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CHAPTER 1 — Arrival at the Residency
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The old tram rumbled past the river just as Ash Vale pressed their forehead to the window, watching the silver surface ripple like a body in motion. The city felt bigger than they remembered—wider streets, brighter murals, louder sounds—all of it humming with a restless energy that made their chest tighten and expand at the same time.

The residency building rose from the end of the street like a reformed warehouse, all glass panels and exposed beams. Ash stepped out of the cab, duffel bag slung over one shoulder, feeling the weight of the moment settle across their collarbones. New beginnings always felt like this: a breath held too long, a body waiting to exhale.

Inside, the lobby buzzed with first-day nerves. Artists hauled canvases, instruments, luggage, half-finished dreams. Ash signed their name on the check-in sheet, their pen stroke steady even though their stomach wasn’t.

Ash Vale — they/them — Choreographer.

The receptionist handed over a keycard and a map. “Your studio’s on the third floor. Big windows, lots of natural light. Most dance residents love that.”

Ash nodded politely, but something about the word dance made their shoulders tense. Choreographer, they almost corrected. But the moment passed too fast, swallowed by the chaos of arrivals.

They took the stairs instead of the elevator—habit, nerves, a desire to control something—and followed the echoes of footfalls and distant music until they found the studio meant for them. The door clicked open with a light swipe of the card.

The room was enormous.

A wall of windows let in soft golden light. The floors were polished oak, smooth beneath Ash’s shoes, reflecting the faint tremor of their pulse. They set their bag down and crossed to the center, letting the quiet swallow them whole.

Here, they could breathe.

Ash rolled their shoulders, lifted their arms, and let their body speak first. A slow movement, then another. Testing the space. Greeting it. Feeling the gravity pull differently across this floor than any other they’d danced on.

They were mid-turn when a crash echoed through the hall.

Ash froze. Another noise followed—something like a box tipping over, then a laugh, low and bright, spilling into the corridor like spilled paint.

Curiosity broke through their focus. Ash stepped into the hallway just in time to see someone kneeling over a mess of brushes, paint tubes, and crumpled paper. A streak of blue ran across the stranger’s cheekbone, sharp as a strike of lightning.

The person looked up.

And Ash’s breath snagged.

Their hair was shaved on one side and long on the other, dyed with streaks of copper and violet that caught the light like wet pigment. Their eyes were warm, amused, and entirely unbothered by the chaos around them.

“First day, right?” the stranger said, scooping up brushes with paint-stained fingers. “I swear I’m not usually this clumsy. The floor just... attacked me.”

Ash blinked. “...The floor?”

“Yes.” The stranger pointed accusingly at the perfectly innocent tiles. “Violent thing. Watch out for it.” They grinned as they stood and dusted off their hands. “I’m Riven. Painter. They/he.”

Ash’s heart gave a tiny, surprised flutter.
“Ash. Choreographer. They/them.”
Riven’s eyes lit up. “Choreographer? Nice. Movement people always bring the best energy around here.”

Ash wasn’t sure about that—they usually kept their energy tucked away, guarded—but the warmth in Riven’s voice felt like an invitation anyway.

Riven tilted their head, studying Ash with open curiosity. “Which studio did you get?”

“Third floor,” Ash answered. “Big windows.”

“Oh, that one’s gorgeous.” Riven stepped closer, lifting a paint-stained hand in a gentle gesture. “Show me?”

Ash hesitated—opening their creative space to someone was intimate, almost vulnerable—but something about Riven’s expression, so unfiltered and honest, softened their resistance.

“...Okay.”

They walked together down the hall, Riven’s footsteps light and quick, Ash’s slower but steady. When Ash opened the studio door, Riven let out a low whistle.

“Damn. This is... movement paradise.” He spun slowly in place, taking it all in. “I can already see you creating something intense in here.”

Ash felt heat rise to their cheeks. “It’s just day one.”

“Yeah,” Riven said softly, “but some people carry their art with them. You’re one of them.”

Ash wasn’t used to being seen so quickly—especially by someone they’d met ninety seconds ago.
The feeling was unsettling. And strangely... thrilling.
Riven stepped backward toward the door, balancing the half-open box of art supplies on his hip. “I should probably stop interrupting your settling-in ritual. But I’ll come find you later. We artists have to stick together.”

Ash opened their mouth to respond, but Riven was already halfway into the hall again.

Before he disappeared, he glanced back with a smile that felt like a spark catching dry tinder.

“Welcome to the residency, Ash.”

Then he was gone, leaving the faint scent of paint and something citrusy in the air.

Ash exhaled slowly.
The room felt different now—charged, alive, shifting under their skin.
Maybe it was the city.
Maybe the residency.
Maybe the spark-smiled painter who crashed into their hallway.
Whatever it was, it felt like the start of something.

Something in motion.
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CHAPTER 2 — Riven’s Color / Ash’s Motion
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The residency building came alive the next morning, humming with the chaotic harmony of dozens of creators working in their own strange languages. Brushes tapped, strings tuned, metal clanged, bodies stretched.
Art in all its dialects.
Ash arrived early—before even the sun had fully committed to the sky—and the studio had that cool, quiet hush that made movement feel sacred. They dropped their bag, tied their hair back, and let the room swallow their thoughts.

They needed to start mapping the choreography.
The residency’s final showcase felt both impossibly close and impossibly distant.
Ash lifted their arms, let their shoulders loosen, and fell into motion.

Sharp. Fluid. Controlled.
A spiral, a reach, a drop to the floor—palms sliding over smooth wood—then a swift push back to standing.
The piece they wanted to create lived somewhere under their ribs, restless and heavy. A story about bodies that refused to stay still. A story about gender that shifted like water. A story about the ways movement could rewrite the rules of being seen.

But every time Ash approached the emotional core, the memory surfaced:
a teacher correcting their pronouns mid-performance,
a casting director telling them their “look” was confusing,
an ex-partner saying their identity felt like “a moving target.”
Ash danced harder to shake the thoughts loose.

Their breath deepened. Their muscles warmed.
Motion became the only language that didn’t fight back.



Across the building, Riven Maro was already knee-deep in color.

Their studio was an explosion—canvases leaning against every wall, dripping in swirls of crimson, teal, black, and molten gold. Half-open paint tubes scattered across tables. A mug of coffee long gone cold. Music pulsing through the speakers, something percussive and impossible not to sway to.

Riven worked messily, joyfully, dangerously close to chaos.

One swipe of the brush became a strike of emotion.
Another became a confession.
Another, a question.
They were painting fast today—too fast—pulling shapes from the memory of a hallway, a pair of dark eyes, the understated tension in Ash’s shoulders when they introduced themselves.

Lines of motion started showing up on the canvas.
Curves that looked like arms mid-turn.
A trace of stillness at the center, like someone holding breath.
Riven stepped back, startled by how easily Ash’s silhouette had slipped into their work.

“Seriously?” they muttered to themselves. “It’s been one day.”

They dropped the brush and switched to finger painting—smearing blue across the canvas, letting the cool pigment settle into the warmer colors. Their thoughts kept looping back unexpectedly:

Ash’s quiet focus.
Ash’s calm voice.
Ash’s presence—soft, but magnetic, like gravity.
And the way Ash looked at the studio yesterday, as if the room was a friend they were afraid to trust too quickly.

Riven liked people who carried storms quietly.
They reminded him of himself, only before he learned to paint the thunder out.



Later that afternoon, both artists left their studios at nearly the same time without realizing it.

Ash rounded the corner just as Riven exited their paint-splattered cave of a workspace. Riven was wiping their hands on a towel that used to be white but now looked like a rainbow had been mugged by it.

“Oh!” Riven’s face lit up instantly. “Ash. Perfect timing.”

Ash blinked. “For what?”

“For this.” Riven held up their paint-smeared hand like an offering. “Come see something.”

Ash hesitated—creatives rarely invited each other into their spaces this early—but Riven was already retreating backward, motioning dramatically, eyes bright.

“Don’t worry,” Riven added with a grin. “I only bite if asked.”

Ash’s cheeks warmed. “I... okay.”

Riven’s studio was the opposite of Ash’s: loud, cluttered, alive.
Where Ash’s world was clean lines and airy emptiness, Riven’s was color layered on color, texture pressed into texture. Two universes built from different elements.
Riven watched Ash take it all in, trying to read the micro-shifts in their expression.
Then Riven pointed to the canvas in the center.
The one with the lines.
The curves.
The unmistakable imprint of motion.
Ash froze.

“Is that... me?” they asked softly.

Riven shrugged—too casual to be accidental. “More like an echo of you. A feeling of motion after you left the hallway yesterday.”

Ash stepped closer, staring.
The painting wasn’t literal—nothing like a portrait—but something about its core felt intimate. Seen.
As if Riven had caught the flicker of Ash’s movement and held it still long enough to honor it.
“It’s beautiful,” Ash murmured. “I don’t usually... inspire anything.”

Riven tilted their head. “You move like you’re listening to something the rest of us can’t hear. Kind of hard not to paint that.”

Ash wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so they looked at the canvas again, letting the colors wash over them.

Motion meeting color.
Color translating motion.
Parallel worlds.
Parallel languages.
But suddenly... not so far apart.
Riven leaned against a paint-splattered table, watching Ash with bright, open curiosity. “Maybe you’ll show me your studio someday.”

Ash looked up.
Their pulse skipped.
“Maybe,” they said softly.

They left Riven’s studio with color humming under their skin—stains of someone else’s world bleeding gently into their own.
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