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This story includes the words queer and faggot, and there is a scene where a character is being physically and verbally assaulted by homophobes. It also includes a young man who has considered transitioning to female but ultimately decides against it. Please don't consider this to be transphobic. After much contemplation, he decided it just wasn't right for him.
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Chapter One | Asher
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The words of the form letter stared up at him. Asher had read it over many times while he'd been on the search for a new rooming situation. He still couldn't believe the landlord would leave him stranded like that. He'd been renting the same room from them for the past three and a half years. He liked it there. His room was in the basement away from everyone. His own quiet sanctuary.

The problem was Asher had been there the least amount of time. The other guys renting rooms in the four-bedroom house were working on their master's in computer science degrees. They'd been there longer than him. He was in his fourth year, hoping to graduate with a Bachelor in English he could then use toward getting into a Master's program himself. He wasn't sure what he would do with the English degree but he could figure that out when the time came.

Maybe he was destined to teach.

That possibility made him shiver with anxiety. The thought of standing in front of a bunch of people—the center of attention. It was his worst nightmare. The only time he felt comfortable public speaking was during Spoken Word nights at the coffee shop where he worked. That was different, though. It was a small familiar group in an environment where he felt secure.

From his chair at his desk, Asher looked around his room. Four small boxes were stacked against the wall on one side of the room. It bothered him that they were there. It threw off the balance of his room. He had started packing as soon as he received the letter stating the landlord was moving their son into Asher's room and he would need to vacate it in two months' time.

He'd only left the essentials out anticipating he would relocate as soon as possible to avoid moving during mid-terms. Asher sighed as he smoothed out the wrinkles in the letter. He'd opened and closed it so many times, the creases were soft but set. He'd received the unwelcome correspondence forty-two days ago and he still hadn't found somewhere to move into.

The nearly 0% vacancy rate in Victoria, BC was real.

He carefully folded the letter and tucked it into his notebook. He lifted the colored pencil he'd been using, flipped forward in his notebook a few pages, and continued the shading on a row of panels in the latest manga comic he was drawing: the auburn hair on one of the characters. He drew the darker color down each strand of spikey hair precisely. It had to be perfect.

Not that anyone would ever see it. But the hobby calmed him. Took him out of this world into one of his own creation. He'd been drawing in the Japanese style since he was ten. At the age of sixteen, he changed his style, switching to Yaoi, a form of gay male or boys' love manga.

Of late, the intimate scenes between the characters had become more and more graphic. He'd taken to watching gay porn to get the positioning right. He'd even found a website that let you choose a position by name, then showed you a cascade of videos from porn demonstrating it.

At first, it made him uncomfortable watching and drawing those scenes. His face and ears would flush and his stomach would clench. And other parts of his body would pay attention. Parts he'd prefer not to think about. It took a lot of energy to dismiss and ignore his body's reaction.

He enjoyed the finished product, though. It was real life. Men in a relationship who were having sex with each other. Their cocks pumping. The precum flowing. Their holes on display.

Asher shifted in his chair, anticipating, and switched his colored pencil out for a standard one. His characters were in bed. One character was about to straddle the other. He sketched away filling in the lower half of one of the character's body. A long, thick cock, dripping with desire.

He licked his lips as he moved to the next panel. One character straddled the other. Chest to chest, clinging to each other. Kaito with his hands in Haru's hair. Engaged in a sloppy kiss. Haru's hard cock between them, weeping, as he was seated on Kaito's shaft in the lotus position.

It was Asher's favorite position to draw. It was personal. They were looking into each other's eyes. The next panel had Haru riding Kaito hard. Then the following panel, they were both spilling their seed all over each other. Asher ended the scene with them cuddling afterward.

If he ever had sex, that's the way he would like to see it play out.

Satisfied, Asher tidied up his pencils. He made sure the bottom ends were even before he wrapped an elastic band around them. It was all right for the sharpened ends to be uneven, but the bottoms could not be. He tapped the bundle on the desk to make sure none had moved out of place. Reassured, he tucked the pencils in his desk drawer and closed his notebook.

Asher slipped on his cordless headphones and fired up his new favorite musical playlist on his phone. It wasn't the grunge from the 90s, although he sometimes listened to that. The bands and songs he was interested in were current grunge bands releasing new albums.

He mentally prepared himself. He was hungry but the kitchen would still be occupied. He'd have to brave it to make something to eat for dinner. The headphones helped. It meant he didn't have to speak to anyone. His roommates were nice enough, they just had nothing in common.

It was easier to stay in his own little world while he cooked. He trudged up the stairs as he pressed a control on the side of his phone. He kept the volume on his music low enough that he could hear when someone spoke to him but the headphones acted as a message that he didn't want to talk. He spent most of his time visualizing his next comic as he prepared his food.

Tonight was a quinoa and tofu salad. He'd cooked the quinoa yesterday and placed it in the fridge. Now it was cold, ready to be used. All he had to do was cut up some red peppers, onion, and the medium firm tofu and toss it together with some dressing he kept well stocked.

Asher had been a vegetarian since he was twelve. It had driven his mom crazy, having to request something different be cooked for him. One day, he'd been clicking around on a search engine and stumbled across some videos showing the treatment of animals that were destined to be food. It had turned him off meat. The milk, eggs, and fish were axed later. Now he was vegan.

He liked the way the diet kept him slim. As it was, he was destined to be petite. His body was willowy and he only stood 5'4". He hated the term twink but that's what he was. He'd known he was queer ever since he hit puberty. His attraction to males of the species was undeniable.

He pulled out a chopping board, found some space on the counter, and lifted everything out of the fridge. So far his encounters with men had been him simply looking at them. He'd never been in a relationship. He'd kissed a guy last month but that was the extent of his experience. At the age of twenty-four, he was holding out until he made a real connection with someone.

He was a virgin. And he was damned proud of it. The thought of using his body like that, skin to skin with another person, grunting, swearing—sweating. Cumming.

It made him a little queasy.

Everything cut up, Asher tossed all the ingredients into a bowl and added the dressing. He mixed it all together. After he loaded all the dishes he had used into the dishwasher, he headed back downstairs. He preferred to eat in his room. He used the excuse of homework.

He did have homework. Two essays were to be written by next week. He was lucky. Words tended to flow easily from his mind. He had a perfect 4.0 grade point average. He decided to sit on his bed and flip open a second personal notebook instead. A half-finished poem was waiting for him. That and a spoken word piece he was hoping to have ready for the next reading event.

Asher decided on the spoken word project. It was post-apocalyptic with the point of view coming from a young girl whose parents hadn't come home from a food pilgrimage.

He scratched away with a pencil, letting the words flow. He preferred to write on paper with a pencil. It felt more authentic than using a computer.

He scooped three mouthfuls of food into his mouth. His phone rang and he had to swallow quickly in order to answer it. He cleared his throat and tapped the answer icon.

"Hello?"

"Hey, is this Asher?"

Asher furrowed his brow. He had no idea who this was.

"Yes. Who is this?"

"I saw your advertisement on the message board at the student union building. Are you still looking for a room to rent?"

Asher straightened up. "Yes. Do you have one?"

"Yeah." The caller chuckled. "I'm in my first year. It wasn't what I expected. Not really my thing. I'm going back home to Ontario."

"You're dropping out?"

"Yup. So my room is going to be empty. The guys need someone to fill it. I told them I'd do them a solid and find someone to take it. Do you want to look at it?"

Asher put his hand on his chest. His heart was drumming hard.

"Is it furnished?"

"Yes. Bed. Desk. Dresser."

Perfect.

"I'll take it."

"Just like that?"

"I just need somewhere to go. I'll make it work." He stroked his hand on the fabric of his tight, black leggings. The excitement had his hands sweating.

"Great! I'll text you the address. I'm moving out on Thursday."

"I'll be there Friday." Asher looked around his room. He could easily pack up the rest of his belongings in three days. He was a minimalist. Most of the packed boxes contained clothes. One of his current roommates had offered his truck to help him move once he found a place.

"What's your last name so I can tell the guys?"

Asher sighed. "Eierkuchen."

"Like the Eierkuchens?"

It was bloody embarrassing. People treated him differently when they found out who his family was. They assumed things. Like his life was a free ride. They didn't know he had worked for everything he had accomplished. He paid his own way. Hence simply renting a room.

"Yeah, that's my parents."

"That must be pretty sweet." A long pause. "Why are you renting a room? You could buy a whole house to live in while you go to school."

Asher shrugged even though the guy couldn't see him. "I prefer to pay my own way."

"Huh. Respect."

He wanted off the phone before the guy started asking any more questions about his family's business and their obnoxiously visible wealth.

"Right, so we're good?" Asher asked.

His phone buzzed. He looked at the screen. The guy had sent him the address. He knew the area. It was on a direct bus line to the University of Victoria.

Dammit.

He'd forgotten the most important thing. He was on a strict budget. A lifetime of money not mattering sometimes crept back in. He no longer lived that life.

"I forgot to ask," Asher said. "How much?"

"Nine-fifty a month."

Asher frowned. That was pricey but he could make it work. He would need to pick up more shifts at Café Espresso where he worked as a barista.

"I can do that."

"Good. Then you're set. I'll let the guys take it from here."

"Awesome. Thank you."

"No worries."

The caller disconnected.

Asher ran his hand through his hair, contemplating what his new roommates might be like. Hopefully, they would let him be. He wasn't looking to make new friends.

He leaned forward so he could see his reflection in his floor-length mirror. He tugged at his hair. He'd need to bleach it again soon. His dirty blond hair had started to make an appearance at his root line and throughout the shaved undercut parts on the back and sides. He let the front of his hair fall back over one eye. He wanted to make a good first impression.

Tomorrow before work. He still had some peroxide left. A quick touch-up wouldn't take long. He turned back to his notebook. Windmills. His spoken word essay needed windmills.

Windmills and monsters.
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Chapter Two | Shaun
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As usual, rugby practice was brutal. Coach had run them through some hard-hitting skirmishes. Shaun knew for certain he'd be covered in bruises and scrapes. His position as full-back meant he had spent the evening bringing down his teammates and grinding them into the turf.

He was glad to pull every sweaty piece of clothing off in the locker room. He groaned as he stretched his muscles out. Even his shins hurt. He looked in the mirror in the bathroom leading to the showers. As expected, bruises were appearing across both shoulders and down his ribs on one side. He'd really feel them and the muscle strain when he woke the next morning.

"Nice work out there, boys."

Coach sounded happy for once. He was usually a bear. Growling and roaring, tearing apart every play they made that wasn't perfect.

"We might actually be ready for the game on Friday." Their captain, Matthew, walked straight out of the showers stark naked, only using a towel to ruffle dry his hair. Shaun huffed out a laugh and went back to soaping his body. Some guys were just plain shameless. Matthew pulled the same shit around the house. No amount of badgering could make him quit putting on a show.

Another of his roommates, Daniel, smacked Shaun's bare ass on the way past.

"Who's up for pizza?" he shouted. A positive response filled the locker room followed by grunts and chants. Everyone was hyped after practice and feeling good about the upcoming game. They'd been working hard. They had a real chance to make it to the university circuit playoffs.

Shaun dried off, wrapped a towel around his waist like a respectable human, and made his way to his area of the bench. He dropped his towel and hauled on his underwear, then pulled on his favorite shirt over his head. It was a varsity t-shirt from his high school where he had first discovered his love of rugby. He'd started in his junior year and never looked back. At 6'3" and two-hundred-thirty pounds, the shirt was tight, but he didn't care. It was soft and comfortable.

"You ready?" Matthew nudged Shaun almost knocking him over as he struggled to pull on his jeans. He'd bulked up his thighs again. "Or do you need to check your hair first?"

The question set off a round of laughter. Shaun jammed his feet into his running shoes. "Ha. Ha. Hair's fine." He ran his hands through his short ash-brown strands to make sure they were sitting flat. They'd never leave him alone if he went back to the mirror in the bathroom to check.

Shaun grabbed the felt and leather jacket emblazoned with their team logo off his hook and followed the rest of the guys outside. It was a cold night for March on the West Coast. Drizzly and wet. He snapped the metal buttons shut on his jacket and shivered. Once you weren't running around, the cold air got under your skin. He was glad to pile into Matthew's pickup truck.

They were headed to their usual haunt. A little hole in the wall. The pizza there was fresh and amazing. And the owners weren't afraid of garlic in their sauce. They'd order a medium each and still be hungry after they were done. But they had to watch their carbohydrate intake. There was leftover steak, rare and bloody, in the fridge, they could fill up on once they arrived back home.

They piled into the small restaurant and took up every table in the place but one. The noise level shot from a two to a ten as they all talked over each other. A game of keep-away with the few menus available ensued, which nearly broke out into a wrestling match.

Shaun already knew what he was getting. Meat-lovers. Extra cheese. Heavy on the ground beef. He needed to keep the protein tank fueled. Food was forever on his radar.

He jostled Daniel into spilling his water all over the table.

"Asshole," Daniel responded.

Shaun grinned. "Stop smacking my ass."

"Not my fault you have an ass made for smacking."

Shaun laughed, shoved Daniel again, and joined the chorus of guys all trying to place their orders at once. The owner was used to them. They'd get it sorted. It was probably more business than they'd seen all week. They were yet to get an order wrong despite the chaos.

With the pizzas ordered, the conversation turned to the practice. Pulling apart all the little details. What had been done right—and wrong. Where they could improve. Then smack and strategy talk about the team they were playing on Friday followed.

They had a real chance of winning.

Charlie, the blind-side flanker strolled in through the door. Of course, he wasn't alone. His girlfriend was practically an appendage. A resounding "Boo," rang out. They were only teasing. Jessica, Charlie's girlfriend, was a hoot. One of the guys. She knew her way around rugby better than Shaun did. Her dad had been a coach and she'd played all through high school. Now she played on the women's university rugby team. She was a force unto herself.

Jessica fell into a seat beside Shaun.

"How's my man Shaun?" she said as she slammed her hand on his shoulder, boisterous like.

Shaun nodded. "He's doing all right."

"Still single?"

Shaun smirked. "Why? Are you offering?"

Jessica scrunched her nose. "Not sure Charlie would be into that."

"Nah, I'm not dating."

Truth was, Shaun hadn't even been on a date in many months. Rugby and school dominated his entire life. Trying to slot someone into his crazy schedule would be cruel. Nothing long-term could flourish in the current insanity that was his life. He wouldn't ask that of anyone.

So for now—no more dating. Once he received his Master of Education in Coaching Studies and nailed down a good job, he would consider opening his world to someone else.

"You sure you're all right?" Jessica asked, quieter this time.

Shaun sighed. "Just tired, I guess."

"Big game on Friday. You ready?"

"I think so."

"You better know so."

"All right. All right." Shaun grinned. "I know so." He leaned back as his pizza was deposited in front of him. Before he had a chance himself, Jessica pulled off a slice and devoured the point. Little crumbles of ground beef dropped onto the table but Jessica chased them up and ate them.

"Go ahead. Help yourself," Shaun teased, then dug into the cheesy goodness. Jessica finished her slice, patted Shaun on the cheek, and went in search of her boyfriend.

Daniel leaned against his shoulder. "She likes you."

And?

"I'm not making a play for Jessica."

"Things are rocky between her and Charlie. You never know."

"Even if they split up, I wouldn't be into it. Have you never heard of the bro code? The part where you never date each other's exes?"

"Codes are made to be broken."

Shaun shook his head. "Not interested. She's like a little sister."

"Ew." Daniel pulled back. "Totally backing off then."

"Good." That foray into unrealistic territory averted, Shaun grunted and went back to eating his pizza. By slice seven, he was feeling it. Too much food—too fast. He'd need to walk it off.

He threw some cash down on the table and rose to his feet. It took a bit of maneuvering, but he finally broke free of the crowd of guys filling every available space around him.

"I'm gonna walk home," he said to no one in particular.

Matthew waved at him. "That's a hell of a walk, Shaun. Are you sure you don't want a ride? We'll be leaving in a few minutes."

"If I get tired, I'll call a cab."

Matthew held up a slice of pizza in salute. "Suit yourself."

Shaun strode out into the fresh, cold air. It had stopped raining. The streets were wet but the night sky was clear. In reality, it was going to take him two hours to walk home. He tucked his hands deep into his pockets. The raucous behavior of the evening had worn him out emotionally. He got enough of that at home. Living with two other rugby players was fun but it was also draining. Especially Matthew and Daniel. They were always running on high-octane.

He turned down a street in the general direction of home. If he found himself lost, he could pull up a map app on his phone and get himself back on track. Wandering felt good. He passed by house after house, heritage and modern until he reached a village area with some small shops. An antique store, a thrift store, and a coffee shop under a row of hundred-year-old apartments. The street wasn't well lit and the pitch black made Shaun hustle a little.

He came to a stop when he heard loud voices in the distance. Somewhere around the back of the heritage shops. He was about to ignore it when a voice male and guttural rang out.

"Faggot!"

Then a thump and the sound of someone whimpering.

What the actual fuck?

Shaun ran toward the sound. As he suspected, a group of three men were taking turns kicking a black mass on the wet pavement in the alley. The shape wasn't even definable as human. The black clothes practically disappeared amidst the darkness. Only a shock of white-blond hair sticking out of one end told Shaun that it was a person being beaten on.

"Hey!" Shaun shouted as he raced toward the group. The three guys were slighter than him. It would be a stretch but he had no qualms about taking them all on.

A final kick landed in the middle of the lump of clothing. Shaun could see it was a heavy wool coat. And the person wearing it was groaning and crying.

Shaun grabbed the offending guy and hauled him back.

"Leave them alone!" He wasn't sure yet if the person on the ground was a guy or a girl. Their small size made it impossible to tell. The guy he'd grabbed spun on him.
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