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Chapter 1: First Impressions
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Tyler Chen had never felt smaller than he did walking across the sprawling quad of Riverside University. The late August sun beat down on clusters of laughing students, their voices carrying across manicured lawns where frisbees flew and groups sprawled on blankets. Everyone seemed to know exactly where they belonged—everyone except him.

He clutched his worn messenger bag tighter, the strap digging into his shoulder as he navigated toward the art building. At eighteen, Tyler had imagined college would be different. A fresh start. A place where his quiet, artistic nature might finally fit. Instead, the first two weeks had been a blur of forced small talk with boisterous roommates and sitting alone in dining halls while scrolling through his phone.

Tyler pushed through the heavy doors of Harrison Hall, grateful for the cool air and familiar smell of paint and turpentine. The art building had become his sanctuary—a place where he could disappear into his sketches and watercolors without the pressure of performing extroversion.

He climbed the stairs to the third-floor studio, a large, light-filled space with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the campus. Only a handful of students were there this early on a Saturday morning, which was exactly how Tyler preferred it. He claimed his usual spot by the window, unpacking his supplies with practiced efficiency.

His current project—a series of portraits exploring gender and identity—sprawled across his desk in various stages of completion. Delicate watercolor faces stared back at him, some traditionally masculine, others feminine, many beautifully ambiguous. The work felt deeply personal, almost embarrassingly so, which was why he always angled his easel away from prying eyes.

Tyler lost himself in the rhythm of brush against paper, mixing cerulean and violet for the shadow beneath a cheekbone. Time dissolved as it always did when he painted, the outside world fading until nothing existed except color, light, and the quiet whisper of his breathing.

"Holy shit, that's gorgeous."

Tyler jumped, his brush skittering across the page and leaving an unintended streak of purple. He spun around to find a tall figure standing behind him, close enough that he wondered how long they'd been watching.

"Sorry! God, I'm so sorry—I didn't mean to startle you." The stranger held up both hands in apology, an easy smile spreading across their face. They had dark, tousled hair that fell artfully across their forehead, warm brown eyes, and the kind of casual confidence Tyler had always envied. "I was trying to be quiet, but then I saw your work and I just... wow."

"It's—it's okay," Tyler stammered, his cheeks burning. He instinctively moved to cover the painting, then stopped himself, not wanting to seem rude.

"I'm Blake." They extended a hand, their smile never wavering. "Blake Morrison. Studio Art major, though clearly not as talented as you."

"Tyler. Tyler Chen." He shook Blake's hand, startled by the warmth and firmness of their grip. "And I doubt that. I'm just... practicing."

"Practicing?" Blake laughed, a rich, genuine sound. "Dude, this is incredible. The way you've captured the fluidity—it's like the face is shifting even while staying still. That's some serious skill." They leaned closer, studying the portraits with genuine interest. "Are these for a class?"

"No, just... personal work." Tyler's voice came out smaller than he intended. He wasn't used to talking about his art with strangers, wasn't used to this kind of attention at all.

"Well, it's beautiful. Really." Blake straightened up, still smiling. "You here every Saturday morning?" Tyler nodded.

"Cool. Me too, usually. Can't believe I haven't noticed you before." Blake glanced over their shoulder toward the other end of the studio. "Hey, my partner and I are grabbing coffee after this—there's a great place just off campus. You should come with."

Partner. The word registered dimly in Tyler's mind as he tried to formulate a response. His default was to decline, to retreat to the safety of solitude. But something about Blake's open, friendly energy made him hesitate.

"I... I don't know. I should probably finish this—"

"Come on," Blake encouraged, their tone playful but not pushy. "The painting will still be here later. When's the last time you took a break? You look like you could use one."

Tyler couldn't argue with that. He'd been in the studio since seven, and it was nearly noon now. His stomach chose that moment to growl audibly, making Blake grin.

"See? Your body is telling you to say yes."

"Okay," Tyler heard himself say, surprising them both. "Okay, yeah. Coffee sounds good." Blake's face lit up. "Awesome! Let me grab Riley and we'll head out. Five minutes?"

Tyler nodded, watching as Blake bounded across the studio toward a figure he hadn't noticed before—someone with platinum blonde hair pulled into a messy bun, wearing paint-splattered overalls. They looked up as Blake approached, and even from a distance, Tyler could see the affection that passed between them.

He turned back to his painting, trying to calm the nervous flutter in his chest. What was he doing? He barely knew Blake, didn't know Riley at all, and the thought of making small talk over coffee made his palms sweat. But beneath the anxiety was something else—a tiny spark of excitement, of possibility.

Maybe this was what college was supposed to be about. Taking chances. Saying yes. Letting people in.

Tyler carefully cleaned his brushes and packed away his paints, his hands only shaking a little. Through the window, he could see students streaming across the quad, their laughter and energy a stark contrast to his usual solitude. For once, he was about to join them.
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