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Chapter 
O N E

Zia  fancifully indulges in imagined rehearsal as her five-
inch stilettos click against the pavement outside of Fargo Tower, 

with layers of her former self beneath her dainty feet, making each new 
step more delightful than the last.

Danish pastry, smog, and budding tuberose tickle the back of her 
throat with mounting resolve that not one more rebellious day will escape 
where she’ll allow herself to come up empty-handed.

There are tons of polished gems buried beneath the daunting heap 
of amateur first drafts. She just needs to dig her hands into the muddy 
slush pile and pull them out. She envisions the gleeful moment of discov-
ery several more times before pushing through the revolving glass door.

After the writer’s conferences in New York, she’s surprisingly relieved 
to be back in Los Angeles. She ponders the irony of how she’d loathed 
the setting one minute, only to crave it the next. When she’d left a few 
weeks ago, she’d become so exasperated with her lackluster career she’d 
absentmindedly passed up a juicy manuscript, which eventually landed 
on her colleague’s desk. A colleague who has since been promoted to 
senior agent.

Since she’d impatiently skimmed through the query and sample pages 
that launched an obnoxious colleague’s career and is now battling regret 
with a sword of tenacity, there are certain distractions she’s forfeited. The 
first being her last ounce of socialism.

She steps into the elevator and presses the button for the correspond-
ing floor to Spark Worldwide Literary while trying not to drop her dou-
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ble-shot, caramel-pumpkin spice latte in the process. She needs the coff ee 
more than life itself right now.

She barely notices the shuffl  ing bodies entering and exiting as she pri-
oritizes the day in her head.

“Slush,” she sighs while visualizing the never-ending nuisance of gram-
matical errors that slow down her reading.

“I take it that you don’t like slush,” a deep voice vibrates, startling her.
Her heart thumps.
“Oh! I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize that…I…”
“It’s quite alright. Happens to me all the time.” Th e tall handsome 

stranger’s voice rumbles in a deep, resonating, southern twang.
She glances over her shoulder as he switches his iPhone from his 

right hand into his left . She sighs once more while nervously tucking the 
wayward strands of her wavy brown hair behind her right ear.

“I’ve never seen you here before.” She inadvertently reveals both curi-
osity and wariness.

“Yeah, I just transferred to Banks & Filmore. My name is Bryce. Bryce 
Fink.” His penetrating eyes simmer as he extends his right hand towards 
her.

Zia glances at his hand as it hangs ambivalently in the air before quickly 
reminding herself that a greeting isn’t a commitment or a date.

“Zia. Nice to meet you and welcome to the building.” When she places 
her tiny hand inside of his, her anxiety stirs, so she courteously with-
draws her hand.

“Th ank you kindly, Miss…”
“Just Zia.”
“Well, just Zia, thank you for the warm welcome.”
His grip isn’t as strong as one would expect, considering the muscu-

lar biceps bulging through his blazer. His hands are soft , so she assumes 
he couldn’t be anything more than a paper-pusher at the law fi rm. Pos-
sibly an intern. He looks much too young to be an attorney.

His black tailored suit screams of a maxed-out credit card to exude a 
level of wealth he likely doesn’t possess.
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“Are you a Banks & Filmore employee?”
“No.” Just when she considers elaborating further, the elevator 

announces they’ve arrived on the 6th fl oor; neither her stop nor his 
since B&F is on the top fl oor and Spark is on the 11th.

Th e door opens and Lillia White from TransMedia joins them for the 
ride, cradling a stack of manila envelopes in her left  arm.

“Hi, Zia! You’re back! How was New York?”
Lillia embraces her friend, who quickly decides not to discuss any-

thing about herself in front of the total stranger who calls himself Bryce. 
She can easily avoid this conversation by asking Lillia the right question 
since Lillia’s one of those people who doesn’t really listen. She just waits 
for her turn to talk.

“It was nice, Lillia. How are you and the family?”
As Lillia chatters on incessantly about her two toddler sons and 

husband, Zia smiles politely while ignoring the hole the stranger is 
burning into the back of her head. For every word Lillia speaks, more 
oxygen is sucked from the small space and Zia’s skin tingles from the 
moist warmth. When the elevator fi nally announces their arrival on the 
11th fl oor, relief washes over her.

“Well, Lillia. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you later today for lunch.”
“Great! See you then and welcome back!”
She hastily exits the seemingly cramped elevator and nearly falls on 

her face. She balances herself while waving at Lillia, noticing the stranger 
is staring directly at her.

“It was nice meeting you, just Zia.” He winks as the elevator door 
closes.

She blushes but marches forward, pushing the frosted glass doors 
open. Jazmine, Spark’s administrative assistant extraordinaire, greets 
her as she enters.

“Welcome back, Zia!”
“Th anks, Jazz.”
Jazz smiles warmly while hugging Zia from across the desk. Jazz is pre-

occupied with receptionist trainee, Jennifer. Jazz monitors the protégé as 
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she takes calls but still simultaneously brings Zia up to speed.
“I’m sure you wanna get right to it. So, for starters, your recent snails 

have been arranged chronologically on your desk, courtesy of yours truly. 
No one has touched your digital slush. HR hasn’t sent us any assistants 
or interns, so all associate and junior agents are still on their own for the 
moment. A fresh pot of coff ee is brewing and here are your messages.”

Jazz is an administrative ninja and Zia honestly doesn’t know what 
their sector would do without her. Th e switchboard lights up as Zia grabs 
the yellow slips of paper from her grasp.

“Th anks, Jazz. We’ll talk later.”
Jazz nods, smiles, and returns her focus to Jenn.
Spark’s senior agents have more clientele than they can handle, while 

associate and junior agents are still frantically building their lists.
Zia is twenty-three years old, has been at Spark for two unevent-

ful years, and she’s barely a junior agent. She’s heard the tales of others 
rapidly climbing the ranks on the fragile wings of one or two authors 
they’d signed whose books have sold millions. Th at’s the breakthrough 
she’s working toward. Profi table fragility.

She slams her bottom into the leather chair and immediately powers 
up her MacBook. She gulps down a few more swigs of her latte while 
browsing messages. Editors, follow ups, invitations to host and judge 
writing contests. She sets those messages aside because her carnivorous 
appetite salivates for meat.

She keys in her password and opens a snail while the operating system 
loads. Th ere are about thirty of them and the stack will just bury her if 
she doesn’t dwindle it. Her eyes twinkle, knowing her ‘one’ will eventu-
ally fi nd its way to her lap, and it could be anywhere.

Her submission guidelines are pretty simple—a strong query with a 
clear synopsis, a brief bio, accompanied by fi ve sample pages. She’s overly 
eager for her envisioned moment of success, so she decides not to pass 
simply because someone doesn’t precisely adhere to the guidelines.

What matters is the story.
Th e fi rst query is from Katherine Van Zant of Rhode Island. She tears 
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the envelope open and digs in. Katherine holds a graduate degree and is a 
published poet. She’s subbed a young adult fantasy about a vampire who 
falls madly in love…and Zia loses interest almost immediately.

Pass.
Query number two attempts to straddle too many genres and the 

entire synopsis is written from the main character’s point of view. She 
sighs but chooses to chance it by reading the fi rst few pages. It’s wrought 
with grammatical errors and the writing is scattered. She should have 
surmised that from the query.

Pass.
On to the third. It has decent structure, but it’s dystopian, and she’s 

not a huge fan of that. She gives the attached pages a go, but nothing is 
happening.

Pass.
Query four contains too much back story. Decent writing, but pass.
Aft er she breezes through about seven more queries, she tags the stack 

for form rejections, then digs into her digital slush. Hopefully some of 
her requests for partials have arrived.

INBOX: 1,322 unread messages.

She takes a sip of her golden liquefi ed drug and cracks her knuckles.
“Okie dokie, Zia. Let’s do it.”
She’s admittedly not brave in her personal and social life, so she bal-

ances her cowardice by slowly morphing into a beast in her professional 
life.

Th ree hours into her excavation, a new email arrives with a diff erent 
title in the subject line than the traditional ‘Query’.

“Subject: Fire Pages Conference”

She’d met several dozen new writers at that particular conference, all 
of whom were invited to query unless their work fell into a genre she 
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doesn’t represent. She’d specifi cally instructed them to check her submis-
sion guidelines before querying. It’s only fair that any author who subs 
her aft er attending the Fire Pages event authors get priority. She clicks 
on the email and opens her mind.

Dear Ms. Zia Lennox:
It was an honor and pleasure to hear you speak at the Fire 

Pages Conference in New York last week. Your informative speeches 
inspired me to query you exclusively regarding my manuscript 
titled Chiseled Bone. It’s an 85,000-word crime/thriller/mystery 
that follows psychopathic murderer, Julius Kelp, as he preys on 
young women via the internet by disguising himself as various 
people.

Aside from the unusually long run-on sentence, it captures her atten-
tion. Th is genre stopped selling years ago because the market was too 
heavily saturated.

She recalls the corporate memo detailing how editors had requested
Spark agents shift  their gears and mysteries involving crime simply 
became dormant. Now agents may see one mystery/crime/thriller sub-
mission for every thousand others.

As she continues reading the intriguing query synopsis, her hands 
become grabby for the sample pages, so she skips right over the author’s 
bio and closing signature to see they’ve included more than the stan-
dard fi ve pages. Just as her translucent eyes settle on the fi rst sentence, 
Jazz enters.

“It’s lunch time. You need the break.”
“Actually, I’m thinking about skipping lunch today.”
“No, Zee. You told me not to let you slip back into old ways when you 

returned. Whatever it is, print it, and bring it to the cafeteria. But you’re 
having lunch downstairs. It’s called socializing.”

Zia sighs because she’d specifi cally begged Jazz to drag her along, force-
fully if required, to spend time socializing with others in Fargo Tower 
instead of shutting herself away from everyone. She chose Spark because 
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of the social location and ability to separate work from home. Th e com-
pany’s base salary, size, and reputation were the icing.

Th ere are twenty-fi ve fl oors in Fargo Tower and all of them are full of 
employees from diff erent powerful corporations. Zia decided she needed 
to start networking at some point. She just has a very hard time smiling 
when she doesn’t feel like it, listening to repetitive stories from people 
who refuse to change, and laughing at jokes that aren’t funny.

She prints out the 25 sample pages of Chiseled Bone, grabs her purse, 
and heads down to the cafeteria with Jazz, annoyed the entire descent. 
Her mind is focused on the pages she’s clutching against her chest.

Jazz shakes her head at her obsessive best friend.
“Zee, some of the employees are really cool. Just give them a chance. 

Besides, you never know who you might meet.”
Jazz winks her eye while delicately elbowing her because she believes 

her anxiety-ridden friend will not only form a fi nancially successful bond 
with a co-worker, but also meet Mr. Right over a cheeseburger and fries.

Zia’s not interested. Instead, she’s focused on fi nding the right author. 
Mr. Right is a fairy tale fantasy she reads about in books, and even he
sucks. So, technically she’s already met and married him many times over.

Spending time with Jazz is suffi  cient because she’s a great friend. 
Besides her, Zia has none. Her family insists she’s anti-social, though 
she isn’t. She’s an impatient ambivert and that’s easily misconstrued as 
many things.

Th ey grab their trays and select their dishes. Zia snatches a slice of 
pepperoni pizza, a garden salad, and a bottle of sweet tea. Before she’s 
able to remove her debit card from her wallet, Jazz pays for their lunches.

She begins to protest, but Jazz stops her.
“Don’t.”
“I’ll get us next time.”
Th ey sit in the corner of the cafeteria overlooking Wilshire Boule-

vard. She outwits Jazz by selecting a booth that only seats two, sticking 
her tongue out to gloat. Jazz rolls her eyes.

As Zia bites into the greasy cheesy slice, her eyes wander down to the 
sample pages.
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Jazz giggles and pulls out her cell phone.
“Go ahead, Zombie Zee. I know your mind will just drift  off  if I attempt 

conversation before you’ve read it. Satisfy your craving and we’ll talk in 
a minute.”

“Love you, Jazz.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
While Jazz texts, Zia loses herself in the captivating sample pages. 

Th e Julius Kelp character is sly, cunning, intriguing, and possesses the 
traits that typically cause women to swoon out of sensible thought. He’s 
handsome, wealthy, powerful, well-mannered, debonair, and a cultured 
gentleman; the embodiment many women complain to have gotten cat-
fi shed by because catfi shers lie about the holy trinity—pictures, fi nances, 
and relationship status.

Based on the brief synopsis, Kelp will obviously take his deception far 
beyond the holy trinity, but she wonders how. Th e way the author craft s 
their words, she’s swift ly becoming attached to Julius Kelp, rooting for 
him to be the good guy, though the synopsis casts him in a negative light.

Before realizing it, she’s fi nished the sample pages, and desperately 
desires more.

“You read through that one mighty fast.”
“Yeah, it’s amazing. Like, so amazing.”
“Th at’s a word you rarely use.”
“Very true indeed.” Zia’s shoveling salad into her mouth when she 

notices Bryce exit the lunch line with his tray. She ducks her head behind 
Jazz. “Shit.”

Jazz turns her head in Bryce’s direction.
“Don’t!” Zia’s embarrassed by her own loud whisper.
“Who the hell are you hiding from?” Jazz frowns.
“Just some creepy guy I bumped into on the elevator this morning.”
“And what exactly makes him creepy?”
“He just…I don’t know, but I don’t want him to see me right now. 

Th at’s all.”
“Okay, Zee…really? Stop being dramatic and tell me what happened.”
“Nothing happened exactly.” She remains slouched in her seat while 
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keeping her head hidden behind Jazz’s. “Well, he was fl irting with me. 
Kind of…I don’t know okay.”

Jazz eyes her friend incredulously.
“Flirting how?” She doesn’t believe a word Zia says about the stranger 

because her anxiety compels her to exaggerate situations involving attrac-
tive men.

“He was umm, like, just giving me the eye.” She carefully keeps her 
head concealed

“So, he looked at you?”
“Never mind, Jazz. Can we just get out of here please?”
“Uh, not until I have coff ee. Aft er I have my cup of coff ee, then we 

can leave. I’ll be right back.”
“Jazz!”
Finding this situation comical, Jazz snickers. When she rises to leave, 

Zia attempts to grab her arm. She jerks backwards, leaving Zia with a 
fi st full of air.

“Jazmine, no! Don’t leave me!” Her loud whispering turns a few heads 
in the immediate area, so she reluctantly sits back and braces herself.

Aft er Jazz goes to get her coff ee, Zia accepts the fact that she’s exposed 
with absolutely no cover. Bryce is sitting three empty tables directly ahead 
of her. If he glances up, he’ll be looking right at her, so she prays he con-
tinues doing whatever it is he’s doing on his cell phone.

She fi dgets in her seat and fi ddles with the grease-stained sample 
pages, shuffl  ing and reshuffl  ing, before neatly stacking them. Feeling quite 
ridiculous, she grabs the typical human barrier…her cell phone. Decid-
ing she may as well go back to that email to fi nd out the author’s name, 
she scrolls incessantly, all the way down to the end of query to read the 
brief bio and closing signature.

It’s signed, Baxter Leopold.
She doesn’t immediately recall his name or even his face, but she stars 

the query as important to ensure none of his emails are spammed and 
appear fi rst in her inbox.

Her impatience compels her to reply, requesting the full manuscript. 
She hits the send button before realizing how rude her coldness will come 
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across. She didn’t compliment his work nor converse in any way. She’d 
simply made the impersonal request.

She bites down on her bottom lip in regret. If he decided to query a 
diff erent agent aft er receiving her boorish response, she’ll wallow in dis-
appointment for longer than she can aff ord. With those sample pages, 
any agent in their right mind will jump as fast as she had.

Piercing thoughts fi ll her head, reminding her she can’t aff ord to mess 
this opportunity up. She angrily wonders why the geniuses of the world 
haven’t invented a way to zap sent emails by now.

In the middle of her mental whipping, she notices shiny black leather 
shoes near her own feet.

“Just Zia.”
She reluctantly lift s her head. Bryce’s smile is shining down on her 

like a million suns. His jet-black hair, soft  eyes, long lashes, perfect teeth, 
muscular build, and six-foot-three frame summon parts of her she’d 
hexed into dormancy.

She smiles uncomfortably while acknowledging she cannot escape 
the situation, so she decides to speak and endure in order to maintain a 
professional image.

“Hi.”
In the distance, Jazz is grinning and clapping her hands together in 

an idiotic cheerleader fashion. Zia’s at a total loss for words, so she redi-
rects her gaze to the ground in quintessential teenage fashion.

Th ere’s a thick uncomfortable silence until Bryce shatters it.
“Well, just Zia, I didn’t mean to disturb you. Just thought I’d say hello.” 

He disposes of his empty tray on top of the trash bin located a few feet 
away and exits the cafeteria.

She releases the mother of deep sighs once he’s out of sight. Jazz slams 
back down in her seat and pummels her friend with a barrage of ques-
tions.

“Th at is the so-called creepy guy? Superman? Please, tell me my 
hearing and vision are impaired, and that you said more to him than 
just hi?”

A headache forms and annoyance swell inside of Zia’s chest. She’s 
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not interested in dating anyone, and she’s terribly uncomfortable when 
approached by strangers. Jazz knows this.

“Jazz, not now okay. I’m going back up.”
She grabs her purse and sample pages before exiting the cafeteria, 

neglecting to dump her tray. She’s in desperate need of fresh air.
She glances at the elevator but decides to sneak out on the enclosed 

employee terrace instead. Aft er inserting her Fargo Tower badge into 
the slot, followed by a thermal scan of her palm, the door unlocks. She 
eagerly bursts through it.

A few others are taking smoke breaks, so she searches for an area 
where she can inhale untainted oxygen. She frantically lunges to the far-
thest east end of the patio, then leans over the railing.

She inhales a few times, allowing her tensed nerves to unravel. No 
one but Jazz and her parents know she suff ers from anxiety, and that’s 
the way she wants to keep it.

Working at Spark allows her to reintroduce herself to the world on 
a daily basis but at her own pace, instead of staying caged inside of her 
modest condo. She tries to gradually allow herself to become comfort-
able being around others, but strangers trigger her attacks. Well, certain 
strangers. Th ose she’s physically attracted to, which is the real reason 
why she’s single.

She’s resolved that no man will ever understand her. Her pessimism 
has her convinced that potentials will simply categorize her as a headcase, 
and accordingly waste her time while enjoying the pleasure of her body 
before moving on. She prefers to skip to the end where she just moves on.

Every woman she knows, even in passing, has admitted to intention-
ally or inadvertently changing themselves to fi t whatever environment 
they’re in. Specifi cally, intimate relationships. If he likes sports, she does. 
He disagrees with her spending habits, she becomes the queen of fru-
gality. He’s timid about menstrual cycles, she becomes Batgirl three days 
out of every month. He maintains his identity, while she slowly reduces 
herself into no more than a refl ection of him.

When the breakup happens, the lost are left  with nothing but regret, 
running back to the same family and friends they’d forsaken for that man, 
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claiming to have learned so much, only to meet the next Mr. Wrong and 
start the tiring cycle all over again.

One tremendous breakup is all she’s ever needed to save her camou-
fl aging for professional settings only, where failure is much safer, since 
sex and time are non-refundable.

Th ough most are guilty of slipping into corporate costumes Monday 
through Friday to reach the top, few rarely succeed, but their failures are 
still successes because they’ve gained the knowledge and that’s where she’s 
shift ed her eff orts; on win-win situations. Not a new relationship, no social 
charm schools, no dating, no strangers, and no fairytales. Just her career.

She’s had enough air and her composure has rebounded. She makes 
her way to the elevator, returning her focus to a happier place.

Chiseled Bone.
She must have it.
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