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Chapter 1




Connor waited in his car outside a strip mall law office, looking at the storefront. The lawyer’s name was on the window in gold letters, the edges flaking away. Inside, a receptionist typed behind bulletproof glass. The signs already didn't promise a lot, but he had to try. 

He found the lawyer on Yelp. Three and a half stars. The reviews called him affordable, which Connor took to mean not very good. But that was all he could pay for now. Sometimes you have to dance with the devil you can afford.

His phone buzzed with an unknown number. He let it go to voicemail. It was probably the credit card company again. He had been avoiding those calls for three weeks.

Connor checked his bank balance again. The number was the same as this morning. $847. That was all he had—his savings, checking, and the emergency fund that wasn’t meant for problems like this.

The consultation would cost $200 just to explain his situation. After that, the lawyer would say how much more it would be to help, and Connor would nod, thank him, and walk back to his car with $647 left and no plan except to keep going. It wasn't worth it. He didn't go in.

He rubbed his thumb on the worn steering wheel. The car was twelve years old, a Honda Civic from his parents when he finished college. Back then it felt like freedom. Now it was like everything else in his life: barely working, held together by hope and duct tape.

He turned the key and the engine started. He stayed in the car.

On the drive back to his apartment, he passed the talent agency where he'd worked for seven months. The building looked the same. Glass and steel and money. People went in wearing clothes that cost more than his rent. They carried leather bags and paper coffee cups and the kind of confidence that came from never having to check a bank balance before ordering lunch.

Connor wore cheap button-downs from Target and made coffee for those people. He answered phones, scheduled meetings, and said "yes sir" and "right away" so often the words lost meaning. He did it because he thought being close to the industry would help. Maybe someone would notice him, read his script, and give him a chance.

Someone did notice. Someone read his script. Someone gave him hope, then took it away. Everything had evaporated in those moments—beliefs, hopes and his naivete. 

The agent's name was Richard Moss. Connor had memorized it like a curse. Richard Moss who'd told him "The Mercy Line" was brilliant. Richard Moss who'd promised to shop it around. Richard Moss who'd stopped answering emails after two weeks. Richard Moss whose newest client, a screenwriter with three produced films and a deal at Netflix, had just sold a thriller with the exact same premise as Connor's script.

Connor read the logline in Deadline Hollywood while eating cereal at his kitchen counter. He dropped his spoon, and milk splashed onto his phone. The words blurred, but he kept reading them again and again, hoping they might change if he stared long enough.

In daylight, the building looked smaller and less important. Connor remembered his first day, standing outside and trying to find the courage to go in. He wore his only suit and his dad’s old tie. He thought, This is it. This is where it starts.

His apartment was on the third floor of a building that smelled like old carpet and other people’s cooking. He climbed the stairs slowly. His legs felt heavy. Everything felt heavy.

Inside, his roommate’s bedroom door was closed. Ryan worked nights at a bar in West Hollywood and slept during the day. They hardly saw each other now, which was fine with Connor. Lately, Ryan gave him looks that said, "When are you going to get it together?" without saying a word.

Connor’s room was small: just a mattress on the floor and a desk he found on the curb. His laptop sat open on the desk, the screen dark. He wrote "The Mercy Line" on that laptop—three drafts, six months of work. Every morning before his agency shift, he sat in coffee shops, rewriting scenes, tightening dialogue, and cutting anything that wasn’t perfect.

He thought about opening the file and looking at it again. But what was the point? The script was dead now. Someone else owned it—someone with money, lawyers, and the kind of power that lets you take what isn’t yours.

The cereal went soggy in the milk. Connor sat there for twenty minutes, reading and rereading the article, refreshing the page as if it might change. As if the words might rearrange into something that made sense, something that wasn’t theft.

His phone buzzed again. This time, he checked. It was Jade.

"Coffee tomorrow?" the text read. "Want to tell you about something."

Connor replied, "Sure."

He put his phone down and lay back on his mattress. There was a water stain in the corner of the ceiling that looked like a map. He stared at it as the light outside turned orange, then purple, then dark.

He stayed where he was, not turning on the lights.








