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The bus doors hissed open, and the city breathed on him. It wasn’t the crisp, pine-scented air of his hometown, nor was it the damp, earthy smell of the Thorne family greenhouse. This air was thick, electric, and heavy with the scent of exhaust, roasting coffee, and a million overlapping lives.

Alex stepped down onto the pavement, his boots hitting the concrete with a dull thud that was instantly swallowed by the roar of traffic. He gripped the straps of his worn backpack, his knuckles turning white. Above him, skyscrapers jutted into the atmosphere like giant glass teeth, chewing up the horizon and blocking out the sky. There were no stars visible here, even if it had been nighttime. The city generated its own relentless, neon daylight.

For a terrifying, breathless second, Alex wanted to get back on the bus.

He was used to making himself small, to blending into the gray wallpaper of his father’s house. But here, the sheer scale of the world made him feel microscopic. There was no father waiting around the corner to tear his drawings, but there was a different kind of crushing weight: the realization that out here, nobody cared who he was.

He pulled out his phone. The screen was cracked in the corner—a souvenir from his last frantic rush out of his old house—but it still worked. He opened his messages.

Alex: I’m here. I think the buildings are going to eat me.

The three gray dots appeared almost instantly.

Emma: Let them try. You’re A.E. Bloom. You’ve got a phoenix in your backpack. Go find your campus, City Boy.

Alex let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. He typed back a quick ‘Thank you’ and pulled up the walking directions to the Fine Arts Institute.

The walk was a blur of motion and noise. Suits rushing past with coffees, street musicians playing saxophones that echoed off the brick alleyways, sirens wailing in the distance. When he finally turned the corner onto the main avenue of the campus, the chaos suddenly gave way to a grand, intimidating order.

The Fine Arts Institute was a massive structure of white marble and sheer glass. Massive Roman columns stood side-by-side with hyper-modern steel arches. It looked less like a school and more like a temple built for people who knew exactly what they were doing.

Alex walked through the towering glass double doors and into the main atrium. The silence inside was jarring, broken only by the echo of footsteps on the polished granite floors. Sunlight poured in through a massive skylight, illuminating statues and massive canvases hung on the pristine white walls.

"Freshman orientation? Check-in is to your left," a bored-looking upperclassman with bright pink hair said as she walked past him, pointing toward a long desk.

Alex joined the line. As he waited, the cold, creeping sensation of doubt began to curl around his spine. He looked at the other students around him. The girl in front of him was holding a sleek, custom-made leather portfolio case that probably cost more than Alex’s entire wardrobe. The boy beside her was casually sketching on a high-end digital tablet, his strokes confident and effortless. They were talking about summer programs in Florence and gallery showings in New York.

Alex looked down at his own hands. They were clean now, but he swore he could still see the ghost of charcoal dust in the creases of his skin. His portfolio was a collection of digital files on a budget tablet Emma’s parents had bought him, and his "summer program" had been surviving a shed in a backyard.

What am I doing here? the voice in his head whispered. It sounded dangerously like his father’s voice. These people are artists. You’re just a kid who got lucky with a sob story.

"Next," the woman at the desk called out.

Alex stepped forward, swallowing hard. "Alex Carter. I mean, the submission was under A.E. Bloom. I’m the—"

"The Grand Prize Scholarship winner, yes," the woman said, her eyes flicking up to assess him over her rectangular glasses. She typed something into her computer. "Welcome to the Institute, Mr. Carter. Here is your student ID, your campus map, and the keys to your studio space. You’re in the West Wing, Studio 402. Orientation begins tomorrow at 9:00 AM in the main auditorium. Don't be late."

Alex took the small packet, his fingers brushing the cold metal of the studio key. "Thank you."

He navigated the labyrinthine hallways of the West Wing, the echoes of his own footsteps following him like a shadow. He found the heavy wooden door marked 402 and slid the key into the lock. It clicked with a heavy, satisfying sound.

Alex pushed the door open.

The studio was small but breathtaking. It had a hardwood floor stained with decades of colorful paint splatters from previous students. An easel stood in the corner, and a sturdy oak drafting table sat beneath a massive, floor-to-ceiling window that looked out over the city skyline.

It was empty. It was quiet. It was entirely his.

Alex walked slowly toward the window, dropping his backpack onto the floor. He placed his hand against the cold glass, looking out at the endless sea of buildings and the thousands of windows reflecting the afternoon sun.

There was no cracked terracotta. No creeping ivy. No freezing drafts or space heaters. And most importantly, there was no lock on the outside of the door.

He unzipped his bag and pulled out his sketchbook—a fresh, pristine book he had bought at the bus station. He set it on the drafting table alongside a single stick of compressed charcoal.

He stared at the blank white page. For years, drawing had been a desperate act of survival. It was a weapon he used to fight off the suffocating grayness of his father’s world. But now, the war was over. He had won. He was free.

He raised his hand, the charcoal hovering an inch above the paper.

He waited for the image to come. The bird, the nebula, the cracked stone. But his mind was terrifyingly blank. The silence of the room wasn't peaceful; it was demanding. It was waiting for him to speak, but for the first time in his life, Alex didn't know what to say.

The charcoal trembled in his grip. Slowly, he lowered his arm, the page remaining untouched.

He had escaped the cage, but looking out at the sprawling, indifferent city, Alex realized that the hardest part wasn't breaking out.

The hardest part was figuring out how to fly when the sky was this big.
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The scent of turpentine and linseed oil was supposed to be the smell of freedom, but by the end of Alex’s first week at the Fine Arts Institute, it had become the smell of inadequacy.

Studio 1A was a massive, amphitheater-like room bathed in the harsh, unforgiving glare of fluorescent lights. Twenty freshmen stood behind sturdy wooden easels, their charcoal sticks scratching against expensive, heavy-tooth paper. At the front of the room paced Professor Julian Vance.

Vance was a man constructed entirely of sharp angles. He wore tailored tweed suits, spoke with a clipped, precise rhythm, and looked at art not as an expression of the soul, but as a math equation waiting to be solved. He was brilliant, renowned in the city’s gallery circuit, and utterly terrifying.

"Art is not a diary entry," Vance’s voice echoed off the high ceilings as he walked down the aisle of easels. "It is not a temper tantrum thrown onto a canvas. It is discipline. It is the mastery of light, form, and perspective. If you cannot draw a perfect sphere, you have no right to attempt a human face."

Alex swallowed hard, his grip tightening on his charcoal. On his easel was a still life—a bowl of fruit draped in heavy velvet. It was a standard foundational exercise, but to Alex, it felt like a trap. He had spent his whole life drawing the invisible: fears, hopes, the feeling of being trapped. Drawing a perfectly proportioned apple felt hollow, and his frustration was bleeding into his lines. They were jagged, heavy, and chaotic.

Next to him stood a girl named Clara. She had arrived on the first day with a leather case of imported pencils. Her drawing of the fruit bowl was hyper-realistic, the shading so smooth it looked like a black-and-white photograph. It was technically flawless. It was also completely devoid of feeling.

Vance stopped between their easels. He looked at Clara’s work and gave a short, approving nod. "Excellent control of the mid-tones, Clara. Your drapery is precise."

"Thank you, Professor," Clara murmured, a small, satisfied smile playing on her lips.

Then, Vance turned to Alex. The silence that followed stretched out, thin and fragile. Vance tilted his head, his eyes narrowing as he took in the heavy, smudged shadows and the chaotic strokes that made Alex’s fruit look less like a still life and more like a storm.

"Mr. Carter," Vance began, his voice dropping to a conversational murmur that somehow carried across the entire dead-silent room. "Or should I say, A.E. Bloom."

Alex’s stomach plummeted. Several students turned their heads to look at him. The Grand Prize winner was a title that carried weight, and everyone knew it.
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