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Chapter 1: Wedding Plans and Business Affairs
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Shelby Monroe slapped open her wedding planner so hard the spine left a faint groove in the desk’s lacquer. The thud silenced the room for half a heartbeat. Her corner office at Universal Productions was glass on two sides, sun flooding the space, LA traffic crawling thirty stories below like a broken toy. Three vintage one-sheets, Gone with the Wind, Jaws, Grease, hung across the far wall. Shelby liked them because the heroines survived and the men ended up as punchlines.

Jackson Greene, the fiancé, sat to her right in a tailored shirt, one arm thrown behind Shelby’s chair like a claim of ownership. “I still like blue bonnets for the centerpieces,” he said, thumb rolling the edge of his notepad.

“I told you. Indian paintbrush or nothing. Texas, but not tourist,” Shelby said. She didn’t bother looking at him. Her pen hovered above the page, waiting for someone to give her a reason to strike.

Mustang Monroe, her younger brother, not named for the car but for the wild horse, and he lived up to both, was sprawled on the loveseat, a stub of a pencil behind his ear, sketching out potential seating charts. He was technically the creative director for Universal’s VR studio but in practice was her wedding’s chief troublemaker.

Mustang held up a pad: “What if we did the ceremony in concentric circles? Like a bullseye. Dad in the dead center, obviously. Cameras all the way around, streaming live.”

Shelby’s teeth flashed white. “I love it. It’s sick. But you have to make it so Lucinda can’t escape.”

“Ha. Already on it.”

Lucinda Nichols, cousin, on her mother’s side, and currently director of the studio’s music division, sat at the end of the table, legs crossed so tightly her calf muscle twitched. Her phone was facedown but close to her hand; every minute or so, her gaze flickered to it as if she might manifest better news by willpower. Hospice updates from the old man’s nurses were the only thing that made her eye twitch.

Jackson reached for Shelby’s hand. She let him take it, but her grip was punishing. “We could mix the wildflowers,” he offered. “Blue bonnet, paintbrush, maybe those little yellow ones, what are they called?”

“Who cares what they’re called?” Shelby said. “It’s the color. It’s the narrative.”

Lucinda’s voice was sharp as glass. “It’s also the budget. Some of those flowers are out of season. We’ll be paying extra for custom orders and rush shipping.”

Shelby spun her planner toward Lucinda. “Money is fake, darling. Have you seen the subscription numbers on Mustang’s last launch? Dad would faint if he wasn’t already comatose.”

Mustang grinned, sketching an obscene cartoon in the margin of his chart. “Money is the least fake for us, Cinda. Relax.”

Shelby, bored of the tangent, began scrawling with force. “All bridesmaids in boots. Embroidered. I want ‘Monroe’ on the heel, in gold thread. Like a brand.”

Jackson beamed. “That’s cool. And you’ll do the white cowboy hat for the after-party?”

“Damn right I will.” Shelby spun to Lucinda. “You’re the best at logistics. Make the boots happen.”

Lucinda’s jaw flexed. “We’ll need sizes and preferred heel heights. And you know your mother will want a vegan option.”

“She can wear slippers for all I care. Or die mad about it.” Shelby clicked her pen, satisfied.

A text notification buzzed. Lucinda’s hand moved so fast it blurred. She scanned the message. “No change,” she said, voice softer. For a flicker she looked twelve years old, sitting in Shelby’s room with pigtails, plotting how to sneak out past curfew.

Mustang, feeling the pulse of the room drop, tossed a balled-up sticky note that hit Lucinda square in the forehead. “Hey, if Dad can’t walk you down the aisle, I’ll do it. I’ll wear the dress if I have to.”

Shelby laughed, loud and genuine. “You’d look hot in tulle.”

Jackson snorted. “Do not encourage him.”

Mustang was already sketching again. “I’ll need a push-up bra.”

Lucinda set her phone down, exhaling a long, silent breath. “Shelby, if you want this wedding to be a spectacle, we’ll need a coordinator. A real one. Not just me.”

Shelby’s eyes narrowed. “Why? You scared?”

Lucinda didn’t flinch. “No. But you’ll be too busy micromanaging the press.”

“I do love a camera,” Shelby admitted. She uncapped a highlighter and traced a stripe across the planner. “Fine. You pick the coordinator. But if they say, ‘rustic chic’ even once, I will fire them and have Mustang sabotage their LinkedIn.”

“Deal,” Lucinda said, a thin smile escaping.

“Jackson, what about music?” Shelby asked, pivoting the spotlight. “You want that mariachi band for the cocktail hour?”

Jackson hesitated. “Wouldn’t your mother hate that?”

Shelby grinned. “She hates happiness. That’s a feature, not a bug.”

Mustang chimed in, “Do we get to have a mechanical bull? Because I am getting a mechanical bull.”

Lucinda’s hand shot up. “No bulls, real or mechanical.”

Shelby and Mustang said in unison, “Party pooper.”

The sun inched across the table, lighting up a spray of wildflower catalogs, color samples, Mustang’s graffiti. Shelby stood, pushing her chair back with a scrape. She looked ten feet tall from the head of the table. “Daddy always said if you’re going to do something, do it big. This wedding will be Texas proud with Hollywood flash.” She winked at Jackson, who looked at her the way men look at weapons and wonder if they could handle one.

Lucinda gathered her folders, clutching them to her chest. “I’ll get on the boots,” she said, eyeing her phone like it might bite.

Shelby circled the table, ruffled Lucinda’s hair. “You’re family. Remember that.”

Lucinda shrugged off the touch but didn’t move away. “Yeah. Family.”

Mustang tossed his pencil in the air, caught it, and pointed at Shelby. “You should invite Dad’s ex-wives to the rehearsal dinner. All three of them.”

Shelby laughed, sharp as the morning sun. “That’s the most sadistic thing you’ve ever said. I’m proud of you.”

Jackson slid his hand onto Shelby’s waist as she leaned against the glass. Together, they looked down at the tiny cars crawling west on Wilshire. The city was theirs, and for once, even Shelby’s mind was quiet.

Behind them, Lucinda’s phone buzzed again. She checked it, lips pressed thin, then snapped the planner shut with a force that almost matched Shelby’s.

“I have work to do,” she said.

Shelby nodded, eyes still on the horizon. “Don’t we all.”
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Chapter 2: The Bank Robbery
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The bank’s Friday crowd had thinned, just old men and a mother with a kindergartner counting coins at the change machine, when the world tilted. Two shapes, black hoodies, paintball masks, one trailing the other like a bad echo, sliced through the glass doors. The shorter one led, already barking orders, already showing the gun, the kind of voice Octavious recognized from decades of casting: not a “born killer,” but a man trying to sound meaner than he felt.

“Down! Everyone, get down, get your fucking hands where I can see them!” The shorter one swept the lobby, the pistol up and trained, but his eyes, visible through the mask’s bug-eye shield, never stopped moving. The tall one made a beeline for the tellers, hands jittering at his sides, like his whole nervous system was running high voltage.

Octavious, halfway to the door, pivoted on his cane and took a position by the grandfather clock. The nurse, out in the car, had no idea.

Time did what it does in emergencies: thickened, then broke up into little quicksilver packets, each brighter and sharper than normal life. Octavious watched, not so frightened as fascinated. He’d written this scene ten times, maybe fifty, but never as a supporting player.

The short man planted himself in the center of the tile, arms wide. “Nobody moves, nobody gets hurt, we’re in and out in two minutes!” He was, Octavious had to admit, halfway decent. Good projection, good menace. The gun helped.

At the counters, Tina had gone to granite. Her hands stayed perfectly flat on the Formica, her face composed, eyes never flickering from the leader. When the tall one, now behind the bulletproof divider, hissed at her to “open the fucking drawers,” she didn’t even sigh. Her right hand dropped below the counter, and in the blink of an eye, returned. The only sign was a red patch on her thumb where she’d mashed the alarm.

Octavious and Tina locked eyes across the lobby. He gave the tiniest nod.

In the middle of the floor, a security guard with the body of a retired linebacker was making slow progress toward his hip holster. The short man saw it too soon and popped a warning shot into the ceiling. Everyone hit the tile, except Octavious, who stayed standing out of sheer spite.

“You deaf, old man? Down! Now!” The shout echoed. He gestured with the pistol.

Octavious, drawing on decades of awards-show speeches and behind-the-camera gravitas, said, “You’ll want to be careful. The police are three blocks away. You’ve got seventy seconds, tops.”

The gunman blinked, recalibrating. He wasn’t expecting feedback.

“Down!” This time the word was almost plaintive.

Octavious, finding the situation surreal, started to kneel. The cane slipped on the polished marble, and his weight buckled. He gripped a velvet rope post for leverage. The man crossed to him in three steps and shoved him hard. The world juddered sideways; the cane went skittering under a counter, and Octavious landed with a sick crunch of his knee.

He made a noise he hated, like a stuck gear. He hated it more when he realized he still had his checkbook clutched in his left hand.

The gunman yanked him up by the back of his shirt. “I said down, not dead. Keep your mouth shut and your hands empty or I’ll, ” He stopped, as if realizing he didn’t know what to threaten.

Octavious glared at him over the rim of his glasses. “Son, you’d better hope your partner’s smarter than you.”

From behind the teller glass, the tall one hollered, “Hurry up! Just shove the cash in the bag!” He tossed a black duffel over the counter, which Tina caught with one hand and, never losing her cool, began stuffing with the contents of her drawer.

“Don’t make me come back there, Tina!” the tall one yelled, and Tina, whose name was not on her badge, but whose vibe screamed “try me”, slammed the next drawer open so hard Octavious heard it snap.

In the background, the coyote-dog lady wept into her handbag, and the child with the coins was still counting, undisturbed, mouthing numbers silently.

Octavious, back to the floor, crawled for his cane. The gunman let him go, more concerned now with the guard, who’d managed to draw his pistol and was trying, very slowly, to point it in the right direction. The short man stepped in, put the barrel against the guard’s head, and the guard surrendered, let the gun clatter away.

The tall one came out from behind the counters, duffel bag sagging with cash, hands trembling. “Time’s up. Let’s go!” he hissed. Octavious caught his reflection in a brass light fixture, eyes wide, skin sheened with flop sweat, barely holding it together. The tall one didn’t look at the customers. He couldn’t.

The short man herded everyone, Octavious, coyote lady, the child, the mother, the security guard, into a huddle near the back wall. He scanned the windows, checking for movement, then signaled to his partner.

“Move!” the short man shouted, voice nearly cracking. It was coming apart now, the professionalism replaced by panic. But they moved, moving fast, toward the exit.

On the tile, Octavious got his feet under him, braced on the velvet stanchion, cane still out of reach. He watched the two robbers moving as one, a stumble-step, then a run.

In his head, he was already writing the script for Shelby: how she’d retell it, how she’d punch it up for a future party anecdote. He could see Tina, head held high, as the first responder, the hero, maybe a cameo in the film adaptation. And himself: the old legend, the last man standing, even if only because everyone else was on their knees.

In the glass, the street was a blur of blue. Sirens, already, winding up for the crescendo. The day’s work, not quite done after all.

The next minute, the world moved in staccato freeze-frames. The tellers, Tina and her coworkers, worked with precision, dumping bundles of twenties and fifties into the robbers’ duffels. You could hear the plastic wrappers snap as stacks hit the bags. On the floor, nobody dared breathe, though the mother tried to hush her kid, who kept singing the “numbers song” under his breath. 

Octavious tried to find his cane, then gave up and crouched behind a marble planter. Even crouched, he scanned for story. The short man handled his pistol the way you’d handle a nervous viper: tight, businesslike, every joint locked. The tall one blinked so often it was like a tick, left eye, always, three beats per second. Junkie or amateur, Octavious couldn’t decide.

The plan was fast. The short one watched the clock. Every ten seconds he’d bark, “Let’s go! Move it!” and sweep the lobby with the gun. They weren’t here to prove anything, just to get out before the cops boxed them in. For a moment, Octavious respected the urgency.

He could see the nurse, out in the Mercedes, now out of the car, squinting into the windows, trying to decide if she should call for help or just film it for Instagram. He almost laughed.

From the teller line: “It’s full! Let’s go!” The tall man’s voice cracked. A slush of cash overflowed the duffel, loose bills scattering like confetti.

The short one turned to herd the hostages to the far end of the lobby, but before he could, a siren sounded, a short, sharp whoop, close enough to rattle the glass. For a second, every muscle in the bank seized up. The tall one dropped the bag, fingers trembling, then grabbed it up and bolted for the side exit. The short one, less sure, aimed his gun at the lobby, then at the ceiling, then at Octavious.

“You! Old man! Where’s the other exit?”

Octavious stood, careful, and leveled his gaze. “Out that way, but it’s locked. You’ll need a manager’s keycard.”

The gunman took three steps, tripped the velvet stanchion, and landed hard on his knees. The pistol skittered across the tile to within reach of Octavious, who, for one wild second, considered picking it up. Instead, he stooped, let the robber scramble for it, then let his cane trip the man as he rose.

Outside, the sirens grew teeth. Blue lights exploded against the glass. Octavious watched, detached, as the two robbers made a run for it, hugging the wall, trying to disappear in the flicker of police lights. The security guard, stunned but uninjured, lurched upright and staggered after them, one hand pressed to his head. The coyote-dog lady wept openly.

Octavious moved to the window. The nurse was standing on the sidewalk, phone to her ear, pointing at the door. She saw him and flapped her hand in a universal “What the fuck?” gesture.

A cop car skidded to a stop at the curb, doors flying open. Two officers spilled out, guns drawn. Another squad car boxed the robbers in at the corner. The tall one dropped the bag and went fetal, arms over his head. The short one tried to keep running, but a third cop tackled him with a force that should’ve shattered bones. 

Octavious exhaled, the tension leaving his chest like air from a ruptured lung. He limped to the front of the lobby, brushing dust from his pantleg, and collected his cane from under the counter, where Tina had stashed it.

She handed it to him, still breathing hard. “Thank you,” he said. “You were perfect.”

She wiped her brow. “I’ve watched every episode of Cops. Just tried to keep my cool.”

He nodded. “You did better than most actors I’ve worked with.”

A low chuckle from Tina, the first sign she might unfreeze. She leaned against the counter, gripping its edge. “Never seen a bank job in real life.”

Octavious put a hand on her shoulder. “It never goes as planned. That’s the secret.”

The cops flooded into the lobby, voices blaring, adrenaline everywhere. The short robber was bleeding from the mouth, handcuffed and shouting about police brutality. The tall one had pissed himself. The officers did a quick sweep, announced the all-clear, then began separating witnesses for statements.

Octavious found a chair and sat, balancing the cane across his knees. He counted backward from one hundred, steadying his breathing, watching the aftermath as if through a lens.

A detective, gray at the temples, brown shoes that needed polish, zeroed in on him. “Sir? You all right? Need medical?”

Octavious shook his head, a smile ghosting his lips. “Had worse mornings on set. You’ll want to check the security tapes for the stanchion trick.”

The detective grunted. “We will. And your name?”

“Octavious Monroe,” he said, drawing himself up for the inevitable recognition.

The detective’s eyebrows went up. “The writer?”

“In the flesh, or what’s left of it.”

A long look, then a faint smirk. “My wife hates your movies.”

“She has excellent taste.”

The nurse finally allowed in, knelt at his feet and inspected him for wounds. “You’re an idiot,” she hissed, voice quivering with more emotion than she probably realized. “Next time, you stay on the floor.”

“I like to keep things interesting,” he said, not meeting her eyes.

Tina caught his gaze from the counter, held it a beat, then mouthed, “Thank you.” He nodded, and watched as the cops led the two would-be robbers into the street, past the blue lights and news vans, into the embrace of justice and spectacle.

He looked at his checkbook, creased, a little bloody from a papercut, but intact. His daughter’s empire, his legacy, still flowing through the tubes and wires of commerce, not cut off, not yet.

As the chaos died and the bank’s battered order restored itself, Octavious Monroe straightened his collar, adjusted his cufflinks, and limped out into the day, already rewriting the scene for the next draft. In the film of his own life, he would give himself the last word.
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Chapter 3: Crisis on Two Fronts


[image: ]


The conference room at Universal Productions was eighty percent glass and two hundred percent ego. The west wall looked down at a stretch of LA that could be bought, leased, or named after you, if your family had enough lawyers. Shelby Monroe liked the power of it, the way the sunlight lit up a conference table big enough to land a drone strike, the way everyone in the room became an actor, even when the camera wasn’t rolling.

Across from her, Lucinda Nichols looked like she hadn’t slept since the Carter administration. Her hair was pulled back in a severe knot; she wore a men’s-cut suit and a thousand-dollar scowl. Between them, the table was carpet-bombed with “Midnight Horizon” storyboards, advanced screening metrics, and competitor launch schedules. 

Shelby’s navy suit was custom-tailored to show she had a waist and the money to defend it. She wore her blonde hair in a ponytail that was somehow both boardroom and “cheerleader who’d shank you behind the gym.” Every so often she’d flick a note into her iPad, thumb tap-tapping with predatory glee. Lucinda countered with a flip of her own tablet, keeping pace but always three slides ahead.

“The data says we pull the trigger on the July 4 slot,” Lucinda said, not looking up. “If we wait for August, FlixStream drops their animated thing and eats our lunch.”

Shelby barely moved. “I don’t care what FlixStream is doing. Our numbers spike on holidays. It’s in the family DNA.”

“That only matters if the families still care.” Lucinda finally looked up, locking eyes. “If you’re aiming for nostalgia, July is already poisoned. Streamers have the attention span of a fruit fly.”

Shelby’s lips curled into a smile that had bankrupted smaller studios. “I didn’t ask for your opinion, just your compliance.” She leaned forward, elbows on the table, and Lucinda matched her inch for inch.

Silence, for a beat. Shelby could see the skyline reflected in Lucinda’s glasses, twin towers, twin threats. She liked Lucinda, in a way you liked a recurring rash: familiar, irritating, always one step from infecting your bloodstream.

Emma, the assistant, cracked the tension by bursting through the glass door like an overeager extra. She wore a baby-pink blazer and the nerves of a sophomore on day one. “Ms. Monroe? Your phone, it’s, uh, it’s your father.”

Shelby snapped the iPad shut and took the phone before Emma could finish the sentence. She recognized the number instantly. “Daddy,” she said, voice dropping half an octave, a trick she’d learned at four and perfected at Harvard.

Lucinda rolled her eyes so hard you could almost hear the cartilage grind.

On the line, Octavious’s voice came through, brittle and full of static. “Baby, I nearly got shot today. Not a metaphor.”

Shelby sat straighter, her back a steel beam. “Where are you?”

“Back at the house. There was a robbery at Elmwood. Bank staff went full Die Hard. I gave my statement and left before the news vans could swarm. Not dead yet.”

Lucinda, always the voyeur, mouthed, “Is he okay?” Shelby made a slicing gesture for silence.

“Are you hurt?” Shelby’s words were crisp, a CEO prepping a recall.

“No, but the universe is stacking the deck. You need to watch your six. People are getting desperate.”

Shelby felt her pulse kick up. Her left hand found the table edge, knuckles whitening. “You want me to send security?”

Octavious made a noise, half laugh, half death rattle. “No need. But you should call me more often. I’ll be worth more dead if the ratings hold.”

Emma hovered by the door, unsure whether to vanish or bring in a team of paramedics.

“I have a meeting, Daddy. I’ll call you in an hour.” Shelby swallowed, hard, but her voice never broke.

He hung up with a wheeze. Shelby stared at the black glass of the phone, replaying every word. Her free hand made a fist on the tabletop.

Lucinda spoke, this time with the restraint of someone who’d been hit by more than one Monroe tantrum. “Is he okay?”

“Octavious Monroe will outlive us all just to spite us,” Shelby said, but the venom was weak. She placed the phone down, careful, and looked at her own reflection in the tabletop. No cracks.

Before Shelby could retake the upper hand, her second phone, an old-model iPhone, screen spider with fractures, pinged with a new email. Lucinda clocked it instantly. “Bad news, or worse?”

Shelby thumbed it open, and for a second, the room became a vacuum. Her breath caught. Her eyes scanned the subject line: "URGENT: FlixStream Announces Hostile Takeover Bid for Universal Productions."

She kept her face locked, poker-flat, but Lucinda saw it, the microtremor at the corner of Shelby’s mouth. Lucinda didn’t ask, just slid her own tablet closer, waiting for the report.

Shelby finished reading, and her voice came out chilled, surgical. “They’re offering thirty percent over market to buy us out. They’re going direct to the shareholders.”

Lucinda processed it in half a heartbeat, then broke her composure enough to say, “That’s impossible. We own the float.”

“They don’t care. They want the brand, not the people. And they’re betting I’ll be too distracted by Daddy’s hospital bills to fight back.”

Lucinda leaned in. “Are you?”

Shelby smiled. It was not a nice smile. “Not in this lifetime.”

The glass-walled room felt suddenly exposed, the whole city watching as she recalibrated her war footing.

“We pivot,” Shelby said. “We put the wedding on hold. We make this public, fast, before the board can sell us out.”

Lucinda nodded once, already planning her flanking maneuver.

Emma, still stuck at the threshold, finally piped up: “Should I call Jackson?”

Shelby looked at her assistant, gaze diamond hard. “No. First, call the lawyers. Then get the PR team in here. No leaks. Not even a whisper.”

Emma bolted. Lucinda shut her tablet, stood, and ran a hand over her hair. “You want me to run interference?”

“I want you to get Mustang in here. He’s the only one who can out-sabotage me if it comes to that.”

Lucinda hesitated, then said, “You should see your dad. If he really got caught up in the robbery, he’ll be in the news by dinner.”

Shelby waved a hand, dismissing the concern, but as soon as Lucinda turned away, she stared at her own hands, noticing for the first time that she’d dug a perfect crescent into her palm with her thumbnail.

She took a breath, deep and burning, and exhaled. When she looked up, her reflection in the glass was calm, composed, and mean enough to eat a streaming giant for lunch.

Shelby gathered the phones, the tablets, and the storyboards. She packed the evidence of her ambition into one neat pile, stood, and rebuttoned her navy jacket.

She was ready for war.
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Chapter 4: Family Strategy Session
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Shelby stepped into her father’s hospice suite at dusk, three deliberate clicks of heel on polished floor warning the room before she appeared. The air carried too much: too many fresh lilies and irises, too much lemon disinfectant, too many reminders that money couldn’t buy a dignified death, just a prettier cage. Movie posters glared down from every wall, actual one-sheets, not reprints. “Tombstone” over the headboard. “Boogie Nights” framed in gold leaf, side-eyeing the IV stand. “Chinatown” closest to the door because Shelby’s father thought that was funny.

Octavious Monroe lay in bed, upright but folded in on himself, like a marionette abandoned mid-performance. The skin on his knuckles was paper; his eyes were laser. If he noticed the new bouquet, he didn’t mention it. What he noticed was everything else.

Mustang Monroe slid in behind Shelby, balancing a cardboard tray: three coffees, two bear claws, a paper-wrapped breakfast burrito for himself. He handed Shelby her drink without looking, knew her order before she said it, and made a production of turning the blinds just so, so the LA smog backlit his mane of hair. He was less a man than a rumor; the kind of person you’d find at a tech launch, or scaling a downtown overpass with a paint bucket, or both.

Across the room, Lucinda Nichols occupied the window like she owned the view. Her arms were crossed, the angle sharp enough to draw blood. She wore a suit Shelby would have called “bloodless navy.” Her hair was severe, her glasses smudged at one edge, as if she’d only had time to clean half a lens before some new crisis demanded her focus.

Nobody spoke first. The room had its own gravity, its own secret orbits.

Shelby perched at the foot of her father’s bed, careful to avoid the tangle of medical hardware. She crossed her legs. “You look like shit, Daddy.”

Octavious opened one eye, then the other, as if the effort cost him. “They tell me that a lot lately. But I woke up. Always a surprise.”

Mustang plopped the bear claws on the tray-table and bit into the burrito. He chewed, then said, “How’s the pain?”

Octavious ignored him. He was looking at Lucinda. “I’m told there was a FlixStream press release this morning. Hostile takeover?”

Shelby sipped her coffee and gestured at Mustang’s burrito with her free hand. “He’s our inside man. He read the memo before Legal did.”

Mustang beamed, and a chunk of egg fell onto his boot. “It’s a big swing. They want us, bad. They’re not even pretending it’s friendly.”

Lucinda didn’t turn from the window. “You shouldn’t worry about the studio, Uncle T. Just get better.”

Octavious wheezed out a sound halfway between laugh and cough. “If I get better, it’s so I can haunt the board meetings.” He coughed again, harder, and the machine at his bedside jumped, then settled. “Did you see the evening news, Shelby?”

Shelby frowned, weighing whether this was a trap. “I was in meetings all day. Something I should know?”

He grinned with what little muscle he had. “I was at the Elmwood Branch. Bank robbery. Media’s going to have a field day with it.”

Mustang dropped the burrito. “You were in the bank during a robbery?”

Octavious made a grand, shaky gesture. “I even played hero. Annoyed the shit out of the guy with the gun. He tripped over a velvet rope, you’d have loved it.”

Shelby felt the story click together in her head, pieces snapping into place. “Are you fucking with me, or is this a weird morphine hallucination?”

“Ask your cousin,” Octavious said, nodding at Lucinda. “She’s got the security footage queued up, I bet.”

Lucinda’s eyes flickered at the edge. “It’s real,” she said, voice low. “He made the five o’clock news. They’re already calling him the ‘Hollywood Grandfather.’”

Mustang cackled. “You should have plugged your new script, Dad.”

Shelby was still focused, calculating. “Was anyone hurt?”

“Nah. Just pride,” Octavious said. “But here’s the interesting thing, baby girl.” He leaned in. “One of the guys, one of the robbers, was a complete amateur. But the other one? He knew exactly where the cameras were positioned. And he moved like he’d been there before.”

Lucinda uncrossed her arms, but said nothing.

Shelby’s brain spooled through possible angles. “Inside job?”

Octavious shrugged, which for him was a seismic event. “Or someone running interference. Maybe they wanted me out of the game. Or maybe,” and here his eyes landed on Lucinda, “they wanted to send a message.”

Lucinda didn’t flinch. “I don’t have enemies. I just have competitors.”

Shelby drummed her nails on the edge of the chair. “Did the cops ask for your statement?”

“Gave it, and got out before the reporters showed,” he said, proud. “A talent for exits runs in the family.”

Shelby grinned, sharp and thin. “But not a talent for survival.”

Octavious’s hand shot out, surprisingly fast, and clamped over hers. The contact burned, not from heat but from the memory of his power. “Survival isn’t the point,” he said. “Winning is.”

Shelby let the moment hang, the words embedding themselves in her DNA. Mustang fiddled with his phone, already bored, but Shelby felt the old, familiar charge, the sense that the world was a chessboard and her bloodline had programmed her for every gambit.

She squeezed her father’s hand, just once, then let go.

Lucinda finally spoke, soft and measured. “I’ll make sure the footage doesn’t leak before we’re ready. Do you want us to spin this? Paint you as a hero?”

Octavious coughed, then laughed, then coughed again. “Don’t bother. I’m already a legend. Besides, the next headline will bury this one. Just keep your cousin from screwing up the company.”

Mustang snorted. “I’m not the one planning the next move. That’s all Shelby.”

Octavious turned back to his daughter, eyes blazing out of the ruin of his face. “You’re going to win this, baby. I want to see it.”

Shelby stood up, drained the last of her coffee, and tossed the cup in the trash with a basketball flick. “You will. But first, get some rest. I need you alive long enough to write the second act.”

He made a gesture, go, go, get out, and Shelby obeyed.

Out in the hallway, the light was brighter. The air felt sharp and clean. Mustang followed, grabbing another pastry from the cart.

He nudged her with his elbow. “You buying any of that inside job crap?”

She considered, then shook her head. “I’m buying that Dad wants us paranoid, and it’s working.”

Mustang’s eyes went sly. “Then we make a move?”

Shelby smiled. It was the only inheritance she cared about. “We make all the moves.”

She looked back at the door to her father’s suite, then at the hospital’s endless corridor, and started down it. Her steps echoed, each one a warning.

Jackson Greene showed up fifteen minutes late and made it look like Shelby’s fault. He blew into the conference room with a garment bag slung over his shoulder and a phone glued to his ear. When he saw the others, he executed a quick pivot, ended the call, and offered a perfectly practiced, “Sorry, had to take that. Traffic’s a warzone tonight.” He crossed to Shelby, squeezed her shoulder, kissed the top of her head. She let him because optics mattered.

He handed out printouts, real, dead-tree printouts, not PDFs or links, and Lucinda accepted hers like it was a subpoena.

Jackson pointed at the first page. “Market analysis. FlixStream started acquiring our shares three quarters ago. They’ve been slowly building their position through shell accounts, offshore vehicles, you name it. This wasn’t an impulse move.”

Mustang whistled, flipping through the stapled packet. “Old school. Paper trail’s a flex.”

Shelby studied the first graph, then the second, then tossed it onto the table. “They’re targeting the float. They want us to panic and drive down the price.”

Jackson nodded, lips pressed thin. “If they can scare enough investors, they’ll get a controlling stake.”

Mustang pointed with his coffee cup, the dregs sloshing perilously close to Lucinda’s sleeve. “So what’s the play? We shore up our own float? Buy back shares?”

Jackson’s eyes flicked to Lucinda. “That’s one option. Or we freeze the market, announce a merger with a white knight. Make FlixStream overpay to the point of pain.”

Lucinda finally spoke, crisp and flat. “Or we leak a rumor about SEC investigation. Tank their price for once.”

Shelby smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “That only works if the press doesn’t trace it back to us. And right now, I don’t trust any of our so-called allies.”

Jackson leaned forward, elbows on the conference table, the blueprints for war spread out between them. “They’ve been planning this for a while. This wasn’t opportunistic, it was calculated.”

That’s when Shelby saw it. The through line, straight from her father’s cryptic hospital monologue to the numbers in front of her. “What are the odds,” she said, slow and quiet, “that the hostile bid and the bank job are independent events?”

Mustang blinked. “You think they’re connected?”

Shelby let the silence answer.

Lucinda drummed her pen once, then said, “If they staged a robbery to spook the old man, it worked. He looks like hell.”

“Not just him,” Shelby said. “The entire board is on edge. If they wanted us distracted, they got it.”

Jackson set his jaw. “So we make them sweat. Announce the Chen project ahead of schedule, maybe leak a sizzle reel from ‘Midnight Horizon.’ Show strength.”

Mustang grinned. “I can cut a trailer by tomorrow. Make it look like Spielberg and Tarantino did ayahuasca together.”

Shelby gestured for him to do it, then turned to Lucinda. “Your call. Go public, or reinforce the base?”

Lucinda’s eyes darted to Octavious, then back. “We shore up the base first. Quietly. Then we hit them with everything.”

Shelby nodded, noting the glance. The only loyalty Lucinda had was to the dying man on the hill. She respected that, even if it would be her undoing.

The meeting adjourned with no handshakes. Mustang made a beeline for the elevators, phone already up and thumb flying. Jackson lingered, packing his bag with the same care he’d use for a loaded weapon.

Alone, Shelby watched the city light up outside the window. Every tower was a threat, every window a spy.

She pulled her phone, dialed her father’s number, let it ring until voicemail.

“Hey, Daddy. We’re making moves. FlixStream wants a war, they get a war. Rest up. You’ll want to see this.”

She hung up, then texted Lucinda: “Watch your back. Boardroom’s full of snakes.”

She knew Lucinda would read it as both threat and warning, which was exactly right.

By the time Shelby hit the war room at Universal, the crew was already assembled: Mustang in the far corner, feet up on a side table, typing with two thumbs at nuclear velocity; Lucinda hunched over a shareholder spreadsheet, mouth a grim line; Jackson leaning against the whiteboard, arms folded, shirt sleeves rolled just so. Even in the empty hours of early evening, the room felt lit for TV, like the climax of a prestige mini-series, every flaw and tension illuminated.

In the big leather chair at the head of the table, Octavious Monroe sat like a shrunken king. No tubes, no visible pain meds, just a half-dead man propped up with stubborn intent. He scanned the room as if he’d cast everyone himself, and maybe he had.

Shelby swept in, barely slowing as she closed the distance to her father. She took the seat beside him, uncapped a pen, and made a show of flipping open a fresh legal pad. Her voice was all business. “Here’s where we stand.”

She ran through the bullet points: FlixStream had moved in, fast and dirty, using shadow buyers and PR plants to make their bid look inevitable. The board was split, with three members already leaning to sell. They had days, maybe hours, before momentum became landslide.

“We need leverage,” Shelby finished. “And we need it now.”

Octavious spoke, voice flat. “You have something in mind.”

Mustang kicked the wall, hard enough to rattle the projector. “I say we go nuclear. Leak fake news about a buyout from Tencent or Disney, create a media frenzy, short-circuit FlixStream’s play.”

Jackson shook his head. “If we get caught, SEC will eat us alive.”

Lucinda didn’t look up. “Or we go high road. Get influencers, directors, our own staff to tweet in support. Make it about legacy. Universal as American institution, not content factory.”

Mustang groaned. “That’s lame, Cinda. We need to hit them, not hug it out.”

Jackson stepped forward, uncapping a dry erase marker. “Or we do both. Run the media offense while we lobby the board privately. Divide and conquer.”

Shelby waited until the room quieted, then said, “What about Dad’s theory? That the robbery was a distraction. Or a message.”

Lucinda finally looked at her. “Even if it was, what do you want us to do with that?”

Shelby’s pen tapped the pad in short, staccato bursts. “We use it. Paint FlixStream as a bully, a threat to our values. If they’re willing to run intimidation, what else are they willing to do? Make them look like the bad guy in every headline.”

Octavious smiled, thin and sharp. “It’s dirty pool, but it works. I like it.”

Jackson nodded. “We can work with that. I’ll call in favors with the trades. Mustang, can you get the VR team to cut a demo for the Chen project, make it look like a done deal?”

Mustang was already texting. “Done.”

Lucinda, back to her spreadsheet, said, “I’ll draft the statement for investors. We need to reassure them we’re in control, not scrambling.”

Shelby stood, walked to the window, looked out at the city. LA sprawled below, uncaring, a grid of opportunity and backstab.

She said, “I’ll do the press. Live interview, tomorrow morning. We control the narrative, not them.”

Nobody disagreed. Not even Octavious.

But as the meeting wrapped, he reached out, caught Shelby by the wrist.

She leaned down, and for a second, the room faded.

He said, soft enough only she could hear, “Don’t sacrifice everything.”

She squeezed his hand, pulse humming with adrenaline. “We won’t. But I’ll win this.”

Their eyes held, a million unspoken scripts running between them.

Then she broke the spell, called
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