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Zachary Foxx has dreams. He wants to achieve success in his chosen profession, be it blowing open corruption in the sacred halls of government or writing the next great American Gothic novel. Sadly, as a recent university graduate—with student loans to pay—who is used to eating and living inside, he finds his newshound instincts will have to suffer in silence until someone is willing to pay him for his pithy prose, which isn’t happening for anyone of his experience level—or lack thereof. 

No, Zac’s journey begins a bit lower in the hierarchy. He’s a junior acquisitions editor at a small publishing house, and he’s been tasked by his tyrant of a boss to convince an unknown author to sign on the dotted line. She sends Zac to woo Angus McMurray with promises of fame and a trip to Scotland—which is exciting until he learns it’s the one in South Dakota.

What Zac doesn’t expect is to meet a neurodivergent woodsman who has no desire to share his beautiful stories about his relationships with animals to achieve fame and fortune. He just wants to share them with Zac. 

Thus begins Zac Foxx’s moral dilemma… What’s the price of fame? When he meets a handsome man who wants no part of Zac’s desired level of success, will Zac chuck his ethics and betray a pure soul to achieve his own selfish goals? Does Zac have it inside him to ruin someone who is… Perfect? 
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Zachary Foxx
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Trapped in a tiny cubicle while reading someone else’s words was never what I thought I’d be doing after graduating from NYU. I was a journalist, dammit! I had a grand-fucking dream that I’d be sitting in coffee shops around the world, writing all morning before moving on to seedy bars after lunch… a la “Poppa” Hemingway.

My life would be like something out of an old film noir. I’d roost at a familiar table in the back where I’d listen to the locals as they offered gritty stories they’d probably overheard from one place or another and were happy to relate to me. I would twist them to fit into a Pulitzer Prize winning adventure novel, and I’d thank my collaborators in my acceptance speech in front of hundreds of flashing lights. 

Or maybe I’d be an investigative journalist, exposing crime and corruption everywhere I traveled to the unbridled appreciation of the huddled masses. I had it planned out down to the color of the scarf that would hang carelessly around my neck as I worked away, a pencil behind my ear and a cigarette hanging from my lips—well, maybe not the cigarette… It was a disgusting habit. 

I’d accumulate a ragtag mass of less than honorable sources from the great unwashed, all of whom would be willing to spill the dirt I’d need to shine a light on graft and greed. I’d make their acquaintances in said dive bars in the seedy underbelly of the city where people went to drink away their disgust at what they’d seen or done earlier in the day. I’d pen the next great American tome, outing those who preyed on the disenfranchised, and the citizens would root for me every step of the way. 

A ticker-tape parade had appeared many times in that fantasy, with me sitting on the back of a shiny red Bugatti convertible in an expensive silk suit as my stunningly handsome, mountain of a valet drove me through the streets of Anytown, USA, to the delight of adoring fans before we went to our beach house where he would plow me like an Indiana cornfield. 

Those anonymous sources, who were always quoted in any intriguing tell-all, would provide me all of the filthy details I’d need to expose another well-intentioned person who had been dragged into the sewer by that undefeatable temptress, Power. I knew there was at least one power-and-how-it-corrupts-the-innocent thriller inside me, and after I unleashed it on the unsuspecting public and slayed the powerful Goliath, this David would be declared the next Christiane Amanpour—only with a better skincare regimen and kick-ass highlights. 

I’d even dreamed who would play me in the movie of the screen adaptation I’d write, based on my prize-winning masterpiece. It was heady stuff, but it was my future, of that I was damn certain.

That was the vision I’d crafted for my life, but I was smart enough to realize my dreams were those of a naïve college graduate with more student loan debt than common sense. How I would pay for the coffee, the whiskey, the laptop I’d write on, the rent for a place to sleep off the hangovers—well, you see where I’m going. It might take a while to achieve my goals. 

It was the not-well-thought-out part of my five-year plan, but I’d put my intentions out there to the Universe as many had recommended I should do, and I waited. Sadly, not one source had been acquired, nor had I developed a fondness for whiskey. It seemed the universe had decided to turn her back on me—just another dreamer who ended up as roadkill on life’s highway. I was truly at a loss of the next steps to get the ball rolling. 

So, instead of living out my late-night delusions of grandeur, I was one of three junior acquisitions editors at a small publishing house in Midtown Manhattan. I combed through manuscripts that had been sent to my employer and gave my opinion regarding whether there was potential for publication. I then passed on the manuscripts to the acquisitions group manager for someone higher up the food chain to decide whether I was a raging fool or had an eye for talent. 

The only creative writing I did these days was the cover memorandum to summarize the life’s work of some poor, well-intended sap to give my opinion whether the manuscript was worth the paper it was written on, which I then attached to the front. I tried like hell to keep it as noncommittal as possible in the event the next guy/girl a rung above me on the corporate ladder believed me to be full of shit for panning a potential New York Times best seller. 

Case in point, I was currently reading an alleged romance manuscript about a female prostitute whose vocabulary included quite a lot of colorful swear words, even a few I was sure weren’t exactly curses but sounded like they could be dirty. ‘Wonknoodle’ was a term she used for a man who’d shorted her on her regular fare for anal sex, but like she’d said, “I should have known better than to think the wonknoodle wouldn’t try to fuck me over on the two-hundred-fifty when he complained about the money the whole time he was fucking me. Next time, Darcy girl, get the fucking fuck money up front, just like Tess told you.” Indeed.

I wasn’t a prude by any stretch of the imagination, but it was true that substituting curse words for any other word in the English language that could still get the point across and not offend someone’s grandmother tended to keep one from sounding like an illiterate fool. It also added a certain panache to any literary piece, in my opinion. 

Reading it on the page made me more aware of the way in which I used swear words in everyday conversations. I made a vow to cut down substantially on using fucking fuckhead mother fuckers when speaking about others. I hadn’t been very successful at it, but it was on my mental to-do list.

I smelled the cloud of Chanel No. 5 before Herself made an appearance in the office. “Zeke, walk with me,” Penelope Prentiss demanded as she breezed by the entrance of my cubicle. 

“It’s Zac,” I reminded her for the fifth time that morning alone. It was the same crap every day, but what did I expect? I was the lowest acquisitions man on the low-level grunt totem pole at Prentiss & Pollard, the publishing company Penelope owned with her twin sister, Paula Pollard. Listening to people answering their phones around the office was like listening to Sesame Street on “P” day.

I stood from my chair and grabbed my tablet to follow Penelope down the hallway of her posh, Park Avenue office space. There were forty-nine people who worked at P&P, most of whom were happy with the gig as I’d come to learn when we gathered for meetings and they spread so much bullshit about how exhilarated they were with their jobs. I had to fight the urge to roll up my pant legs. 

I’d become number fifty when I joined the firm after graduating from NYU with a degree in journalism. The job was temporary, I’d promised myself. I had bills to pay, and I liked to eat, but I wouldn’t abandon my hopes and dreams. 

Stupid me thought I wanted to be a news reporter until I started applying for jobs to find most of the positions available to someone with my professional experience—none—didn’t pay a red cent. Working for free was never part of my life’s plan. 

It seemed to me that news outlets believed that even though I’d gone to college, I still needed to pay my dues by not being compensated for an honest day’s work. It became apparent most media channels used unpaid internships to thin the herd of possible competition for established journalists. It was a no-win situation.

Print media was clearly a dying breed with the advent of the internet. Those who had the jobs in television, print journalism, and magazines had convinced the powers that be it was best to make it harder for the fresh-faced brats coming out of institutions of higher learning to break into any type of news reporting job. It was almost like they were in collusion with the academic world to keep recent graduates in indentured servitude by owing a debt that was never going to be paid in full and holding their permanent record hostage until a payment schedule was established. 

Obviously, without receiving a paycheck, the new alumnus had to defer repaying their student loans to infinity. I had been fortunate enough to break out of the flock and find a means of support, even if it was for a power-mad prima donna and her twisted sister.

Penelope closed the door after I was inside her office, and she pointed to the buttery soft, white leather sofa in the sitting area like I was her pet poodle who needed to get into the dog bed after a walk. “Sit, Zeke,” she demanded, so like any good lap pooch, I copped a squat.

The barracuda in Burberry walked over to her desk and picked up a file folder before she returned to where I was sitting and plopped down in a plush orange chair across from me. “I have a problem, and I believe you might be the tasty little morsel I need to resolve it,” she began. I sat back on reflex to get further away, immediately having a bad feeling.

For thirty minutes, Penelope prattled on about her sister perusing fiction websites and finding a diamond in the rough on a gay site, ProsewithPride.com. “So, I’m sending you to Scotland…” she informed me, which had my little heart pitter-pattering because I’d always wanted to go to the United Kingdom. 

Unfortunately, that wasn’t the next phrase out of her mouth… “South Dakota. It’s where this author, Angus McMurray, lives. I played hell getting the man’s name in the first place because he’s not on the grid anywhere.” And she found him—poor bastard.

“I hired a private investigator to track him down because he has no registered phone number. I can’t call him to pitch him to come to New York for a meeting, which is where you come in, Zeke.” Here it comes…

“I’m sending you to wherever that place is to negotiate on behalf of P&P. I want the next story he writes to go through my publishing house, and I expect you to do whatever you have to do to get it,” she demanded as she flipped open the folder and began laying out a company credit card, a business-class airline ticket to Sioux Falls, an envelope full of cash, and a fancy, typed itinerary.

“Don’t come back without a signed contract or a writer. Stock up on lube, kid. My private investigator told me he’s a big old bear,” Penelope instructed before motioning for me to get the fuck out of her office. 

I gathered everything from the table in front of me before she had a chance to change her mind, and I rushed out the door, stopping in her assistant’s office to consider what Penny the Piranha had just ordered me to do. Is this some sort of test? This is some sort of a test to see if I have that newsman’s nose and killer instinct, isn’t it!
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