times on your public-facing social media, by you, claiming credit for the myriad stories it has authored?”

The other one laughs, voice high and haughty and clear as church bells. A sharp trill that leaves me breathless.

I didn’t know that someone who was born a boy could sound like that.

“My dear Izzy, I’m touched! You never told me you were such a fan.”

Her username—it feels wrong to use any pronouns other than “her”—is simply “Laura.” No too-clever-by-half joke, no pun or reference or pretence, just “Laura.” I haven’t been looking at her earlier, but now that my eyes have settled on her, it’s impossible to look anywhere else.

She seems composed entirely of straight lines intersecting at sharp angles, a vivid portrait painted with mathematical precision. Laura does not sit, she lounges, reposing on my screen with an easy, catlike grace. Her prominent collarbones and shoulders are entirely bare. Only her voluptuous, voluminous breasts are covered—barely—by a crimson halter top that just about succeeds in constraining them. Long, straight black hair falls across her arms, luscious and shining, and her lips are done up to match her top. Her leering smile is an unsightly gash upon her otherwise perfectly serene face. Laura is of East Asian descent, I think, though her accent is hard to place, concealing hints of British in a lilting, hypnotic drawl.

“My name is Isaac.” Isaac breaks Laura’s spell momentarily, glaring at his camera lens. “I will once again remind you to cease with this childish appellation."

“That’s not what you said last night.” Laura winks, and Isaac actually blushes.

“As I said, enough with the juvenile displays!” Isaac loudly clears his throat. “I suggest you focus on the matter at hand.”

Laura waves him off. “What matter? You’ve submitted a link I happily promote on my own socials. How damning.”

“Let the record reflect that the accused does not deny her authorship of these stories.”

Laura groans. “Sweetie, this isn’t a courtroom.”

I can’t stay silent anymore. I tap Daniel on the shoulder. “So, about Laura.”

When Daniel turns his head, his eyes are brimming with tears. “What about Laura?”

“So…” I hesitate to say he. “Laura is… a man?”

“Yes.”

“Laura is a man doing… femme strats, you called it.”

“Exactly!” Daniel turns back to stare at her again. “Isn’t she brilliant?”

She’s definitely something, though I’m not sure I have the ability to discern what. Could someone who looks like her really be a man? I can’t believe Laura.



    
        Katherine

    



I can’t believe Laura.



That someone like her not only exists, but does so within the competition, is nothing short of miraculous. She is a visionary. A pioneer, a trailblazer to whom many in Ranked Competitive Breast Growth owe their undying gratitude. There is no doubt in my mind that Laura is a trans woman. It’s obvious to anyone who knows what to look for. She is not merely a trans woman, however, but a trans woman at the very top of the ladder, the unquestioned reigning champion and queen of this sport. A woman dominating a men’s field. Laura joined a little over two years ago and has, at every turn, managed to withstand tribunal after tribunal and accusation after accusation, despite living as a woman proudly, openly, and unapologetically. She is an inspiration to girls everywhere, but especially the ones on this server.
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development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation

efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and

open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership

with others.



The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and

redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The

fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 

redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved

names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,

however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The

requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply

to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.



DEFINITIONS

"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright

Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may

include source files, build scripts and documentation.



"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the

copyright statement(s).



"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as

distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).



"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,

or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the

Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a

new environment.



"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical

writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.



PERMISSION & CONDITIONS

Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining

a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,

redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font

Software, subject to the following conditions:



1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,

in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.



2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,

redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy

contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be

included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or

in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or

binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.



3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font

Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding

Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as

presented to the users.



4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font

Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any

Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the

Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written

permission.



5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,

must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be

distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to

remain under this license does not apply to any document created

using the Font Software.



TERMINATION

This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are

not met.



DISCLAIMER

THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,

EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF

MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT

OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE

COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,

INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL

DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING

FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM

OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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