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Act I: Dissonant Beginnings
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The city exhaled grit and diesel, its pulse a low hum that Ash felt in their bones as they navigated the cracked sidewalks of the Lower East Side. At twenty-six, Ash had learned to move through the world like a shadow—quick, sharp, and unnoticed. Their dark curls were tucked under a faded cap, brown skin kissed by the late summer sun, eyes scanning for trouble. The gig was simple: clean a pretentious musician's apartment, get paid, get out. Ash didn't care for the details, but the agency had been clear—Mark Navarro, some violinist with a stick up his ass, needed a cleaner who wouldn't faint at his temper or his mess. Ash, with their street-honed edge and zero patience for bullshit, was perfect.

Control was the only currency that mattered. It was a lesson learned hard in the foster system, where your space, your belongings, your own body were never truly yours. You learned to build walls out of silence and a sharp gaze, to make yourself small and sharp-edged, a thing nobody wanted to bother with. You learned that attachments were liabilities, loose threads for someone to pull. So Ash kept their life neat, transactional. Work, cash, solitude. A clean ledger, no debts owed.

This job was just another transaction, but the description had snagged on something in Ash’s mind. “Client is an artist,” the agency file said. “Prone to... intense creative periods.” A euphemism for being a slob and an asshole, Ash knew. But the
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