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Chapter 1: The Audition
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The eviction notice was stuck to Leo’s refrigerator with a faded magnet shaped like a comedy mask—a cruel joke he didn’t have the energy to appreciate anymore. It was, effectively, his curtain call. Forty-five days to clear out, or the super would do it for him. Forty-five days to find rent, find a new job, or, more likely, forty-five days until he finally packed up his cheap duffel bag, his degree from some pretentious coastal drama school, and his shattered hope, and boarded the first bus back to his parents’ ranch in Arizona.

At twenty-nine, Leo was the very definition of a struggling actor, but “struggling” was too generous a word. It suggested effort, a fight. Leo was past the struggle. He was drowning quietly, submerged in a sea of unpaid invoices, unanswered emails, and the soul-crushing certainty that he was not, and never would be, good enough. He’d hawked everything of value: his grandfather's watch, his surprisingly extensive collection of first-edition play scripts, even the sound mixing board he’d splurged on during a brief, optimistic period where he thought he'd write his own one-man show.

The phone rang just as he was crumbling the eviction notice into a tight, angry ball. It was an unfamiliar, blocked number. He almost let it go to voicemail—another debt collector, another telemarketer—but a dull, instinctual flicker, a leftover ember of the actor’s inherent superstition, made him swipe to answer.

“Hello?” His voice was rusty, unused to projecting anything beyond a tired sigh.

“Leo Maxwell?” The voice on the other end was a low, resonant baritone, smooth and utterly devoid of inflection, like a recording. “I’m calling on behalf of the James Thorne Company. We’re holding a private reading for an unpublished work. The Mirror Stage.”

Leo blinked, the crinkled ball of paper forgotten in his hand. The Mirror Stage. The name was unsettling, a little pretentious, and completely unknown. “I... I’m sorry, I don’t think I sent in a submission for that. I haven’t been submitting—”

“We are aware,” the baritone interrupted, clipping him short. “Your name was provided to us. A recommendation from a very respected source. We require a male lead. Someone with gravitas.”

Gravitas. Leo snorted a silent, bitter laugh. If “gravitas” meant the weary resignation of a man who’d just accepted his dreams were dead, then yes, he had it in spades. But who would recommend him? He hadn't been on a stage in six months, his last gig a humiliating, non-union commercial for a local pest control service.

“The play is by Silas Vane,” the voice continued, dropping a name that made Leo’s spine go rigid.

Silas Vane. The name was less a playwright and more a phantom in the annals of American theatre. Vane had written a handful of modernist, experimental plays in the late seventies—plays that were famously brilliant, famously disturbing, and famously never performed in any mainstream theater due to their intense, almost unbearable psychological darkness. Then, in 1982, Vane had disappeared without a trace, leaving behind a note that read only: The play is always running. He was one of the theater world's great, unsolved mysteries—a reclusive genius who had simply evaporated, leaving behind a cult following and a chilling legend.

“Silas Vane is dead,” Leo whispered, the eviction notice forgotten.

“Deceased, yes. But his work endures. This script, The Mirror Stage, was found among his private papers. It has never been seen. The audition is tonight. 9:00 PM. The old Grand Victoria Theater on Elm Street.”

Leo knew the Grand Victoria. It was a beautiful, massive ruin, boarded up and rumored to be haunted, having sat empty for decades. It felt like the kind of place Vane would have chosen for his last act.

“Tonight? That’s awfully short notice.”

“The play waits for no one, Mr. Maxwell. Are you in, or are you out?” The question was not a challenge, but a statement of fact, a door being held open for a fraction of a second.

Leo looked at the comedy mask magnet, then at the empty calendar on his wall. He had nothing to lose. Failure was already a certainty. The only thing left was one last, desperate, theatrical gesture.

“I’m in.”

“Excellent. We look forward to seeing you.” The line clicked dead. No pleasantries, no directions, no confirmation email. Just a demand, a time, and a location.

The Grand Victoria was darker and more imposing than Leo remembered. The massive glass doors were chained shut, but a single, dimly lit side door, usually reserved for the stagehands, stood ajar. A wave of cool, stale air, smelling of dust, mildew, and something faintly metallic—like old blood and rust—wafted out.

Leo pushed the door open and stepped into an immediate, profound darkness. He fumbled for his phone, switching on the flashlight. The narrow corridor was lined with peeling wallpaper and cracked plaster. It led to the backstage area, a labyrinth of black drapes, stacked props draped in sheets, and the skeletal frame of the stage rigging high above. The silence was absolute, a heavy, velvet blanket that seemed to absorb all sound.

He found his way to the stage door, which opened into the wings. He stepped out and froze.

The Grand Victoria's auditorium was immense, easily seating two thousand, and utterly empty. The seats were shrouded in white drop cloths, making the entire theatre look like a graveyard of forgotten patrons. The stage lights were off, save for a single, naked work light—the 'ghost light'—sitting center stage, casting a stark, yellow pool of illumination that did little to fight the encroaching shadows.

And yet, it was not empty.

Seated in the very first row, directly at the edge of the light, was one man.

It had to be James Thorne, the director. He was a man of indeterminate age, impeccably dressed in a dark suit that somehow looked ancient and brand new at the same time. His face was a chiseled mask, severe and beautiful, with eyes that seemed to reflect the stage light with an unnatural intensity.

“Mr. Maxwell. Punctual. Excellent.” Thorne’s voice was the same low baritone from the phone call.

“I... am I early?” Leo asked, feeling small and ridiculous standing on the enormous stage. “Where’s the rest of the crew? The other actors?”

Thorne raised a hand, dismissing the question with a gesture. “You are the only actor we are seeing tonight. The role is unique. It requires a specific resonance. Please, come down.”

Leo descended the rickety backstage steps and walked down the main aisle, his footsteps echoing unnervingly in the empty theatre. He stopped a few feet from Thorne.

Thorne did not offer a hand or a greeting. Instead, he simply handed Leo a thick, dog-eared script. It was bound in plain black cardboard, and the title, The Mirror Stage, was handwritten in blood-red ink.

“Take a moment, if you need it,” Thorne said. “Turn to the third page. It’s a monologue. Read it. You’ll be reading for the part of Leo.”

Leo’s heart stumbled. Leo. It was his own name. A shiver ran up his arms. It was an old trick, but an effective one—using the actor’s real name to make the material feel instantly more personal. He opened the script. The pages were brittle and faintly yellowed, the text typed on an old manual typewriter. It lacked any stage directions, save for a few, unsettling parenthetical notes that seemed less like direction and more like observation: (The smell of ozone is faint) or (A growing weariness, palpable and true).

He found the third page. The monologue was unlike anything he’d ever read. It wasn't about action or dialogue; it was a pure, raw cascade of self-loathing and existential despair, a forensic breakdown of a life spent waiting for a break that would never come.

“...I am the waiting room. A hollow space, impeccably lit for the illusion of industry. They tell you to audition for the sun, but they only ever cast the moon. The echo is the only applause I have ever earned. And I have spent my entire adult life trying to convince a series of strangers that the echo is actually my own voice.”

It wasn't acting. It was being filleted open. It articulated every dark, unspoken thought Leo had carried for the past decade, every moment of self-doubt that had been clawing at his insides. The lines were so personal, so specific to his own emotional landscape, that they felt less written and more transcribed from his own subconscious. He felt a deep, uncomfortable identification with the character, as if Vane had somehow reached across the decades and peered into his tiny, miserable apartment.

“Just read it, Mr. Maxwell,” Thorne prompted, his eyes unblinking.

Leo took a deep breath, the dust of the old theater settling in his throat. The actor’s reflex, the old need to perform, kicked in, chasing the despair away for a moment. He stepped fully into the single pool of light from the ghost light.

He began to read. He didn’t perform, didn’t project, didn’t try to find a character voice. He simply let the words fall out of him, ragged and honest, tapping into the well of utter defeat that had been his constant companion. He read about the waiting room, the unearned echo, the years spent watching others succeed. He read the final line, his voice a cracked whisper:

“And now, the final joke. The script has run out. And the curtain... the curtain is not rising. It is simply falling, forever.”

The silence that followed was immense. Leo stood there, the script heavy in his hands, feeling exposed, humiliated, and strangely hollowed out. He had offered up his naked soul to a stranger in an empty theatre, and now he waited for the inevitable, polite rejection—the pat on the shoulder, the "we'll be in touch."
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