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Elian sits on the bus, his body swaying with each turn of the wheels. The night outside the glass window is thick and impenetrable, pierced only by the fleeting glow of streetlamps that vanish as quickly as they appear. The low hum of the engine is a constant drone that prevents him from slipping into a deep sleep. He sits near the back of the bus, his backpack at his feet, and the dolls lying beside him, their creepy faces staring upward, unmoving. Yet, as Elian looks at them, something strange happens. He hears a whisper—not clear words but a chilling murmur, a soft, secretive tone coming from the seat behind him. He refrains from looking back, telling himself it’s nothing, just his imagination. But the feeling persists—like he’s being watched.

His chest tightens. Every instinct screams not to look, to pretend he didn’t hear it. But the sensation deepens. He gives in to his curiosity and finally looks back. His pulse spikes: the doll of Wrath is now in the back seat. Its unnaturally red eyes lock onto his, glowing faintly beneath the overhead lights. Its painted sneer glistens, giving its mouth a slick, almost wet sheen—like it could speak, or bite. Its little head tilts, just a nudge, and its expression twists into a grotesque smirk. Then—It winks.  And just when the pressure becomes unbearable—BLAAAAAAT. The blaring horn of the bus erupts like a thunderclap, shattering the silence and jolting Elian upright in his seat. He wakes up shaken and sweating, heart pounding in his ears. For a moment, he sits there, stunned—body rigid, breath shallow. 

The bus rumbles forward like nothing happened. Steady and carefully, he turns his head back toward the seat behind, and it is empty. Then looks beside him, and the dolls are precisely in the same spot, unmoving and lifeless. Their painted faces stare blankly. Wrath is among the others, with its eyes dull and a mouth frozen in its perpetual sneer. There’s no wink, as if nothing extraordinary had ever happened.  Elian stares at them, unblinking. Waiting for the slightest twitch, the faintest movement, but there’s nothing. Only the stillness and quietness of an empty bus. He swallows hard, his, “Was it a dream? A trick of the light? Am I losing it?” Deep within his gut, a wink occurred.

“Whoa... that felt real,” he mutters, glancing around at the empty bus. The last passengers must have gotten off long ago. “Where am I? Where is everybody?” He rubs his tired eyes, trying to shake off the lingering dream. He gazes out the bus window, and a colossal sign looms just ahead, partially illuminated by the headlights: WELCOME TO AXIOM, THE CITY OF LIGHT.

As the bus passes the sign, a breathtaking spectacle emerges from the darkness, impossible to miss. The City of Light is no exaggeration. Elian leans closer to the window, wide-eyed. The streets and buildings radiate with color, adorned with massive digital panels that pulse with endless ads, updates, and news feeds.  Everything is bathed in a bright, almost unnatural light that makes the skyline sparkle. The buildings and roads shine with a glow that seems to capture the energy of midday, even though it’s still dark outside. Storefronts gleam under sleek metal and mirrored glass facades, their architecture crisp, modern, and almost too perfect. Pedestrians’ footsteps are guided by faintly glowing LED arrows embedded in the pavement, while crosswalks blink in synchronized patterns. Fluorescent strips illuminate the walkways, creating a mesmerizing ambiance reminiscent of airport runways. 

Outdoor cafés spill onto pristine streets, each table attended by advanced humanoid servers—robots in tailored uniforms, moving with eerie grace. Elian watches it all pass by. He’s mesmerized, but his brow tightens, “It’s too perfect,” he mutters. “Has Jonah taken over this place?” The thought lingers, heavy and uncomfortable. But he second-guesses himself. Aside from the small towns nestled around the cabin forest, he’s never seen a Metropolis in person. Only a few reference photos his father used during homeschool lessons—places like Las Vegas, Chicago, and New York—come to mind. These cities are bright, chaotic, but nowhere near this clean or this advanced. This one seems... different, controlled. He instinctively shifts in his seat, inching away from the dolls still resting beside him. Something about this area doesn’t sit right.

The bus glides smoothly to a stop at the central station. Its doors hiss open with a mechanical sigh. Elian carefully places the dolls back into his backpack, each one tightly packed like coiled secrets. He zips it shut and slings it over his shoulder. As he steps off the bus, he notices something feels off—the air. It’s the first thing he notices. During his studies, he came across information about the severe pollution in major cities, particularly in transportation hubs, where buses and machines emit carbon monoxide at an alarming rate.  

The air here is shockingly clean, crisp, and filtered. It’s not just breathable but also fragrant, with a subtle yet persistent scent. It’s sweet, almost floral, with a sharp, sterile edge—like fresh rain. He can’t quite describe it, but it stirs something in him—a slight euphoria, like clarity infused into his lungs. He blinks, trying to shake it off. It’s too perfect again.

He enters the stream of people moving through the station, people in tailored suits, students in sleek uniforms, and drones weaving between them, carrying packages with glowing courier tags. Everything is streamlined and efficient. There’s no shouting or chaos; only soft voices and silent machines.

Elian walks toward the entrance of the station, and neon-framed doors open automatically, guiding him to the edge of a crosswalk. Ahead, two clean, glowing signs blink at the intersection: Discovery Blvd and Byte Ave. He pauses, pulling out the folded paper tucked inside his jacket pocket—directions from his father, handwritten and worn at the edges. A faint ink arrow points toward “the Nest.” The name alone sends a shiver down his spine. His father’s voice echoes faintly in his memory: “If something happens to me, and you ever reach the city of Axiom, find NullTrace. He’s the only one I trust inside the Nest.”

Elian scans the block. His father’s directions say to head east from the station—but in a city without cardinal markers, where even the sky is drowned in artificial light, finding east isn’t simple. He glances around, then crouches behind a kiosk and unzips the backpack just enough to reach inside. His fingers brush past the dolls—cold, unmoving—and find the familiar metal casing tucked in the inner pocket, an old analog compass. He flips it open, and the needle trembles for a moment, then settles, East. He knows better than to ask. The Nest is a hacker’s haven, hidden beneath the cracks of this polished utopia. Asking the wrong person could draw unwanted attention. As Elian moves deeper into the city, he starts to notice the stares. Not overt—just a few too-long glances from passersby, a subtle sidestep here and there. Enough to make him uncomfortable.

It’s the bag, he thinks, then pulls it closer to his chest. Worn, patched in places, heavy with unseen contents—it hangs awkwardly against the flow of this place. In a city where everything is seamless and aesthetic, his backpack is scrappy. It marks him as a transient, an unknown variable. This place wasn’t made for people like him—wanderers, outsiders, those who don’t fit the profile. And the bag? It doesn’t just make him look out of place. It makes him look suspicious. Don’t draw attention. Stay quiet. You’re a ghost until you find the Nest.

With that, he turns east on Byte Avenue and starts walking. The city glows around him—vivid and hypnotic. Buildings shimmer with layered displays of art and data, shifting in response to time and traffic. Holograms blink into existence at every intersection, guiding pedestrians with timed instructions. Some walk with augmented reality visors over their eyes, gesturing at invisible screens. It’s beautiful and intimidating, a paradise too carefully arranged. Elian doesn’t trust anything that doesn’t leave room for imperfection. Every corner of Axiom seems to surveil itself. Cameras are embedded into streetlights, floating bots scan faces as they pass, and even the sidewalk panels occasionally flash notices: “Civic Alert: Reporting Suspicious Behavior Helps Keep Axiom Safe.”

He ducks into a side street just off Byte Avenue, pausing behind a glowing ad panel that displays a looping message about “Wellness Optimization through Atmosphere Control.” A smiling woman in a white suit lifts her arms as particles of golden mist surround her, promising purification and mental clarity. Elian resists the urge to wave back; it’s just another Hologram. He pulls out the directions again. He’s close—a few more blocks. The alley should be near a service entrance marked by a faded insignia, an old emblem stamped into the metal: a broken eye surrounded by circuitry, barely visible beneath layers of grime and rust. It’s easy to miss unless you’re looking for it. If his father’s map is still accurate, that entrance will lead him to the Nest’s hidden doors.

But already, he feels the weight of unseen eyes. Not just surveillance. Something else, watching him from every direction. He pushes forward, even as a rising wave of panic tightens in his chest. The fear of being spotted—recognized—by one of Jonah’s systems gnaws at the edges of his thoughts. Stay calm. Keep moving. Compass in one hand, map in the other, Elian continues east along the glowing sidewalk. He keeps his head down, eyes flicking between the paper and the world around him, searching for the landmark. 

The street leads Elian into a different side of the city—less glamorous, less polished. The bright digital panels become fewer and farther between, their glow dimming until only a soft, scattered light remains. The sidewalks no longer shine with fluorescent guidance. The embedded LED arrows are cracked or dead, flickering sporadically like dying stars. The buildings here stand taller but wearier facades, weathered, with paint peeling and exposed wiring hanging like veins. The air changes, less filtered, barely fragrant. The faint, synthetic sweetness of the upper districts gives way to something more
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