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Static in the Snow

The last bell had not rung yet, but the rehearsal room already carried the exhausted heat of late afternoon, that stale mixture of dust, brass polish, damp wool coats, and adolescent effort. Snow pressed in pale and constant against the high windows, turning the world outside the music wing into a blurred white field where the parking lot lamps glowed before their time. Inside, thirty students sat in uneven rows beneath fluorescent panels that hummed faintly above the scrape of chair legs and the tentative tuning of strings. Elise Maren stood at the front with one hand lifted, waiting for the room to arrive at silence.

She had learned that silence in a school was never complete. It only changed shape. A clarinet key clicked somewhere in the back. Someone whispered an apology after dropping a pencil. The radiator along the far wall knocked as if something trapped inside it wanted out. Elise let all of it settle around her, then gave the smallest nod to the accompanist and brought the choir in on the downbeat.

They entered a fraction flat, uncertain through the first measure. She heard it immediately, not as failure but as fear, the kind that tightened young throats and made them lean away from their own sound. Elise stepped closer, her boots whispering against the old linoleum, and shaped the phrase with her hands as if she could lift the notes physically, coaxing them upward. Again. Breathe lower. Let the consonants go. Trust the line. Her voice did not need to rise. The students watched her because she had the kind of authority that came not from force but from attention, the clear, unsparing focus of someone who listened harder than anyone else in the room.

The second attempt opened. Not perfect, not even near it, but truer. The altos found the center of the chord and the tenors stopped pressing. One of the girls in the front row, Mara with the severe braid and permanent worry between her eyebrows, sang a solo phrase with such sudden, bruised sweetness that the room changed around it. Elise felt the shift, that collective intake when ordinary sound became feeling. For one suspended moment she could almost forget herself inside the architecture of harmony, inside the clean ache of people reaching toward the same note.

Then the moment passed. The chord released. Pages rustled. Someone coughed.

She praised them sparingly, enough to keep them brave, and moved on to dynamics. Winter concert repertoire lay scattered across the stands, pencil-marked and softening at the folds. She knew each arrangement intimately, every place where the sopranos would rush, every breath the younger singers stole too early, every bar where the accompaniment needed to thin so the lyric could land. This was the life she had built, orderly and useful. Here, music was instruction, scaffolding, a thing to be passed gently into other hands. Here, it did not belong to hunger or ambition or the terrible intimacy of being understood by another person before you had understood yourself.

A freshman baritone in the back missed his entrance for the third time. Elise stopped, walked him through the count, and watched embarrassment redden his ears. She softened her tone without meaning to. The room relaxed by degrees. Outside, snow drifted more thickly against the panes, each flake erased as quickly as it appeared.

The students knew almost nothing about her before this school, and she preferred it that way. To them she was Ms. Maren, who wore dark sweaters, drank tea from a chipped green mug, and could hear a wrong note before the rest of the choir knew it existed. A few of the older ones had found old videos online once, grainy clips of a college band in small clubs, a woman with longer hair and a less guarded mouth singing into a single microphone beside a man the internet now knew too well. She had denied nothing, explained less, and the novelty had passed. Teenagers moved quickly on from adult mysteries when there were auditions and breakups and exams to survive.

Still, now and then, while correcting posture or marking phrasing, she sensed that vanished self moving beneath her skin like an old healed fracture before rain. Not pain exactly. Memory in the body. The awareness of capacities unused.

When rehearsal finally ended, the release of sound came all at once. Cases snapped shut. Chairs scraped back. A gust of cold hallway air entered every time the door opened, carrying cafeteria grease and the chemical citrus smell from the janitor's cart. Elise answered a few last questions about concert black and transportation forms, then remained behind while the room emptied itself of young energy. The accompanist left with a wave. The fluorescent lights seemed harsher after the students were gone.

She stacked scores, capped dry erase markers, and reset the room with the quiet efficiency of habit. On the piano, a forgotten scarf lay coiled like a dropped ribbon of smoke. She folded it over one arm. In the sudden stillness, she became aware of the low throb behind her eyes that came after long rehearsals, not unpleasant, simply the body's receipt for concentration.

At the far end of the room, a digital keyboard sat unused beneath a canvas cover. It belonged to the songwriting club she supervised on Fridays, though she rarely touched it except to untangle cables. Today, for no reason she could have named, she crossed to it and pulled the cover back. The black plastic smelled faintly of dust and warm circuitry. She pressed a key. The note bloomed thinly through the built-in speakers, too clean, too obedient. Another, then a minor third beneath it. Her left hand found an old progression before she could stop it, muscle memory rising from a place she kept tightly boarded over.

Three chords, and the room opened in dangerous ways. A van windshield streaked with rain. Rowan's profile lit blue by a dashboard at two in the morning. Their notebooks spread across a motel bed. The startling rightness of a melody arriving between them as if neither had invented it and both had. Elise lifted her hands from the keys so abruptly the last note cut off under her fingers.

She put the cover back on and took the scarf to the lost and found.

By the time she reached the administration office, dusk had thickened. The school secretary, who was already halfway into her coat, told her a courier had come asking specifically for Elise Maren and had left an envelope when she could not be found. It waited on the front counter, heavy cream paper among permission slips and district memos, her name typed in severe black capitals. No return address, only a law firm's insignia embossed in the corner.

For a moment she simply looked at it. The fluorescent lights reflected dully off the paper. Through the glass doors beyond the lobby, the snow kept falling, whitening the bike rack, muting the football field into absence. The secretary said something about signatures and certified delivery, then wished her a safe drive home and left. The outer office fell quiet, every sound sharpened by the emptiness, the wall clock's tick suddenly intimate.

Elise slid a finger beneath the seal.

Inside were several pages clipped together, all dense legal language and attached exhibits. Her first glance skimmed uselessly over sections and subsections, retained rights, obligations of parties, provisions surviving termination. Then one name leaped from the page with the force of an impact: Vale.

Her stomach tightened so quickly it felt like vertigo.

She read more carefully. The agreement had been executed ten years earlier between Rowan Vale, then still using his full name in print, and Elise Maren under the auspices of a development deal with Pike Audio and later assigned through acquisition to Halcyon Records. Certain collaborative provisions, rarely invoked, remained active until fulfillment of a specified album commitment. Due to a deficiency in delivered co-written material under the original terms, both signatories were required to participate in a private writing residency commencing in twelve days at a property retained by the label in Colorado. Failure to appear would constitute breach, exposing the noncompliant party to damages, injunctive relief, and recovery of costs.

The words became meaningless for a beat, legal ice clattering down a chute too narrow to think through. She started again from the beginning, slower this time, as if the document might transform into something less insane under scrutiny. It did not. Her pulse beat hard in her throat. Somewhere in the building a distant door slammed and made her flinch.

She had signed plenty of things in those years, often at midnight, often without reading every line because there had always been some van to load, some showcase to make, some producer assuring them this was standard, this was temporary, this was only what happened before the real work could begin. Most of that era lived in her mind as sound and weather and Rowan's hand at the back of her neck, not paper. She had spent years believing she had walked clear of all of it except memory. The arrogance of bureaucracy was that it could preserve the dead and call them current.

At the bottom of the first page a contact number was listed for counsel representing Halcyon. Beneath it, in a separate note, was a name she recognized from entertainment headlines and music industry profiles, Talia Price. Even in print the name had edges. The note was brief, almost courteous. The label appreciated her cooperation in a process they believed would be artistically significant for all parties.

All parties. As if there were not a human body attached to the old signature. As if significance were compensation.

Elise gathered the pages with careful hands and carried them to her classroom, where she could lock the door and sit down before her knees made the decision for her. The room was colder now. Maintenance reduced the heat after school hours, and the air smelled faintly metallic, as if the brass instruments in their cases were exhaling into the dark. She sat at her desk, pushed aside a pile of graded theory quizzes, and read everything again.

There it was in cold syntax. Her attendance was not optional. The retreat was described as private and secure, intended for composition and preproduction of Rowan Vale's forthcoming record. Lodging, travel, and a per diem would be provided. Any refusal would be interpreted not merely as reluctance but as actionable interference with contractual completion. Several paragraphs outlined potential financial liability in numbers so large they ceased to be numbers and became weather, a crushing atmospheric pressure impossible to resist. Teacher salary, apartment rent, savings account, student loans not quite gone, the modest arithmetic of her life, all of it shrank before those figures.

Rowan's name recurred throughout the document with detached regularity, a legal object, a principal, an artist. She tried to reconcile that noun with the man she had once known so physically that she could recognize his footsteps in a hallway before hearing them, with the man she had later seen on magazine covers and giant arena screens in grocery store checkout lines, all jaw and leather and expensive emptiness. She had trained herself not to follow his career beyond accidental exposure. It had still been impossible not to know. Platinum albums. World tours. Tabloid romances brief as weather fronts. A face becoming public property while the private one in her memory remained twenty-two, unshaven, laughing into the neck of a guitar.

A private writing residency. With Rowan.

The absurdity of it made her want to laugh, but fear had a heavier gravity. She could not afford this in any sense. Not financially if she refused, not emotionally if she went. She imagined a mountain cabin full of polished wood and hidden microphones, label people hovering just outside the frame, authenticity mined like ore. She imagined Rowan there before she could stop herself, older now, famous in the particular predatory way fame sharpened a person into iconography. She imagined the first look, the inevitable accounting of time in each other's faces.

She pushed the image away and reached for her phone.

The lawyer's office was closed for the day, but a recorded line allowed messages. Elise left one with clipped precision, giving her name, the reference number, and a request for immediate clarification. Her voice sounded calm enough to belong to someone else. Afterward she called Nina.

Nina answered on the second ring with the background chaos of after school life, lockers slamming, someone calling for a faculty meeting, the rise and fall of a marching band trumpet far down another corridor. Elise told her she needed company and, hearing something in her silence, Nina said she would come by after grabbing coffee.

While she waited, Elise did what panic always made her do. She organized. She straightened manuscript paper in its drawer. She wiped the whiteboard although there was almost nothing on it except rehearsal markings. She lined up pencils in a ceramic cup painted by a former student. The motions steadied her only until her eyes slid back to the contract. Then the room tilted again toward ten years ago.

Back then there had been no caution to the way she and Rowan made things. They had written in kitchens, in practice rooms, on diner napkins, in the stale back seat of vans, on the floor of his apartment with takeout cartons cooling around them. Songs came easiest when they were too tired to curate themselves. He would find a phrase, she would answer with a melody, and by dawn they would have built a whole private country out of minor chords and need. They had believed, with the beautiful stupidity of youth, that talent and devotion were forms of protection. If they were honest enough in the work, surely the world would meet that honesty with care.

Instead there had been Graham Pike, all expensive stubble and visionary language, promising scale, reach, evolution. There had been meetings where Elise was asked to smile more and complicate less. There had been Rowan, increasingly drawn into conversations she wasn't included in, restless with wanting, half dazzled and half ashamed of being dazzled. There had been one week in particular, blurred now by exhaustion and hope, when papers circulated and everyone insisted they were standing at the edge of the life they had fought for.

The week before everything fell apart.

Nina arrived carrying two coffees and enough practical warmth to push back the chill in the room. She set one cup on Elise's desk, shrugged out of her coat, and took in Elise's face before looking at the papers. Nina had the kind of beauty that remained lively under fluorescent school lighting, dark curls escaping a careless knot, expression always half a beat from either laughter or fury. She taught English down the hall and possessed a fierce dislike of institutions in all forms, though she filled out lesson plans on time and cried at student poetry recitations.

Elise did not need to explain much. Nina read fast, lips tightening. By the third page she muttered something vicious about labels and scavengers. Elise sat perched on the edge of a student desk, coffee cooling untouched in her hands.

Nina asked the practical questions first. Could they really do this. Had Elise spoken to anyone. Was there any chance it was intimidation dressed as legal certainty. Elise said she had left a message for the firm's attorney and intended to call again in the morning. Saying it aloud made her feel both more adult and more trapped.

Then came the name neither of them had spoken yet. Nina said Rowan's surname with the reluctance of someone lifting a lid off something spoiled. Elise looked toward the window, where snow streaked diagonally through the parking lot lights. She realized she had unconsciously been avoiding his first name, as if saying it might collapse the decade between then and now.

Nina knew enough of the story to hate him on principle, though not every detail. No one knew every detail because Elise herself did not. What remained from that year was not a clean narrative but a field of broken glass, pieces catching different light depending on where she stood. Rowan with papers she hadn't seen. Rowan not answering for two days. Graham's smooth voice in a studio hallway telling her compromises had already been made. Rowan, finally, saying things she heard as betrayal because by then betrayal was all she could hear. Then absence, swift and total. The band dissolved like salt in water. Success gathered around Rowan almost immediately. Elise left before she had to watch the machinery finish its work.

Nina listened while Elise summarized the contract, then leaned against the piano with crossed arms and studied her with infuriating tenderness. She said the legal piece was one problem and the past another, and Elise had spent a decade pretending they were the same because it was easier than touching either of them directly. If the contract held, they would deal with it. If it didn't, Elise still had to decide whether she wanted the rest of her life to be built around avoiding one man and one unfinished part of herself.

Elise felt irritation rise because the words landed too close to truth. She said this was not some cinematic invitation to heal. It was coercion. It was Rowan's label deciding her old wounds were an efficient production tool. Nina did not disagree. But she also refused to let Elise hide inside outrage alone. There had once been music that mattered to her more than fear, Nina reminded her. The fact that other people had corrupted that did not mean the part of Elise capable of making it had died.

The room seemed suddenly smaller, packed with stands and dormant instruments and the smell of cooling coffee. Elise looked at her own hands, at the faint callus still resting on the side of her right index finger where years of guitar strings had once bitten deeper. She had not truly lost the ability. She had abandoned the conditions under which it lived.

A laugh escaped her, brittle and brief. She said even if some buried portion of her wanted to write again, that did not mean she wanted to do it trapped in a luxury snow globe with the man who had taught her exactly how dangerous shared songs could be. Nina's expression softened. Of course she didn't want that. Want was not the point. The point, apparently, was that the past was no longer staying politely in the grave.

After Nina left, the school was nearly dark. Elise gathered her things, slid the contract into her bag, and walked out into the evening. The cold struck cleanly across her face. Snow creaked under her boots in the parking lot. Her car, a dented hatchback the color of wet stone, was furred in white. She brushed the windshield with the side of her forearm and stood for a moment beside the driver's door, looking back at the building. The music room windows glowed faintly on the second floor. Somewhere inside, a motion sensor turned off a hallway light and one section of the school dropped into blackness.

Home was a second-floor apartment above a florist and an insurance office on the quiet end of town. It smelled, depending on the hour, of lilies, paper dust, or someone else's dinner. Tonight the stairwell carried damp wool and the ghost of pine from the florist's holiday stock. Elise unlocked her door, stepped into familiar dimness, and was relieved by how little her rooms asked of her. A couch with a knitted throw. Bookshelves. A narrow kitchen with a kettle that whistled too soon. A guitar case under the window that she had not opened in months. Everything earned, modest, in place.

She set the contract on the table and did not turn on music. Silence felt less invasive than choosing what to hear.

The lawyer returned her call at eight forty-three. He was efficient, courteous, and impossible to appeal to as a human being. Yes, the clause remained enforceable. Yes, assignments through label acquisition had preserved the agreement. Yes, litigation was undesirable to all parties, which was why the residency had been arranged as the most elegant path to fulfillment. No, declining on personal grounds would not nullify contractual duty. He mentioned possible negotiation around scheduling, transportation specifics, and private accommodations, but not the central fact. She was expected there.

When the call ended, Elise stood at her kitchen counter with one hand braced against the laminate and let the anger arrive properly. It came hot and clarifying. Not only at the label, though there was plenty for them, but at her younger self with her careless signatures, at Graham for every smiling omission, at Rowan for existing again at the center of a life she had painstakingly rebuilt without him. Under the anger was fear, and under fear something worse, a live wire of anticipation she despised on contact.

She made tea she did not want and carried it to the table. Snow reflected against the windowglass so brightly the room seemed lit from below. She pulled the papers toward her one last time, intending to force herself through every page until the shock dulled into information. Exhibits. Amendments. Assignment notices. Old letterhead from companies that no longer existed. The bureaucratic archaeology of ambition.

Near the back, clipped behind the current correspondence, was a scanned copy of the original agreement. The paper quality looked different even reproduced, the ink slightly faded, signatures applied in impatient strokes rather than digital precision. Elise felt her breathing change before she reached the final page. Her own name was there first, slanted and unmistakable, the version of her signature she had used at twenty-two, full of loops she later taught herself to simplify. For a second she saw the room where she had signed it, Graham's studio office with its leather chairs and bad abstract art, Rowan somewhere down the hall tracking vocals, both of them too busy becoming to consider what becoming cost.

Her thumb caught at the edge of the paper as she turned it.

On the final page, beneath hers, was Rowan's signature, dark and fluid, dated the week before everything fell apart.

By eleven in the morning Rowan had already deleted three choruses, two verses, and an entire bridge that some junior engineer had called haunting before realizing, from Rowan’s face, that haunting was no compliment. The studio was warm in the expensive, overcontrolled way only high-end rooms were, the air scented faintly with coffee, dust warmed by circuitry, and the stale sweetness of someone else’s cologne caught in the velvet of the couch. Beyond the glass, the live room sat immaculate and underused, a cathedral built for confession and occupied mostly by waiting. Guitars stood on polished racks like decorative weapons. A grand piano reflected the recessed lights in its black lacquer lid. The walls, paneled in dark walnut and framed with gold records from artists Rowan had once worshipped, gave back a version of success so complete it almost mocked him.

He sat on a stool in socks and a black T-shirt gone soft with too many washings, a guitar across his lap, his phone face down beside him like a thing he no longer trusted. He had been here since eight. Or rather his body had. The rest of him had been moving in frantic, useless circles around a place he could not seem to get back to, the old room inside himself where songs once arrived with the force of weather.

Now they came as product.

He strummed the progression again, heard at once what was wrong with it, and stopped before the line had the chance to fully embarrass him. The melody had shape, but no hunger. The lyric was competent, bitter in the mass-manufactured way people liked to call honest when they meant familiar. It would stream well. It would soundtrack breakups for people who had never had to choose between love and ambition because they had never had enough of either for the choice to ruin them. It would become another song that sounded enough like Rowan Vale to satisfy everyone except the man singing it.

He set the guitar aside and leaned forward, elbows on knees, pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes until light burst red and white against the dark. Somewhere in the control room a hard drive whirred. The engineer, sensing weather, had long ago made himself scarce under the pretense of checking a vocal chain in Studio B. Rowan was grateful for the cowardice. Pity from employees was one of the few luxuries fame had not made tolerable.

He stood, crossed to the microphone, and sang the first line anyway. His own voice came back through the monitors smooth and controlled, carrying the practiced strain that had sold out arenas and made strangers think they knew the exact dimensions of his grief. He hated how good he was at sounding wrecked. Hated more that the craft still worked even when the feeling underneath it had gone thin.

After the second line he lifted a hand and cut himself off. Silence fell heavily, padded by money. He stared through the glass at the console, at the blinking little city of lights waiting for a decision. Then he reached for the talkback and, with more contempt than volume, told no one in particular to erase it.

He did not need to watch the file disappear to know it was gone. He felt its absence at once, another square of artificial turf ripped up to expose the concrete beneath.

On the low table by the couch lay a stack of printouts from the label, market projections and tour options and brand partnership opportunities dressed in sleek typography. His latest single had debuted high and dropped fast. The reviews of the last album had been politely savage, praising his polish while circling the lack of risk, the emotional vagueness, the sense that a man once known for writing songs sharp enough to leave marks had begun upholstering his own edges. One critic had used the phrase beautifully vacant. Another had written that Rowan Vale no longer bled on the page so much as mimeographed the memory of blood.

He had pretended not to read them and then memorized every line.

The knock came softly, but not softly enough to be accidental. Mason entered first, broad-shouldered in a charcoal coat still carrying cold from outside, his face set in the patient strain of a man who had spent the better part of six years cushioning disasters before they could become headlines. Talia followed without waiting to be invited, all clean lines and winter white, her hair pinned back with the precision of someone for whom disarray was a strategic choice rather than a condition. She belonged to the kind of executive class that made luxury seem weaponized. Even in boots damp from the city slush, she looked as if she had stepped from an article about decisive women who turned faltering brands around.

Rowan did not bother with pleasantries. Their presence together meant either rescue or punishment, and he was too tired to care which.

Mason looked around at the room, at the discarded pages, at the guitar abandoned on the stool. His gaze took inventory the way a medic might assess an injury before touching it. Talia’s eyes went straight to the empty vocal booth and then to Rowan. No softness there, only calculation tempered by something close to concern. She had invested too much money in his next record not to care whether he made one.

The conversation began in the careful, circling way difficult conversations often did around him, with deadlines invoked as practical realities rather than accusations. The label needed something concrete. The retreating release window was becoming a problem. The production budget had swollen around songs that were still not songs. There were international commitments being held in suspension, mixers on standby, press opportunities deferred under increasingly flimsy pretexts. Rowan let the words move around him like weather reports from a place he was standing in.

Mason, more direct when Talia’s tact proved useless, reminded him that they were out of time. Not calendar time alone, though there was little enough of that. Goodwill, too. There had been years in which Rowan’s name compensated for drift, years in which a merely decent record could be sold as reinvention because the machine around him was still strong enough to force belief. That elasticity was thinning. The last tour had been successful in numbers and quietly miserable in reality. There had been cancellations blamed on exhaustion, a hotel corridor video of him shoving away a camera, a late-night interview in which he had seemed dazed and openly contemptuous of his own back catalog. People were beginning to suspect what no one in his camp liked saying aloud, that the man in the headlines and the one in the songs no longer resembled each other.

Rowan went to the console and picked up the nearest lyric sheet. He stared at the lines as if they might improve under pressure. They remained what they were, neat little lies. He crumpled the page in one fist and dropped it back on the table.

What did they want him to say. That he knew. That every time he opened his mouth lately, he could hear the distance between technical proficiency and truth as plainly as static between stations. That he had built a career on converting damage into melody and now could no longer tell whether he had healed wrong or simply run out of places worth bleeding from. He did not want therapy from Talia Price, and he did not want loyalty from Mason weaponized into concern. He wanted a song that did not sound dead on arrival.

Talia moved through the room with the calm authority of someone entering negotiations she had already decided to win. She touched nothing, but her presence seemed to straighten every object around her. She said the album could not continue like this. She said authenticity was not a marketing phrase no matter how often marketing departments abused it, and that the only time Rowan had ever made work that truly cut through the noise was when he had written from somewhere he no longer allowed himself access to.

He laughed at that, a short dry sound with no amusement in it. It was almost insulting to hear his own mythology fed back to him in executive diction. Yet beneath the insult something in him tightened. He knew where she was heading before she said it. Or perhaps not knew, exactly. Feared.

Mason glanced at him once, then away. That was the warning.

Talia explained the retreat as if unveiling a final instrument after all previous methods had failed. A private property in Colorado, secluded, secure, with a studio built into the main lodge and enough distance from Los Angeles to interrupt his habits. No entourage, no drop-ins, no social obligations, no tabloid leakage if everyone cooperated. Just weather, quiet, and work. She spoke of stripping things back, of returning him to songwriting rather than content generation, of taking away every distraction until there was nothing left but the page and whatever honesty he still possessed.

He told her he could book a cabin himself if scenic isolation was the revelation of the hour.

She let that pass. The retreat, she said, had already been arranged under terms more binding than preference. There were dormant rights and obligations in the old catalog, inherited through acquisition and buried in a stack of development agreements no one had reason to revisit until the present impasse. A deficiency clause in undelivered co-written material. A residency option. Mutual attendance requirements.

The room seemed to sharpen around him. Even before the name, his body recognized the threat. His shoulders went rigid. Some internal muscle, long asleep, drew hard and sudden as a wire.

When Talia said Elise Maren, she did it without drama, almost clinically, as if the less emphasis she gave the name the less explosive it might become. But names did not lose force because an executive delivered them with composure. Her name crossed the room and entered him like cold.

For a second he genuinely thought he had misheard. Not because the words were unclear, but because the possibility belonged to another life, one so carefully cordoned off that to hear it invoked in this sterile room felt obscene. Elise Maren. The syllables still carried music in them, softer than his own, steadier. He had not spoken her name aloud in years. He had avoided songs in old set lists that even hinted too closely at her shape. He had trained himself to think of that era through broad abstractions, the band, the beginning, the mess, anything but the exact contour of the woman herself.

Anger arrived first, cleaner than shock and easier to display. He asked what exactly she thought she was doing. The question came out low, which was more dangerous than shouting. Talia, unwisely or perhaps necessarily, kept her ground. The contract remained enforceable. Halcyon had acquired the rights chain legitimately. Both parties had been notified. Elise had been contacted already. The label was within its rights to invoke the residency requirement.

He moved before deciding to, crossing the room until he stood close enough to see the pulse beating at the base of her throat. He did not raise his voice, but every word landed hard. He told her she had no idea what she was stepping into. He told her that old contracts did not give her the right to rearrange human wreckage for a better press cycle. He told her she could not pull a woman who wanted nothing to do with this industry into a snow globe and call it artistry.

Mason intervened then, not physically, but with that firm practical tone he used when Rowan was one bad instinct from making a situation irreversible. He urged him to sit down, to breathe, to stop turning this into a spectacle with no audience. The effort of not exploding took all the energy that actual violence might
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