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      The Aspen Creek Community Hall had that old musty smell of old wood and summer camps. Except it was almost-Thanksgiving and there were no teen bonding rituals to look forward to. Just brewing trouble.

      Bella adjusted her emerald blazer and watched festival volunteers arrange folding chairs into precise rows. Soon, those seats would fill with readers expecting her to defend romance fiction against literary criticism. Again. She’d done this dance at dozens of conferences: smiled through the condescension, deflected the “guilty pleasure” comments, proven that commercial success didn’t equal intellectual bankruptcy.

      But today felt different. Today, she’d be sharing a stage with Thea Bennett.

      Her iPhone showed 2:45PM and seventy-three percent battery. Bella pulled up the weather—the afternoon forecast had shifted from “light snow” to “winter weather advisory” in the past hour. The mountains were unpredictable in mid-November, but this felt aggressive even for Colorado.

      “Ms. Pappas?” A man with silver flecks in his brown hair and coffee stains decorating his shirt walked over to her. His name tag read Monroe Castellanos, Festival Director. “We spoke on the phone. I’m Monroe. Thank you so much for agreeing to our last-minute panel adjustment.”

      Bella’s publicity smile activated. “Of course. I’m still a bit confused about the change, though.”

      Monroe’s wild-eyes and tightened mouth suggested a man watching his carefully planned festival collapse in real-time. “Well, you see, the storm system came in so fast and so we’ve consolidated our keynotes to ensure both speakers could present before conditions worsen. You’ll be discussing ‘Commercial Versus Literary Fiction: Building Bridges’ with Thea Bennett. She should be arriving⁠—”

      The door swung open, admitting a gust of wind that smelled like snow and a woman who looked like she’d stepped out of a New Yorker profile.

      Thea Bennett wore a black turtleneck and tailored wool coat with the confidence of someone who never second-guessed her outfit choice. She removed her leather gloves finger by finger, as deliberate as punctuation. Everything about her announced “serious artist,” from the severe bun to the leather satchel that probably cost more than Bella’s monthly rent.

      Their eyes met across the hall and static electricity zinged in Bella’s chest—part thrill, part warning. She’d studied Thea’s author photos while researching her opponent, but the pictures hadn’t captured the sharp intelligence in those pale green eyes or the way she carried herself like someone who’d earned the right to judge. Like a ballerina—shoulders back, head up.

      “Monroe.” Thea’s voice had the crisp authority of a college lecturer. “I was promised a solo keynote on artistic integrity in contemporary literature.”

      “And you’ll get to discuss that,” Monroe said as he fiddled with his fingers. “Along with Ms. Pappas’s perspective on commercial fiction. It’ll be a dialogue, a conversation between two successful⁠—”

      “Approaches to storytelling,” Bella finished, stepping forward with her hand extended. “Bella Pappas. Most people can’t pronounce Z’abel, so I gave up fighting that battle years ago.”

      Thea’s handshake was professional and cool. “Thea Bennett. I’m familiar with your work.”

      The way she said “familiar” suggested she’d dissected Bella’s novels with the enthusiasm of someone examining roadkill. Bella’s smile never wavered, but something competitive stirred in her chest. This was the woman who’d called romance novels “emotional candy for readers who can’t digest real literature” in a Lit Hub interview. The woman whose last book had won critical acclaim and sold exactly three thousand copies in two years—a number Bella knew because she’d definitely not been checking.

      “I’ve read yours too,” Bella said, matching Thea’s cool tone. “The Untended Light was very... contemplative.”

      Thea’s eyebrow rose a fraction. “That’s a diplomatic word choice.”

      “I’m excellent at diplomacy. It’s in my author bio.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      They stood two feet apart in the drafty hall, the air between them charged. Bella found herself noticing details she shouldn’t: the elegant line of Thea’s jaw, the way her turtleneck emphasized her collarbones, the fact that she smelled like something expensive and slightly dangerous—probably a fragrance called “Intellectual Superiority” or “Pretension No. 5.”

      Monroe cleared his throat. “The panel starts soon. Why don’t you both get settled backstage?”

      Backstage was generous—just a cramped space behind a curtain with two metal folding chairs and a mirror that had seen better decades. Bella could hear the audience filing in, their eager chatter building as the seats filled. Her readers were out there. The ones who sent her messages about finding hope in her happy endings, who tagged her in photos of her books at beaches and coffee shops.

      She wouldn’t let Thea’s dismissive intellectualism ruin this for them.

      “We should establish parameters,” Thea said, setting her satchel down and placing it under the chair. “I won’t pretend commercial romance has the same artistic merit as literary fiction, and you won’t reduce complex narratives to marketability metrics.”

      Bella felt her spine straighten. “Counter-proposal. You don’t dismiss the emotional labor and craft in writing books that actually comfort people, and I won’t mention that your last novel is ranked #847,362 on Amazon, right between a cookbook for dogs and a self-published memoir about competitive pickle-eating.”

      She hadn’t meant to know that ranking. Definitely hadn’t checked it last night while stress-organizing her emergency snack stash.

      Thea’s eyes flashed with either respect or murder. “You track my sales rankings?”

      “You read my work?” Bella countered, because Thea’s “emotional candy” comment had been suspiciously specific: word-for-word from a scene in Bella’s latest release.

      They stared at each other. The air felt thick, charged with more than professional animosity. Bella’s pulse kicked up, though whether from anger or something else she refused to examine.

      “Five minutes!” Monroe’s voice called, pitched high with barely controlled panic.

      Thea stood, smoothing her already-perfect hair. “Let’s agree on civility. We can disagree without being disagreeable.”

      “I’m always agreeable,” Bella said, standing as well. “It’s literally in my brand guidelines.”

      “Of course. You have brand guidelines.”

      “Of course you don’t.”

      The smallest smile tugged at Thea’s mouth, there and gone so fast Bella almost missed it. But she didn’t miss the way Thea’s gaze lingered on her for half a second longer than necessary, dropping to her mouth before snapping away.

      Interesting.

      They walked onto the stage together, and the audience erupted in applause. Bella spotted familiar faces—readers from social media, local bookstore staff from The Back Pages, a young volunteer with an overstuffed backpack covered in literary pins. The energy in the room crackled. It was one of her favorite things about live events.

      These people weren’t here for polite discourse. They’d come for a show.

      Monroe took the podium, sweat beads on his forehead despite the hall’s chill. “Welcome to what promises to be our most dynamic panel! We’re so pleased to have Bella Pappas, whose romance novels have topped bestseller lists and touched millions of hearts, and Thea Bennett, whose literary fiction has earned critical acclaim and numerous awards. Today, they’ll discuss the supposed divide between commercial and literary fiction.”

      Supposed. Bella caught the word and filed it away.

      They took their seats—two chairs angled toward each other like a conversational duel. Bella leaned forward, open and engaging. Thea sat with perfect posture, hands folded like she was about to deliver a verdict.

      “Let’s start simply,” Monroe said, his note cards shaking visibly from the podium. “What do you think readers want from contemporary fiction?”

      “Connection,” Bella said without hesitation. “Readers want to feel less alone. They want stories that reflect their experiences and desires, that make them believe in possibility. They want to close a book feeling better about the world than when they opened it.”

      Thea’s fingers tapped along her leg—the only sign of her restraint. “I’d argue readers seek truth, even when uncomfortable. They want narratives that challenge assumptions and reveal the complexities of human existence without reducing them to simple emotional payoffs.”

      “Because nothing says ‘truth’ like a professor having an existential crisis in Vermont,” Bella said sweetly.

      The audience rippled with laughter.

      “And nothing says ‘connection’ like recycling the same formula with different window dressing,” Thea countered. But Bella noticed she’d caught herself before saying “boy-meets-girl”—she’d done her homework enough to know Bella’s latest series featured sapphic romance.

      Monroe tapped the microphone. “Perhaps we could discuss craft? The actual writing process?”

      “I write every day,” Bella said. “Two thousand words minimum. My readers are waiting, and I respect them enough not to make them wait three years between books.”

      “How disciplined.” Thea managed to make it sound like an insult. “I prefer to wait for inspiration, to let ideas achieve proper complexity. Real art can’t be forced into production schedules.”

      “Real art can’t pay rent either, apparently.”

      The front rows definitely heard that. Thea’s composure cracked visibly, a flush creeping up her elegant neck. “Just because something sells doesn’t mean it has value. McDonald’s outsells Michelin-starred restaurants, but we don’t call it cuisine.”

      The audience gasped.

      Bella felt sharp heat rise in her chest. This was the problem with people like Thea—they confused emotional accessibility with intellectual simplicity. They thought making people happy was somehow less worthy than making them contemplate the void.

      She stood up, surprising herself and everyone else.

      “You’re right,” Bella said, her voice carrying through the hushed room. “McDonald’s feeds millions who need affordable meals. Michelin-starred restaurants feed a select few who can afford the privilege. If that’s your metaphor for literary versus commercial fiction, I’m proud to be McDonald’s.”

      The words poured out, years of defending her work crystallizing into clarity. “My books might not win awards or get reviewed in prestigious journals. They might not get taught in MFA programs. But they get read. They get loved. They sit on nightstands and get loaned to friends and get their spines cracked from rereading. They make people believe in love when the world gives them every reason not to. And if you think that’s not real literature, then maybe your definition needs expanding.”

      The room erupted—half applauding, half scandalized. Monroe was frantically wiping his face with his handkerchief and looked about to  have a small breakdown at the podium. But Bella only watched Thea, whose pale green eyes had gone wide and still. Thea’s look wasn’t surprise. Or admiration. But it lived between those two.

      Outside, the first real snowflakes began to fall.

      Bella sat back down, her heart racing. She’d done it—defended her work, her readers, herself. But looking at Thea’s neutral expression, she felt the victory go complicated at the edges. Underneath the frustration and competitive fire, there was something else. A tiny, stupid hope that maybe this brilliant, infuriating woman would understand. That someone who loved words as much as Thea clearly did could see there were different ways to honor that love.

      But Thea’s expression had already reformed into its cool, critical mask. When she spoke about commercial fiction diluting literary standards, her voice held no warmth, no acknowledgment of what Bella had said.

      The panel continued for another twenty-five minutes, each exchange sharper than the last. The audience ate it up like the literary bloodsport it had become.

      When Monroe finally, mercifully, called time, Bella stood on legs that felt like she’d run a marathon. The audience surrounded them immediately—readers wanting books signed, photos taken, opinions validated. She smiled and signed and took selfies, but her attention kept catching Thea across the room, surrounded by her smaller circle of admirers.

      Their eyes met once. Thea’s direct glare shouted at her This isn’t over.

      No, Bella thought, watching snow accumulate on the windows faster than seemed natural. It certainly wasn’t.

      She pulled out her phone to check the weather—sixty-eight percent battery, and the advisory was now a warning. The forecast showed a blizzard symbol, which seemed melodramatic until she looked outside and saw how the gentle snowfall had already transformed into something serious.

      Monroe appeared by her side. “Thank you for that. That was certainly...that is… the audience seemed very engaged.”

      “Monroe,” Bella said, “you might want to check that weather update.”

      He pulled out his phone. His face went pale. “Oh no. Oh no, no, no.”

      But Bella wasn’t listening. She was watching Thea pack her bag with methodical attention she probably brought to every task, noting how she wrapped her scarf just so, how she buttoned her coat with deliberate care. Controlled, measured, perfect.

      Everything about her made Bella want to mess it up, just a little. Just to see what happened when Thea Bennett’s perfect literary world collided with something as unpredictable as actual human emotion.

      Outside, the snow fell harder, and somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled—that rare sound in a snowstorm that promised something extraordinary was coming.

      The universe, it seemed, was about to grant her wish.

      Bella’s phone buzzed with an emergency alert. Blizzard warning. Travel not advised. Her battery dropped to sixty-five percent as she watched, the cold already affecting it.

      This was going to be a very long festival.

      And she was going to spend it with Thea Bennett.

      The thought should have filled her with dread. Instead, something uncomfortably close to anticipation stirred in her chest, right next to the frustration and wounded pride and the strange awareness that kept noticing the way Thea’s hands moved when she talked, the clean line of her throat above that black turtleneck, the sharp intelligence that sparked behind every cutting word.

      Bella shoved the feeling down and went to sign more books.

      Tomorrow would bring what it brought. Tonight, she had readers to connect with and a reputation to maintain. Even if her mind kept drifting back to pale green eyes and the smallest, most reluctant smile she’d ever seen.
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