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The silver Porsche 911 Turbo growled as it pulled up outside the ivy-covered gates of Hawthorne House. Tristan straightened the cuffs of his designer shirt and stepped out of the low-slung sports car, surveying the sprawling Georgian manor that had been in his family for generations. 

His parents were away in the south of France again, leaving Tristan to his own devices in the cavernous family estate. Not that he minded. He preferred the solitude, even if the empty halls echoed with the ghosts of happier times. 

Tristan walked through the front door, his Italian leather shoes clicking on the marble floor. In the foyer mirror, he caught a glimpse of himself - a slight young man with a heart-shaped face and full, pouting lips. His wide blue eyes peered out from under a mop of straw-colored curls, giving him a perpetually startled look. 

He sighed, shaking his head. No matter how expensive his clothes or fast his cars, he couldn't escape the androgynous body he'd been born with. At least when he was alone, he didn't have to pretend to be the man he would never actually become. 

Tristan wandered into the study and poured himself a glass of brandy from the crystal decanter, settling into the worn leather armchair by the fireplace. The familiar warmth of the brandy soothed his frayed nerves. 

Maybe tonight he'd lose himself in one of his favorite games, becoming the powerful warrior or space captain that lived inside his head. At least in the virtual world, he could be whoever he wanted. 

"Another night alone," he said softly, gazing into the amber depths of his glass. "Story of my life." 

He downed the brandy in one gulp, the liquid fire chasing away the bitter ache of loneliness. For now, the games would have to be enough.
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Tristan stood in front of the mirror, admiring how the charcoal gray suit accentuated his trim waist and shoulders. His personal tailor had done an excellent job, as always. 

"Not bad," he said with a smirk. At least he cleaned up well, even if he didn't quite look the part. 

On his way out the front door, he grabbed the keys to his cherry red Lamborghini from the valet stand. As the engine purred to life, he felt a surge of anticipation. Maybe tonight would be different. 

At the restaurant, he strode to the bar with purpose, aware of female eyes following his progress. Perching on a bar stool, he ordered a martini and scanned the room, searching for his target. 

There - a stunning blonde in a little black dress, sitting alone at a corner table. Their eyes met from across the room, and she smiled coyly, fluttering her lashes. 

His heart raced as he grabbed his drink and sauntered over to her table. "Is this seat taken?" 

She shook her head, eyes gleaming with interest. "Please join me." 

"Tristan Hawthorne," he said, extending his hand. 

"Delilah," she purred. "Lovely to meet you, Tristan." 

"The pleasure is mine." He grinned, showing a flash of perfect white teeth. "What's a ravishing creature like yourself doing in a place like this all alone?" 

She leaned forward, displaying her ample cleavage to full advantage. "Waiting for a charming man like yourself to join me, of course." 

Tristan signaled the waiter for another round of drinks, unable to keep the smile from his face. Maybe this would be his lucky night after all. At least for a few hours, he could lose himself in the fantasy and pretend he was the man Delilah undoubtedly saw him as. 
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Tristan sauntered into his lavish penthouse, loose-limbed and buzzed from several hours of drinking with Delilah. For once, he didn't feel quite so lonely in these cavernous rooms that had been decorated by an interior designer his parents had hired. 

Usually the only companionship he found here was in the virtual worlds of his video games, where he could craft an idealized avatar and interact with others from the safety of anonymity. No risk of rejection or ridicule for his less-than-masculine stature or delicate features. No chance of awkward silences because he didn't know how to continue a conversation. 

He booted up his custom-built gaming PC and put on his headset, eager to lose himself in the latest multiplayer fantasy epic he'd been addicted to. At least here, he had a close circle of online friends who respected his skills and wit. They only knew the persona he chose to project, not the pathetic man-child who lived an isolated life of privilege and loneliness. 

"Hey guys, it's your favorite tank ready to run another dungeon crawl!" he greeted his teammates with false bravado. 

A chorus of welcomes and laughter greeted him in return. "We were wondering when you'd show up," said one. "The healer was getting twitchy without her favorite meat shield."

Tristan grinned, settling in for another long night of escapism. Real life might be lonely, but here he could be whoever he wanted. And that was all that mattered.
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Tristan sighed as he gazed out the window of his luxury sedan, watching the manicured lawns and ostentatious mansions of his neighborhood roll by. Why did real life have to be so difficult? 

He thought, "With my family's money and status, I should have my pick of friends and lovers. Instead, I can barely even talk to a woman without stuttering and sweating like a pig." 

He shook his head and straightened his designer sunglasses. "Ridiculous. I'm just...particular. Most people aren't refined or intelligent enough for me. That's why I prefer the company I can find online." 

His knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. "There must be something wrong with them, not me. I'm young, rich, and have my whole life ahead of me. Any woman would be lucky to date me." 

But in his heart, he knew that was a lie. Wealth and privilege hadn't given him the one thing he truly craved: real human connection. 

He arrived on campus and parked in his personal reserved spot, as always. The familiar sight of the ivy-covered buildings did nothing to lift his mood. Just another place that highlighted how out of place he was. 

With a heavy sigh, he gathered up his designer backpack and headed to his first class, bracing himself for the usual mixture of disdain, envy, and indifference from his peers. At least when this was over, his online friends would be waiting. In that world, he could feel like he belonged.
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Tristan slouched into his English Lit class and dropped into a seat at the back, as usual. His professor, Dr. Chen, was already lecturing at the front of the room, her voice a soothing drone. 

A few heads turned to glance at him, some with poorly concealed sneers. He ignored them, focusing on Dr. Chen to avoid meeting anyone's gaze. 

After a few minutes, a shadow fell over his desk. He looked up to see a girl standing there, holding a stack of papers. She had wavy brown hair, glasses, and a kind smile. 

"I'm Monica, from the Lit Club. We're collecting donations for a charity drive, and I wanted to ask if you'd like to contribute or join our club." 

Tristan blinked, caught off guard. No one had ever directly invited him to participate in anything at college before. He opened his mouth but couldn't find the words. 

Dr. Chen paused her lecture. "Mr. Hawthorne, do you have a question for Monica?" 

Heat flooded his face as all eyes turned to him. "N-no," he stammered. "I don't - I'm not interested." 

Hurt flickered in Monica's eyes, but she maintained her smile. "No problem. Let me know if you change your mind." 

She moved on to the next student, leaving Tristan cursing himself. Why had he said that? He'd craved an invitation like this for so long, but as always, his nerves had failed him at the crucial moment. 

Maybe it was better this way. He wasn't meant to have real friends or relationships. Staring unseeing at the pages of his textbook, he let the familiar mantra repeat in his head: At least I have my online world. At least there, I can be whoever I want.
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Tristan slumped into his usual seat in the back of the lecture hall, dropping his backpack with a thud. His fingers itched to grab his phone and lose himself in his online games, but Dr. Chen was already striding to the front of the room. 

As the professor droned on about postmodern literature, Tristan's gaze drifted to Monica. She was engrossed in the lesson, her eyes bright behind her glasses. His cheeks warmed at the memory of her invitation and his clumsy rejection. 

Why did he always mess up his chances to connect with real people? Whenever an opportunity arose, panic gripped him, and he retreated to the safety of the virtual world. There, he had power and control. He could be a warrior or a wizard, charming and confident. Not a short, awkward college boy with a trust fund and no real skills. 

With an effort, Tristan pulled his attention back to the lecture. He couldn't keep dwelling on his failures. As soon as this class ended, he'd return to his dorm and log into his favorite MMORPG. His guild had a raid planned for tonight, and at least there, he'd feel like he belonged. 

As the lecture ended, Tristan hung back, letting the other students file out first. But when he glanced up from packing his bag, Monica was waiting by his desk. His heart lurched. 

"Tristan, I wanted to say I understand this charity drive isn't really your thing." She gave an awkward laugh. "Honestly, it's not really mine either. I just wanted an excuse to meet people." 

She smiled then, warm and genuine. "Do you play any online games? I'm always looking for people to quest with. It might be fun to team up sometime." 

For a long moment, Tristan could only stare. Then a smile crept across his face, and he nodded. "Yeah," he said. "That - that could be fun." 

Monica's whole face lit up. "Great! Here's my username. Message me if you want to group up." 

As Tristan walked back to his dorm, the mantra in his head had changed. Maybe, just maybe, he could balance his virtual world and reality. And perhaps even make a real friend.
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The acrid stench of body odor and stale beer hung in the air of Tristan's
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