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        Debts & Devotion is a twisted, contemporary romance inspired by Pharaoh Cleopatra VII Thea Philopator of Egypt, and her first lover, Gaius Julius Caesar, Dictator Perpetuo of Rome, as well as historical figures from the same time period.

      

        

      
        (Sorry Cleopatra and Antony fans.)

      

        

      
        It is not fantasy, historical romance, or a literal retelling. You don’t need to know the history to enjoy the book, but if you do, it will definitely add to the experience.

      

        

      
        And if you fall down a Wikipedia rabbit hole while reading, I’m sorry. (But I’m not.)
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        * * *

      

      
        
        We are all familiar with the Ides of March.

      

        

      
        But this is a romance book.

      

        

      
        There will be a Happily Ever After.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        This is the only book for our main couple. However, this is the first book in an interconnected standalone series and many central characters who will receive their own stories later on will be introduced.

      

        

      
        While it is not required, the author strongly recommends you read this series in order of publication for the best reading experience.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warnings

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        While I try to make my books a safe space for everyone, I realize some readers will not be comfortable with all topics.

      

        

      
        I try to be as thorough as possible with my triggers, no matter how big or small they are in the context of the book. They may be brief mentions, or they may play a larger role in the plot.

      

        

      
        Read with caution and take care of yourself first.

      

        

      
        Graphic Sexual Content

        (including Blood/Period Play)

        Age Gap

        (18 years; FMC is 30, MMC is 48)

        Death and other fatal illnesses

        Revenge Pornography

        Body Dysmorphia

        Gun Violence

        Infertility

        Anxiety/Anxiety Attacks

        Car Accidents

      

        

      
        If you would like more specifics, please contact the author through her website.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Emily McIntire and Sav R. Miller

      

      Thank you for ‘Never After’ and ‘Monsters & Muses.’

      

      ‘Riches & Romantics’ isn’t as dark as yours (by a long shot), but you provided the inspiration and groundwork.

      

      Keep going, Queens. I’ll follow you wherever you go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Alas, my lord,

        Your wisdom is consumed in confidence.

        Do not go forth today. Call it my fear

        That keeps you in the house, and not your own.

        We’ll send Mark Antony to the Senate House,

        And he shall say you are not well today.

      
        Let me, upon my knee, prevail in this.

        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, JULIUS CAESAR, ACT 2 SCENE 2
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        Caylee Talisa Preston

        Our Cleopatra

      

      

      DOB: April 10th, 1992 (Aries Sun, Leo Moon, Scorpio Rising)

      Identity: Female (she/her/hers). Heteroflexible/Elasexual.

      Height: 5’7” (1.7018 m)

      Eye Color: Brown

      Hair Color: Brown

      Dominant Hand: Cross-Dominant (Primarily Left)

      Glasses or Contacts: No

      Hometown: Beverly Hills, California

      Parents: Gideon Paul Preston [1962 - 2022], Martina Carlota (North) Preston [1966 - 2012]

      Siblings: Hunter [b. 1997], Anastasia [b. 2007]

      Marital Status: Single

      Religion: None (Father was raised Catholic; Mother was raised with no religion)

      Education: Master’s Degree

      Alma Mater: University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA)

      Occupation: Co-CEO, Helios Studios
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jonathan Glenn Carter

        Our Julius Caesar

      

      

      DOB: September 16th, 1974 (Virgo Sun, Libra Moon, Sagittarius Rising)

      Identity: Male (he/him/his). Bisexual.

      Height: 5’9” (1.7526 m)

      Eye Color: Brown

      Hair Color: Black, but graying

      Dominant Hand: Right

      Glasses or Contacts: Sometimes glasses, he’s getting old

      Hometown: Malibu, California

      Parents: George Jacob Carter [1944 - 1986], Amelia Leann (Alderman) Carter [1945 - 1990]

      Siblings: Jane [b. 1970], Justine [b. 1972]

      Religion: Catholic, non-practicing

      Marital Status: Widower

      Spouse: Catherine Louise (Collinsworth) Carter [1975 - 2014], married 1993

      Children: Tyler [b. 1994], Jasmine [b. 2001]

      Education: Bachelor’s Degree

      Alma Mater: University of Southern California (USC)

      Occupation: CEO, Rubicon Pictures (previously a stage hand; producer; Intern; Junior Associate; Junior Executive, Rubicon Pictures)

      Favorite Film Genre: Fantasy
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        June 2022

      

      

      I hated cemeteries.

      They were the only place in the world that gave me anxiety. After burying so many loved ones, I couldn’t set foot in one without risking a full-blown panic attack.

      Hence why I kept my distance as the service unfolded.

      For years, I’d longed to see this day, but I hadn’t anticipated it being so soon. The man had only been sixty, after all, still relatively young. He could have lived another twenty or thirty years, at least long enough to see his children get married and have kids of their own.

      Not that mine did. But some were fortunate enough to.

      As they lowered the coffin with the body of Paul Preston, I lit a joint and leaned back against the passenger door of the car. I took a drag, letting the substance seep through me, relaxation imminent as my muscles eased up from their tense state. Beside me, in the back with the window rolled down, my daughter sat with her sunglasses on.

      “Promise me I won’t have to bury you for a long time,” Jasmine said with her eyes glued to the sight of the Preston children, all in varying stages of distress and grief.

      I watched them, lifting a tiny set of binoculars to my eyes.

      The youngest, Anastasia, inconsolable as she sobbed into the chest of her older brother, Hunter.

      Hunter, the middle child, clearly let a few tears fall, but did his best to keep it together.

      And then the oldest. Caylee. I imagined red and puffy eyes beneath the large black sunglasses she donned, but she wore a look of stone on her face. The woman who would sit in on meetings with her mentor father, remaining quiet and observing as he honed his craft as a businessman. The heiress to his empire.

      I hoped she knew what she was getting herself into.

      “Not until I’ve lived a full life, my darling,” I assured Jasmine as I lowered the joint and held it by my side, flicking the excess ash away.

      “After losing Mommy, I couldn’t bear it,” Jasmine said. “I need you, Daddy. I don’t want to be left with just Tyler.”

      They’d probably kill each other. My children weren’t exactly the best of friends. They got along fine enough, but they’d never been close. A seven year age difference probably didn’t help.

      “You’ll always have me,” I said as I glanced at her. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      My associate, Penn, approached me, coming from the crowd which began dispersing after the coffin had been fully lowered. I tucked my binoculars into my inside jacket pocket as Jasmine sat back against the seat.

      Penn stopped next to me and said, “Hunter noticed you lurking. Might want to offer your condolences, even if they’re not sincere.” He and Paul had a friendship I would never understand, especially in this cutthroat business. Two rival studios, and yet they could sit down to have a three hour dinner and pretend they weren’t backstabbing one another for the best deals.

      I didn’t handle my friendships the same way.

      “After the crowd dies down,” I said before taking another hit of the joint.

      Penn nodded. “Will you be joining them for the luncheon?”

      I shook my head. “No. But I wanted to make sure he was buried.”

      “Still don’t believe he’s dead?”

      “Sometimes it feels like a dream, even with the proof in front of me.”

      “We still have a lot of work to do when it comes to surpassing them,” Penn pointed out. “Besides, I heard a rumor about the will.”

      His words piqued my interest. “Oh? Do tell.”

      Penn took a step closer to me and said, “Apparently, he didn’t leave it all to Caylee. Hunter gets half, then, once Anastasia graduates from college, it gets split into thirds.”

      Christ. How delicious. What an idiot.

      “If that’s true, we’ll be running circles around them in six months,” I said with a smirk. “And just wait until they find out about the outstanding debt.” I grew absolutely giddy at the thought.

      “Are we planning to collect?” Penn asked.

      “It’s ten years overdue, Penn. I think the company has waited long enough. I don’t care how many projects they have to turn down to come up with the money. They’re going to pay one way or another.”

      “Seems a bit heartless, considering their father just died,” Penn pointed out.

      Without changing my expression, I asked, “When has that ever stopped us?”

      My associate didn’t have an answer. It didn’t merit one. He simply left the scene.

      Five minutes later, most of the crowd had taken off for the luncheon being held at The Auletes building. The three children, now orphans, remained to speak with the priest who’d conducted the service while I stayed behind to at least make my presence mean something now that I’d been spotted.

      As the Preston offspring departed, they approached my car. Jasmine got out and smoothed out her black dress. I buttoned up my suit jacket out of respect before they reached us.

      “Jonathan,” Hunter greeted with no emotion whatsoever. “Jasmine.”

      “Hunter,” I returned. “Caylee. Anastasia. My condolences on the loss of your father.”

      Anastasia, the fifteen-year-old baby of the family, said, “You don’t mean that. You’re glad he’s gone.” She still had tears in her eyes, her voice shaky.

      Jasmine said, “We don’t revel in the idea of you losing a parent. Trust us, from two people who know: we understand.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I’d lost both of my parents at a young age. My daughter and son had lost their mother. We didn’t take joy in the concept of dead parents.

      “You might truly sympathize with us, Jas,” Hunter said, “but your father is probably giddy inside.”

      “Hunter, please,” Caylee said, as emotionless as her brother. “Go to the car.”

      The twenty-five-year-old and the fifteen-year-old walked away without so much as another word. Meanwhile, the thirty-year-old head of the family remained behind.

      “Jasmine, do you mind giving your father and me a moment?” Caylee asked.

      She nodded, returning to the car and rolling the window up. I remained in place, finishing off my joint and dropping it to the ground, stomping out the flame.

      Caylee looked around, presumably to make sure we weren’t being spied on, and took a step toward me. She lowered her glasses, and I saw only the faintest hint of redness. But no sign of glossy eyes or tears staining her face. Only her light brown eyes as they stared into mine.

      “I’m not your enemy, Jonathan,” she said. “Remember that in the coming year.”

      I raised a brow at the ballsy statement she’d made, especially at her father’s burial site. Honestly, I’d anticipated a little time between the death and our first meeting, but I’d take what I could get. “Negotiating, are we?”

      “Something like that,” she said.

      But before I could say anything else, she departed, donning her sunglasses once more.

      I watched as she caught up with her siblings and they all piled into their limo. Caylee stared at me for a moment before disappearing into the vehicle, and it left me wondering what the daughter of my late rival had up her sleeve.

      If she was anything like her father, it would be fun.
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        December 2022

      

      

      Six months had passed since my father died of a stroke.

      When the will had been read, I was in shock. In many ways, I still couldn’t believe what he’d done. Hunter had no true interest in the business, but he’d been Mama’s favorite up until the day she died, and no doubt she’d convinced Daddy to write him into it somehow.

      And Daddy loved Mama enough to give her everything she asked for.

      It was one of those rare Hollywood marriages that lasted the test of time. Daddy never once strayed from Mama. I watched women throw themselves at him and how uncomfortable he appeared at the very thought. Mama was the only one for him. He was a sucker for her, and Mama was a sucker for Hunter. Her baby boy was an angel in her eyes. He could do no wrong.

      Then there was me, who worked my ass off to get where I was and rewarded for it by being forced to split the company with my moron of a sibling.

      To add insult to injury, Anastasia would eventually come into the business, too. She had to graduate from college first, and be twenty-one-years-old, but those were the only stipulations Daddy had written in.

      Perhaps I had time to talk her out of it. She was only sixteen, after all, and never showed an interest in making movies. Her passion lay with academics, but she also enjoyed singing, and my connections in the music industry would serve me well if she decided to take a route toward her hobby. Anything to keep her away from Helios Studios, the company our grandfather built and our father expanded.

      But my main focus at the moment? Keeping Hunter out.

      Easier said than done.

      To my eternal annoyance, he showed up for every meeting, and early. Part of me believed he was trying to show me up, and I hated feeling like a failure.

      As I exited the elevator onto our floor—the tenth story of The Auletes building—my friend and apprentice, Isabella, met me. Izzy presented me with a latte and an arm full of notes, likely compiled by my assistant, Carmella, whom we found at a desk in front of my office.

      I took the latte as Izzy greeted me good morning, then groaned before taking a sip. “It’s certainly morning,” I said. “Is he here yet?”

      “He got here forty-five minutes ago,” Izzy answered as we ventured the few feet from the elevator to the lobby in front of mine and Hunter’s offices. Carmella sat at her desk, and I would have acknowledged her, but she was on the phone by the way her lips moved and how fast she typed, proving to be one of the greatest multitaskers in L.A.

      “Has he fucked anything up?” I asked.

      “Not yet.”

      Small miracles, but the day was still young.

      We entered my office and headed toward my desk. Izzy sat in front while I sat behind, waking my computer up with the jiggle of the mouse. The large room filled with natural lighting as I hit the controls for the shades. We faced away from the sunrise, and thank God for it. The bright Los Angeles sun would kill my eyes any time I tried to look in its direction.

      “You have a meeting with Madeline Simmons at ten for that dark thriller she’s trying to get off the ground,” Izzy informed me as she opened up her planner with my schedule on a tablet. “A conference call with the New York office at eleven-thirty, and Abbie’s hoping to catch you for lunch around one.”

      “Not today,” I replied. “Ask her if Friday is better.” I loved Abbie. She was one of my best friends, but I could only stand her in small doses. Her entitlement really drove me up the wall. No matter how much I called her out on it, though, she never changed. Most of us didn’t. We were spoiled rich kids from SoCal, after all.

      Izzy scribbled down some notes on her side pad. “Okay. This afternoon Hunter has requested to meet you around three o’clock. I assume you won’t turn that down.”

      I shook my head. “Nope, I’ll be there. I hope he didn’t fuck anything up.” Knowing my brother, the meeting could have been about anything, and I couldn’t ignore him despite how much I wished I could.

      “Noted,” Izzy replied. “You also have a request for a meeting next week with Miles Driscoll. This seems more personal than professional. His people didn’t make the request.”

      “He probably wants to check up on us,” I said. “He and Daddy were good friends.” So many people kept up with us, asking how we were doing and assisting however they could to help. I knew how not to burn the studio down, but the same couldn’t be said for Hunter, and I suspected a lot of people intervened for my sake.

      My apprentice nodded. “I got that impression as well.”

      “Work him in however you think is best,” I said as I glanced at the screen of my computer, catching up on my emails. Mostly spam, but quite a bit of it being entertainment newsletters so I could keep up with what was what. When I saw the one at the top, I scoffed. “Did you see what Rubicon just signed? The Patrick Bremmer vehicle that didn’t even try to approach us. I feel like Helios needs to get back on track, and we can’t because Jonathan Carter is swooping in and making the best offers before we even have a chance. It’s hardly a battle anymore.”

      “Apparently Jackson Hall was a big part of that one,” Izzy informed me.

      I scoffed again. “Of course he was. Jackson Hall and Jonathan Carter, thick as thieves.” Those two were inseparable, it seemed. I wondered if Jackson even truly considered Jonathan a friend. He seemed like such a nice guy the few times I’d met him, whereas Jonathan was nothing but a villain in our story.

      Just then, Hunter barged into my office with his assistant tailing him. “I know I requested three o’clock, but Josh is requesting to meet me this afternoon before he leaves for Miami, so I thought I might try you now.”

      Sighing, I said, “Seems I don’t have a choice.” I usually never did when it came to my brother.

      Hunter approached my desk and dropped a stack of papers about ten stapled sheets deep onto it. They looked like they’d been handled several times, all crinkled and slightly stained by natural oils from hands or whatever people were snacking on these days. “Did you know about this?”

      Picking them up, I began to read the top sheet. At first glance, I found a bunch of legal jargon for a contract, a.k.a. the bane of my existence. I’d gotten better at deciphering stuff like it over the years, but I still was no lawyer.

      I looked up at Hunter and asked, “What exactly is it?”

      “Just skip to the last page,” he said. “That’s the important part.”

      Doing as he asked, I saw exactly what he wanted me to see. I couldn’t miss it, printed in bright red and highlighted yellow.

      
        
        Helios Pictures hereby acknowledges a debt of $100,000,000 to Rubicon Studios to be paid in full by 1 January 2013.

        For each $1,000 not paid by the aforementioned date, Helios Pictures agrees to be charged interest at 8% every month until the debt has been settled.

        After ten years (1 January 2023), if the debt has not been resolved, Helios Pictures agrees to surrender to Rubicon Studios under a buyout. Said buyout will take place no later than 30 June 2023.

      

      

      January 2023.

      Next month.

      No, not just next month. Literally next week.

      To my brother, frantic, I asked, “Please tell me this was settled long ago?”

      Hunter shook his head. “I went through all of the books in accounting. Joyce even confirmed it. Daddy never paid them a dime.”

      We had less than seven days to pay this, or we were fucked.

      My throat became dry, and my stomach turned into a mess of knots. I brought a hand to my mouth suddenly and pressed the other to my stomach. Izzy shot up from her seat and went to open the window behind me. Good thinking. Perhaps the fresh air would help the nausea, but the anxiety certainly wouldn’t go away quickly.

      “Joyce also ran the numbers,” Hunter said. “This will bankrupt us. We are essentially owned by Rubicon already. The debt is more than we have. Even if we stopped greenlighting new projects, and accounting for our money from profits overseas, we are completely and absolutely fucked, Cay.”

      Lowering my hand, I said, “There has to be something we can do,” while trying not to succumb to a full-fledged panic attack. My head spun, and I blinked hard to snap out of it.

      “We would literally have to cease production on everything,” Hunter said. “Unless…”

      “Unless what?” Frankly, in my desperate state, I’d listen to whatever moronic suggestion he had to offer.

      “This agreement was made before Jonathan Carter took over,” Hunter said. “I’m sure he knows about it, but he might be willing to negotiate the terms since we had no idea about this.”

      A small laugh escaped me, though the anxiety remained, gripping every inch of my skin with tingles. The hand against my stomach wouldn’t stop shaking. “He might think we did, so that won’t matter,” I said. Jonathan Carter wasn’t a stupid man, but annoyingly brilliant.

      “Then we have to surrender our family’s entire legacy,” Hunter said. “It’s the only way to save face at this point. Let Rubicon acquire us, and maybe we can live the rest of our lives in peace.”

      My eyes widened. How in God’s name could he suggest such a thing? “Are you fucking kidding me, Hunter? You’d let us go down without so much as a fight?”

      “I know you think you’re the smart one of the family, Cay, but we have no choice. Helios owes way too much money to Rubicon, and Jonathan Carter will come to collect if we don’t try to negotiate a deal.”

      “We aren’t negotiating anything,” I said. “You would fuck it up in the first two minutes. If anyone’s going to try anything, it’ll be me.”

      “You aren’t the only one in charge here, sis,” Hunter said, leaning forward across my desk, resting on his hands. “I’m part-owner of this company.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t be,” I snapped. “Daddy should have left it all to me.” I never made it a secret that I felt that way. Hunter didn’t react otherwise. By now, he’d heard me say it at least six times a week. “You’re going to run us right into the ground if you try anything stupid, Hunter,” I continued. “Stay out of this. I’ll handle everything.”

      “That’s not what a partnership is,” Hunter rebutted. “You have no right to go around like you own one hundred percent of this place. I get a say in this, too.”

      A sharp pang arose behind my left eye, making it twitch. As if I needed a migraine, which always seemed to show up at the most inconvenient times. The urge to close my eyes and turn off all the lights grew strong, but I’d fight through it while Hunter remained in my office. “If you had a say in this, we’d be shut down by tomorrow.”

      “And if you had a say, we’d be humiliated as everyone watches us shut our doors in seven months.”

      “You don’t even want to try to fight?”

      “What’s the point?”

      “The point is to try and find a better way out of this!”

      Hunter laughed. “There isn’t one, Caylee!”

      “You don’t know that!” I shouted back.

      “Daddy might have thought you were brilliant, but you’re just fucking stupid, sis,” Hunter said, shaking his head. “Learn which battles to pick. This isn’t one of them.”

      No one had ever called me stupid before. They might’ve seen me as less intelligent than many, including my father, but the statement was rich, coming from someone like Hunter. “I’m stupid? Says the man who barely passed his classes to get his degree!”

      “Rub that in my face for the rest of my life, why don’t you?”

      “Gladly.”

      Izzy and Hunter’s assistant stood off to the side during the whole thing, and I could imagine their discomfort. Meanwhile, Carmella entered and remained at the door, but I paid no mind to her. If Hunter and I were about to fight, I needed to put whatever focus I could muster into beating his ass.

      “Why don’t you just admit you’re in over your head and step down?” I asked my brother.

      “I could ask you the same question,” Hunter replied. “I won’t be stepping down any time soon, but I’ll make damn sure you do before you put us all to shame.”

      “Like hell you will,” I almost growled.

      “Watch me.” Hunter pushed himself off my desk and promptly stormed out of my office.

      What in the fuck was happening? My life turned completely upside down in the span of thirty seconds. I couldn’t believe Daddy left us with something so catastrophic. Why hadn’t he paid back the loan?

      More importantly, why did he even take it in the first place?

      Izzy rushed to me. “Are you okay?”

      I shook my head. “No. I have no idea what to do.” My mind raced about a thousand miles per second, my breath getting caught in my throat, and tears nearly brimming in my eyes. The anxiety wouldn’t go away as I shook, my breathing growing labored.

      “Breathe, Caylee,” Izzy said, turning my chair toward her and placing both hands on my shoulders. “Breathe with me. In.”

      I tried to follow her lead. It took me a moment, but soon I breathed in, then out as she instructed me to. Five more times, then Carmella brought me a bottle of water.

      After gulping nearly half of the contents, I closed my eyes, attempting to get my mind to calm down and my body to relax. Something would have to give, but I had no idea what.

      Then I remembered at Daddy’s funeral how I told Jonathan Carter we didn’t have to be enemies. Perhaps it would be enough. Perhaps I could speak with him about the situation. It was still the best option.

      I didn’t have much of a choice if I wanted to save my company.

      Opening my eyes, I told Carmella, “Mel, get me a meeting with Jonathan Carter.”
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      My phone rang, jerking me out of my intense stare at the computer screen in front of me where I had six email drafts going at once. Not uncommon for me, and actually the only thing keeping me sane, as it was a nice reminder that I always had work to do. But the phone buzzing made me not only glance to see who was calling, but notice the time: 10:30 p.m.

      Shit. I was supposed to meet Sierra over an hour ago.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you alive, John???? ANSWER ME!

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck.

      I picked up my phone, unlocked it, and immediately called her. She answered before the first ring could even begin. I imagined her eyes glued to her phone just waiting for my reply.

      “John?!”

      “Yes, darling, it’s me,” I said. “I’m sorry, I lost track of time. Do you still want me to meet you, or do you want to reschedule?”

      “I’m on my way to your office since I assume that’s where you are,” Sierra replied. She wasn’t happy. Anger emitted from her voice, which would have been a turn on if I wasn’t already terrified of her.

      “I take it my punishment won’t be gentle,” I said.

      “You’d better start warming yourself up because I’ve been ready for you all night, and I’m certainly not doing the work myself.”

      The call ended before I could say anything. Sierra Sanders had been my mistress for two years, and only because she was the married one of the two of us.

      Which should have made me the mistress, but whatever. She liked to think of it the other way around, finding it more exciting.

      I couldn’t say I disagreed.

      Getting up from my desk, I moved over to the couch in my office. Within two minutes, I was ready for Sierra, knowing she would barge through the door any minute. As I waited, I continued to stroke my cock slowly, imagining her there to keep me excited.

      The magnetic door to my office unlocked and, without missing a beat, I turned my head to watch Sierra storm in. She stopped in front of me, ripped her panties down her legs, and pulled her tight dress up just enough.

      “Good boy,” she said as she straddled my lap, planting her lips on mine.

      The kiss was hungry, because of course it was. Whatever brief form of terror I experienced upon hearing Sierra’s initial anger evaporated. It only left me feeling arousal as our tongues battled for dominance, but she clearly won as she always did.

      Sierra, soaking wet already, guided herself onto my cock and we both gasped as we came together. I dug my nails into her hips as she rode me, and she gripped the back of my neck and head for support at first before switching to the back of the couch.

      We made quick work. Within two minutes, she’d come, and I followed a few minutes after. I didn’t mind, with it being almost eleven o’clock at night now. I’d been up since five this morning, and Sierra clearly didn’t want to prolong her pleasure. She needed to come when she’d arrived, and she damn well did.

      Removing herself from me, Sierra grabbed the box of tissues on the table behind her. She took several before tossing the box at me with more force than I expected. “Next time don’t keep me waiting. At least set an alarm or something.”

      “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again,” I promised. “Today was just … long.”

      Sierra wiped herself off before pulling her dress down and smoothing it out. “Yeah well, that’s most days for you. Hardly an excuse anymore.”

      “Don’t pretend like you don’t know how this business operates,” I sighed as I, too, cleaned myself off. “It’s not like you’re an outsider.” Sierra’s husband was a director, and she’d been well-versed in the business for years.

      “Oh, I’m very aware,” she said. “Remember, it’s why you and I started fucking. Marv is never around, and I’m bored.”

      “And here I thought it was because you enjoyed my company,” I said, tossing the tissue away and pulling my pants up.

      “Well there’s that,” Sierra said with a smirk.

      My expression mirrored hers.

      “By the way, he’ll be finished filming next week,” she continued as she retrieved her panties. “So while he’s in post, I hope you have another project for him on the horizon.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll keep him busy,” I assured her. “He expressed interest in a television project HBO is developing, so I may be sending him their way for a while.”

      She nodded. “Where does it shoot?”

      “Bulgaria, I think, unless the show runners changed their minds,” I said. “I may be able to keep him over there with a few war movies we’ve had come in recently.”

      “You know I won’t object. At this point, anything to keep him away.”

      My cell phone rang. Sierra grabbed it off the coffee table and handed it to me. The name Grant, my apprentice, appeared on the screen. He never called this late. Though he lived actively in the night, even in his mid-thirties, we had an unspoken policy about not calling one another after 9:30 p.m.

      When I answered, I said, “I assume someone is dying.”

      “I just got a call from Hunter Preston,” Grant said from the other end. “Seemed like something you’d want to know about right away.”

      “Oh?” Surprising, considering I’d heard Caylee Preston requested one as well, and we’d set her up for Thursday. “Well, you’re not wrong. Do tell, what did the young Mr. Preston want?”

      “A meeting with you,” he said. “I guess he’s bypassing the normal channels, and he says it’s urgent. Do you have any idea why?”

      I chuckled. “I do, actually. I’ll tell you in the morning. When does he want to meet?”

      “He’s hoping tomorrow afternoon,” Grant replied. “Or whatever your earliest available time slot is.”

      I switched my phone to speaker and pulled up my digital calendar, all decked out in different colors thanks to my efficient assistant. I reviewed my schedule for the following day, packed tight from 8:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. Given what business I knew the Prestons had no doubt discovered, and what their reaction would be, I imagined the meeting would last about five minutes.

      “Tell him I’ll see him at two o’clock,” I told Grant, 2:00 p.m. being just after my lunch, if I even had time for it. Some days I went without, or had to shove crackers in my mouth to keep the hunger pains at bay.

      “You got it, boss,” my apprentice said.

      I hung up and turned my attention to Sierra. She appeared concerned, so I raised a brow and asked, “What?”

      “Please tell me you’re not going to torture those kids,” she said.

      “Kids? Caylee is ten years younger than you.” They were both millennials, albeit at different ends of the generation.

      “Semantics,” Sierra replied, waving her hand off to the side. “But they just lost their father. Imagine if someone did that to Tyler and Jasmine so soon after your death. And before you argue how it’s been six months, need I remind you they say the first year is the hardest.”

      I sighed. “You don’t have to.” To this day, I still felt the loss of my beloved wife, who’d been everything to me, and taken from all of us. Catherine’s memory burned in me. Every time I thought about her final days, I grew angry inside.

      Fuck cancer.

      “Be kind to the Prestons,” Sierra pleaded gently. “They never did anything to you. Whatever tiff you had with Paul, it died with him. Leave his children out of it.”

      “This is out of my control,” I said. “Paul made the deal with Rubicon long before I was at the top, and he knew what he was getting himself into by not paying that debt. If he had any respect for his children, he would have at least had the decency to tell them about it up front.”

      Sierra crossed her arms, taking a bold stance in front of me. “I suppose that’s fair, but I still think you should take it easy on them. Try to work out a deal with Helios?” A softness in her expression appeared, something I didn’t recognize. Perhaps she possessed a heart after all.

      “I can’t make any promises, darling, even for you,” I said. As much as I adored Sierra and would do almost anything for her, I couldn’t bring myself to do this one. Even if Caylee Preston insisted we didn’t have to be enemies, our companies had too much history between them which predated both of our tenures.
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        * * *

      

      Grant was shocked when I told him about the Helios situation, and pieced together on his own why Hunter Preston requested a meeting. I asked my apprentice to sit in with me, hoping he would learn something from it. Never pass up a good teaching opportunity.

      Hunter Preston was a weak, pathetic little boy who was in over his head. I would have preferred to deal with Caylee, but given the family drama between the siblings, I might’ve been safe in assuming she didn’t know he was coming here. I found Caylee to be far more intelligent and well-trained by her father. Her olive branch at his funeral hinted she wanted to do business civilly.

      At ten minutes to two, my secretary informed me of Hunter’s arrival and had security escort him up.

      “You sure this is how you wanna handle this, boss?” Grant asked.

      “Trust me,” I said, “this debt should have been settled years ago. There’s no way I’d rather handle it.”

      No, that was a lie.

      But Caylee wouldn’t be here today. Hunter would have to do. And I’d destroy the middle child who likely thought he knew better than me and Grant combined.

      When Hunter entered my office less than five minutes later, the scrawny boy obviously tried to wear his poker face. His slightly curly, dirty blond hair was slicked back, and I could tell he’d ironed his suit out for this. Signs of trying too hard when the look in his eyes spelled fear.

      I found it hard to refrain from laughing. Was it unfair to discount him so quickly? Probably. But I couldn’t help it.

      “Jonathan,” he greeted as he approached the desk. “Thank you for seeing me.”

      I held out my hand out of respect. Even Paul and I would start with a handshake, even if we tore each other apart after the expected pleasantries. “Hunter.”

      We shook hands before he and Grant greeted one another. I invited him to sit down on one of the couches in my office, though he wouldn’t be sitting very long. Grant and I sat on the other couch, separated by a glass coffee table.

      “What can I do for you, Hunter?” I asked as I rested my arm along the back and propped my ankle up on my knee, knowing full well what he wanted, but decided to entertain the idea of him holding the upper hand. My casual demeanor was intentional; meant to send a message.

      The young man folded his hands, placing them in his lap. “I hoped we could discuss something that I recently came across. I’m sure you’re aware that Helios is severely in debt to Rubicon, and we’re less than a week away from having our asses handed to us.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’m up to speed on that issue.”

      “I believe it would be in our best interest to surrender to you now,” he said, which instantly punched me in the gut. I didn’t expect to hear those words from him, especially as he continued, “Allow Rubicon to acquire Helios and take what little dignity we have left in this business.”

      The way he spoke led me to believe he intentionally hid something from me. He didn’t use a very confident tone, which under normal circumstances wouldn’t have surprised me because of who he was, but I felt like he’d gone behind someone’s back.

      That someone being Caylee.

      “But?” I asked, raising a brow.

      “But my sister thinks we can try to strike some kind of deal to allow us to keep the company,” he continued. “I’m not as optimistic. Helios just doesn’t have that kind of money.”

      I exchanged glances with Grant. The twitch in Grant’s eye suggested he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. My apprentice, as he sat with his hands wrung together and perched on his knees, had heard a lot being in this business, but clearly we were both hearing this one for the first time.

      “So you’d give up that easily?” I asked as I returned my attention to the Preston boy.

      “I’d rather not be humiliated when the acquisition starts,” he said. “But in order to make this deal, I need to get Caylee out of power because she’ll never agree to it. She’ll fight tooth and nail for something I don’t believe we can win.”

      Adjusting my position, bringing my arm and leg down to sit properly, I asked, “You never really wanted to be in this business, did you, Hunter?”

      He knitted his brows together, an awkward smile forming on his lips as he attempted to keep his composure. “I’m sorry?”

      “If you did, you’d know that you have to fight for things in this business,” I continued. “The fact you’re not willing to fight for your company shows me you’re a weak, pathetic child who wants to take the easy way out. And frankly, I’m not interested in getting involved in your sibling rivalry with Caylee. I’d much rather see Helios default on payment, once again, and the time run out completely before taking you over in June. Then you can either work for me, or retire in shame. It’s your choice, but I’m going to follow through with the terms of the original agreement.”

      “Even though I’m willing to give it to you now?” he asked, stunned.

      “By your own admission, you can’t. Caylee has to agree to it, and I bet she doesn’t even know you’re here right now, does she?”

      He swallowed hard. “Well, no⁠—”

      “That’s why I’m determined to let you dig your own graves,” I concluded. “Your father clearly had no interest in trying to save you from dealing with this, so consider it a life lesson. Sometimes you just have to lie down and accept what’s happening.”

      Hunter leaned forward. “We’ll do anything. We’ll give up any project you want. All of them are yours. Jonathan, please, this isn’t fair.”

      “Neither is Rubicon waiting ten years for payment on a debt it never should have given out,” I rebutted. “And I may not have been involved with the original contract, but I’ll follow through on its conclusion, no ifs, ands, or buts about it. You and Caylee can work this out however you need to, but I won’t be poking my head in the middle of it.”

      A mix of anger and sadness showed on Hunter’s face. I would have laughed if I didn’t suspect he’d start crying right then and there.

      Instead, the young man cleared his throat and rose from his seat as he said, “Then I thank you for your time, sir.”

      “Pleasure doing business with you, Hunter,” I said as I stood with Grant. “I hope you learned something today.”

      Beside me, Grant said, “I know I did.”

      Hunter’s cheeks flushed, clearly feeling the embarrassment weighing down on him. I couldn’t help but chuckle at Grant’s input. I’d taught him well, as my mentor had taught me.

      I watched the boy scurry out of my office, only feeling somewhat guilty that I’d be responsible for his family’s demise. But I would take pleasure in knowing the Preston family could still be destroyed long after Paul’s death.

      “Now to deal with Caylee,” I told Grant.

      “Do you want me here for that?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I’ll handle that one alone. There’s a different lesson to be learned there, and I believe it’s better if we’re one-on-one.”

      Besides … Caylee wasn’t like her brother. She didn’t need an audience.
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      “Maybe this was a mistake,” I whispered to Izzy as we followed the security guard down the hallway, feeling some last-minute nerves which was unlike me. I’d never dealt with Jonathan Carter in person, and we’d only ever spoken about fifteen words to one another, most of them at my father’s burial.

      Izzy said, “Stop that. You know this is the only thing you can do. He’s the most powerful man in Hollywood now that your father is gone.”

      Sighing, I stopped and closed my eyes. One deep breath later, and I felt Izzy’s hands on my shoulders.

      “You’ve got this,” she assured me. “Go get him.”

      I nodded, opening my eyes and resuming our journey down the hallway where the security guard made it ten paces ahead without realizing we’d fallen behind. But Izzy and I caught back up quickly, and soon we’d reached the end of the hallway where a small lobby lay pristine, in white and gold, and a little blinding. But Jonathan Carter loved nothing more than purity from what I knew.

      A receptionist sat behind a desk I only assumed was made out of solid gold with the most up-to-date technology donning the top.

      The woman at the desk thanked the security guard and dismissed him. She said, “Mr. Carter will see you now, Ms. Preston. But only you.”

      I exchanged a glance with Izzy. I’d hoped she could come along to watch me work, and honestly for a little moral support too, but my friend nodded and mouthed, “It’s fine. Go.”

      Fuck me. Suddenly, I felt itchy, like someone wrapped me in the most uncomfortable blanket … or the shittiest rug from the seventies. As if I needed to be more on edge. I’d chosen a cream colored pantsuit and a business casual top to go underneath, hoping I wouldn’t appear desperate by looking too corporate. But now I began to rethink the whole thing.

      Keep it together, Cay.

      I thanked the receptionist before she hit a buzzer on her desk, and gestured toward the door to her left. The door popped open just a bit, so I pushed on it to enter.

      As I did, I heard Jonathan Carter on the phone. He came into my view, pacing his office slowly. “… and I don’t care how long it takes, Vern, you will find a way to get the budget down or so help me God, I will pull the piece of shit project from existence and make sure it never sees the light of day in this town.”

      The confidence he exuded and the commanding tone of his voice got me. My father displayed the complete opposite. Daddy knew how to be cutthroat when he needed to be, but he preferred to do business differently.

      Hearing Jonathan making demands shook me to my core. Coupled with his handsome-as-hell face — a silver fox in the making — as his hair began graying at the sides while the bulk of it remained black and thick? I’d noticed him before growing up, because of course I had. I wasn’t blind. Plus his gray suit did me no favors.

      Embarrassingly, I found the area between my legs getting wet.

      Fuck. Me.

      I closed the door gently, and heard it latch and subsequently lock. Surely his office doubled as a safe area in case of an emergency. I couldn’t imagine another reason for a magnetic lock on an office door.

      Further entering the office, I looked around, finding each wall, except for the one behind me, was made of glass, and had a stunning view of Hollywood, overlooking the city from twenty stories up.

      While his lobby was white and gold, his office was pure glass. All of it except the chair behind his desk, his computer, the cushions on the benches around a small coffee table, and the plant in the far corner pointing towards Los Angeles.

      “Just get it done,” he continued after pausing to listen to the person on the other end of the phone. “And if they have a problem with it, they can suck my cock.” He pressed the button on his earpiece, ending the call, and turned toward me as I stood several feet into the room. A smirk appeared on his face, his eyes measuring me up. “Ahh, Caylee Preston. All grown up and playing in the big leagues.”

      “Mr. Carter,” I greeted, trying to keep my nerves at bay. “Or is it appropriate to call you Jonathan now?”

      “Considering our limited conversations before this moment, I’d say you can call me whatever you’d like, sweetheart,” he said as he approached me. “But choose wisely, because there’s no going back once you’ve made your choice.”

      I cleared my throat. “We’re equals now so —”

      He cut me off. “Equals? In what regard?” He sounded amused.

      “That we both run major movie studios,” I clarified.

      “Co-run in your case,” he said. “That would be accurate, would it not? You’re forced to share power with your idiot brother?”

      Standing straight with my arms behind my back, I said, “Unfortunately, yes.”

      He began to circle me, and I made a mental note not to let him intimidate me with his movements. “And let me guess: you’re here to ask for my help in getting him to step down?”

      I turned just enough to bring him back into my view, my feet planted firmly on the ground. “How did you —?”

      “Because your brother tried the same thing two days ago,” he said after cutting me off again. “He thought he could surrender to us without your input, or get me to help bring you down.”

      God damn it, Hunter.

      He chuckled. “The look on your face suggests you had no idea.”

      “I don’t control what my face does most of the time. It’s one of my biggest flaws,” I admitted.

      Jonathan finished his lap around me, stopping where he’d stood before. “So you can be read like an open book, eh? That’s dangerous.”

      “I’ve gotten through life just fine these past thirty years without much trouble.”

      “But that was when Daddy was here holding your hand; taking the lead,” he challenged. “Now he’s gone, and you’re on your own.”

      “I’ll admit, it’s challenging without my mentor, but like my father and grandfather before me, I’ll prevail.” I spoke with as much confidence as I could muster, which didn’t mean much of anything, but I couldn’t be timid in front of the Jonathan Carter.

      The man looked into my eyes, almost piercing my soul, with a stare which would make a woman melt. My cunt became wetter as I held my ground, and my heart picked up speed. Jesus Christ, I needed to get laid soon.

      “Such confidence,” he said. “Not words I heard from your sibling the other day. He spent his time attempting to bribe me and throw fits when he didn’t get his way.”

      “That sounds like Hunter, unfortunately,” I said with regret.

      “But not you,” Jonathan said, closing the gap between us.

      I released a small gasp when his body pressed to mine, and his fingers curled under my chin. My heart beat grew faster, and my throat dried up instantly.

      “You fought for everything you wanted with hard work and persistence,” he said quietly, his lips almost touching mine. “And so you’ve come for assistance in getting rid of your brother to make sure your family’s empire doesn’t crumble because of him.”

      “Jonathan —,” I breathed.

      “Jonathan it is then,” he said, and I remembered that I would get one chance to choose how I wanted to address him.

      I supposed I’d chosen for us to be on a first-name basis.

      Clearing my throat again, I said, “Jonathan, I’m here to strike a deal with you. I will gladly pay the debts to you if you help me force him from his position.”

      “With what money?” he challenged me. “Or has your father had it this entire time and refused to pay me over petty industry bullshit?”

      I gulped.

      “You’re in no position to bargain with me over a debt he should have settled ten years ago, which is the same thing I told Hunter,” Jonathan said as he pulled away, taking one step back. “And I have no interest in helping you, Caylee. The debt your company owes me will be paid in full, with all of the interest it’s acquired, by the end of the month. In the meantime, you can figure out your family drama on your own. A sibling rivalry is the last thing I want to get involved with, especially with a couple of spoiled rich kids who grew up in Beverly Hills.”

      I scoffed, my mouth gaping and my eyes widening. “I may have grown up privileged, but I worked my ass off to get where I am. It wasn’t nepotism, I can assure you of that, Mr. Carter.”

      “Jonathan,” he corrected. “You already made your choice.”

      “Jonathan. And to the point, we don’t have to be enemies like you and my father were.”

      He laughed. “Are you saying you want to be allies? I don’t know if you know this, sweetheart, but our companies are number one and number two. And guess who’s number one right now? Of course, you don’t have to guess. You already know it’s mine, and every day you’re sinking lower and lower, and could slide to number three before you have a chance to react.”

      He didn’t need to remind me. I gritted my teeth at the mention, despising how Helios fell to number two in just the last six months.

      Jonathan continued, “For me? I’d love to see that. Revel in it, actually. To watch the mighty Preston dynasty collapse while Rubicon rises to heights beyond it? Rest assured, little Caylee, I’d come harder than I’ve ever come before.”

      Another gasp escaped me. Imagining him getting off didn’t help my already wet core. My cunt throbbed as I pictured it.

      Pictured him.

      “So I must regretfully pass on this ‘offer’ you’ve brought to me today,” he concluded. “But I will expect payment from your company. I don’t care if you have to bankrupt the place. The debt will be resolved one way or another.” He took a step back, allowing a small amount of space between us.

      Even then, I still felt like he was suffocating me.

      “You’re not even willing to strike a deal with me? Negotiate in any way?” I asked. “That sounds unlike you. With Hunter, I can understand, because he’s stupid and has zero clue what he’s doing. But with me?”

      “What could you possibly have to offer me that I don’t already have?” Jonathan asked, sliding his hands in his pant pockets.

      “Myself,” I said.

      He froze in place.

      I kept eye contact with him. Internally, I screamed, unsure why I said it. Perhaps I’d revealed too much about my desire, and thought with my cunt rather than my brain.

      “I’m sorry?” Jonathan asked, looking for clarification.

      “You heard me. You’re going to see just how much I’m willing to fight for my family’s legacy,” I said.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’re that determined, aren’t you?” Amusement dripped in his tone and plastered on his face.

      “I am. I’ll wear you down, Jonathan. No matter what I have to do, I’ll do it.”

      He scoffed. “Please, even I have lines I won’t cross.”

      “Because you’re a man. You don’t know what it’s like to be a woman in this business.”

      “And you don’t know what it’s like to start at the very bottom of the totem pole,” he challenged. “I started as low as you could possibly get on a movie set. I worked my ass off, eating, sleeping, and breathing movies until I could rise up the ranks and get where I am today. I am Rubicon now, and it took me nearly twenty years to get here.”

      I crossed my arms. “Yeah, I heard you screwed over Penn Mansfield to get here. Congratulations.” I didn’t mean for it to sound sincere. Plus I knew the rumors he wouldn’t dare repeat. How many people he’d fucked and let fuck him in order to curry favors with those in power. So he had no lines, at least once upon a time, and he couldn’t sit there acting high and mighty when he’d done the sick shit almost every executive in the business did if they weren’t born into money.

      “Costs of doing business,” he said, waving one hand to the side. “Penn was on his way out, anyway. And so are you and Hunter. Helios will be finished when I’m done with you.”

      A small laugh escaped me. “You think you can intimidate me. I’m not my brother, Jonathan.”

      He smirked. “No, you certainly aren’t. You’re a worthy opponent whom I look forward to battling against.”

      “I told you before we don’t have to be enemies,” I reminded him. “I’ll offer myself to you in any way you want.”

      “I haven’t forgotten. I simply like the idea of us being enemies better than friends.”

      I had one more humiliating card to play, but I needed to get Jonathan on my side. Hunter couldn’t offer it to him, but he wasn’t a woman. Even if Daddy wouldn’t have approved of this method, I didn’t care.

      “Well then I guess you leave me no choice,” I said. “If I’m going to be surrendering to you, I might as well start now.”

      He held up the same hand he’d waved in the air before. A look of confusion occupied his face. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’ll have your money by the time the Globes are held,” I clarified. “It won’t be everything. Even if we sell every last remaining asset of the company, stop production on hundreds of movies, put people out of work they were counting on, etcetera, it still doesn’t even come close to the amount we owe you. I could pull Anastasia out of her bonus college courses for next semester, which will save us several thousand dollars personally. Sell our home, which might take a while given how shitty the housing market is right now, so that part will be a few months in the making, but I’m sure you understand how that goes. Oh, and we’d have to sell The Auletes, which is a whole other real estate venture, plus the building in New York. And then there’s my entire life savings, which I’m willing to sacrifice, but hey, it’s in service of preserving what little dignity I’ll have left by the end of this.”

      “Stop,” Jonathan said, holding up both hands briefly before bringing them back to his sides, hooked at his hips with disbelief overtaking him. “You’re willing to go that far to pay off a debt?”

      “Well, see, it’s not my debt. Or … I guess it is, I’m ultimately responsible for it,” I said. “I’m just the unfortunate sucker who had it dropped in her lap. My father left me with a failing company, and he knew it, not bothering to give me a heads-up. Perhaps it was his last test, to see how I’d handle it and if I loved the family enough to do whatever it took. I’d give every last penny to my name if it meant we could save face.”

      “You’re bluffing,” Jonathan challenged.

      “You think so? You wouldn’t go to the last boundary possible to save your own legacy?”

      Jonathan didn’t answer. He remained in stunned silence. Perhaps I’d gotten him where I wanted him.
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-00---debts--devotion-images---jonathan---final2.jpg
#AONATHAN







OEBPS/images/image-00---debts--devotion-images---caylee---final2.jpg
CAYLER®






OEBPS/images/debts--devotion-divider-1500-x-250-px.jpg






