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Chapter 1: The Throne Room






Val stood by the tall windows in her office on the fourth floor of Titan Pictures. She was the VP of Production, just twenty-eight, and the youngest executive to ever reach this level at the studio.

She arrived at 6 a.m., just like every morning. The lot was quiet at that hour—empty soundstages, dark offices, only security guards and the occasional production assistant getting ready for an early call. Val enjoyed the silence. It gave her space to think, plan, and get ready for whatever challenges the day might bring.

By 9:30 a.m., the lot was completely different. Activity buzzed everywhere—there was a commercial shoot on Stage 7, a TV pilot finishing up on Stage 12, and three feature films in different stages of production. Hundreds of people were working, creating, and spending money. Millions of dollars flowed through the machine, and now Val controlled part of it.

Her office showed how far she’d come. It was bigger than her old VP space, with better furniture and original art on the walls instead of prints. The conference table could seat eight. Everything was chosen to show power and success.

But Val knew not to get too comfortable. In Hollywood, success never lasted. One failure could make anyone irrelevant.

Her assistant, Josh, knocked and came in without waiting. He knew Val didn’t like to waste time.

"Your ten o'clock is here. Richard Sutherland."

Val turned away from the window. Richard Sutherland was the Studio President, Kerwin’s right-hand man. He handled the daily operations while Kerwin played golf with board members and went to industry events.

Richard was fifty-two, Stanford MBA, twenty years at Titan. He'd been passed over for CEO twice. The board didn't trust him. Too cautious. Too corporate. Not enough vision.

Val had been watching him closely for months.

"Send him in."

Richard came in looking tired. The studio’s last two releases hadn’t done well, and the board was getting nervous. Kerwin was feeling the pressure, and that pressure was now reaching everyone else.

"Val. Thanks for meeting."

"Of course. Sit."

Richard took the chair across from her desk. He wore a custom-tailored suit that framed his body to best advantage. His watch was Patek Philippe. Everything about him screamed old money, old power, old Hollywood.

Those were all things Val hated.

"I'll get right to it," Richard said. "The board wants changes. After last quarter's numbers, they're looking at restructuring the production division."

Val kept her expression neutral. "Restructuring how?"

"Consolidation. Fewer executives, more accountability. They're talking about eliminating two VP positions."

"Which two?"

Richard met her eyes. "That hasn't been decided yet."

He was lying. Val could tell by the way his jaw tightened. The board had already made their decision; they just hadn’t announced it yet.

"I see," Val said. "And you're telling me this because?"

"Because you’re talented. You’ve had success—Shadow Protocol made money, and Darkwater is tracking well. You’ve earned goodwill." He leaned forward. "But you’re also vulnerable. You’re young, you don’t have relationships with the board, and some people think you’ve moved up too quickly."

"People like you."

Richard smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. "I’m not your enemy, Val. I’m trying to help you.

"Warning me I might get fired."

"By giving you a chance to protect yourself. The board meeting is in six weeks. Between now and then, you need to prove you're indispensable. Generate buzz. Bring in projects that excite people. Make them forget you're uncle's niece."

Val's expression Val kept her face calm, but inside she felt a surge of anger. That was always the accusation—the rumor that followed her everywhere, in every meeting and after every success. People said she only got here because of her uncle.

Richard stood. "I mean it, Val. I'd hate to see you go. You've got potential. Just prove you belong here on your own merits."

After he left, Val sat quietly for a full minute. Then she picked up her phone and called Uncle Sal.

He answered on the second ring. "Val. What's wrong?"

"The studio president just told me I might get fired."

"Richard Sutherland?"

"Yes."

Sal was silent for a moment. Val could almost hear him thinking and weighing his options. "You want me to make a call?"

"No. I want information. Richard's weaknesses. His secrets. Anything I can use."

"Val…"

"I'm not asking you to threaten anyone. I just need leverage. You know people. You hear things. Help me."

Sal let out a sigh. "Give me forty-eight hours."

That night, Val hosted her weekly dinner party at her estate. She invited twenty guests—a carefully chosen mix of directors, producers, agents, and executives. These were people who mattered, people who could be useful.

Candlelight filled the dining room. The table was set with Gloria Chandler’s original china, which Val had bought at auction for forty thousand dollars. The food came from Lucques, the wine was vintage Bordeaux, and the conversation moved easily.

Val moved through the room with grace and purpose, always alert and watching everything.

She found Michael Reeves, the director of Darkwater, talking with an agent named Patricia Vance. Michael had just finished his first cut. The studio was thrilled. Patricia represented half the A-list in town.

"Michael," Val said, joining them. "How's the film coming?"

"Good. Great, actually. The test screening numbers were incredible. Ninety-two percent positive."

"That's exceptional."

Patricia smiled. "Michael's going to be very in-demand after this. We're already fielding offers."

Val made a mental note. Michael would soon be a free agent, and his next project would be highly sought after. Studios would compete for him, and whoever landed him would score a big win.

"Let me know when you're ready to talk next steps," Val said to Michael. "Titan would love to keep working with you."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Val moved on. She found David Raymond, director of The Woods Between, talking with a young actress Val didn't recognize. The actress was beautiful. Early twenties, dark hair, striking features.

"Val," David said. "This is Nicole Reyes. She's up for the lead in my next project."

Nicole extended her hand. "Nice to meet you. David's told me a lot about you."

Val shook her hand. "All good, I hope."

"He said you're the smartest person at Titan. And the most ruthless."

Val smiled. "David's too kind."

They talked for a few minutes. Nicole was charming, intelligent, ambitious. She'd done mostly supporting roles but was ready for a lead. David's next project was a psychological thriller. Low budget but high concept. Perfect star vehicle.

Val made a mental note. Nicole Reyes. Someone to watch.

As dinner was ending, Val’s phone buzzed. It was a text from Uncle Sal: "Call me. Got something."

Val excused herself and went upstairs to her bedroom. She called Sal from the balcony, looking out over the city.

"What did you find?"

"Richard Sutherland has a gambling problem. He plays high-stakes poker in private games in Beverly Hills and Vegas. He’s lost about two million in the last eighteen months."

Val's pulse quickened. "Does his wife know?"

"No. He’s been covering it with his salary and bonuses, but he’s running out of options. In six months, maybe less, he’ll have to sell assets or turn to a loan shark."

"Who runs the games?"

"Guy named Tony Mayheu. Businessman. Legit on paper, but he's connected to some questionable people. If Richard defaults, Tony will come collecting. And Tony doesn't take IOUs."

Val smiled. "Can you set up a meeting with Tony?"

"Val, these aren't people you want to mess with."

"I'm not going to mess with them. I just want information. A meeting. That's all."

Sal was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "I’ll make a call. But be careful. These guys aren’t from Hollywood. They don’t care about your job title."

"I know. Thank you, Uncle Sal."

After they hung up, Val stood on the balcony and looked out at Los Angeles. Richard Sutherland thought she was vulnerable and needed to prove herself.

He was wrong.

By the time she finished, Richard would be out, and Val would have his job.

The meeting with Tony Mayheu was set for the next Tuesday at a restaurant in Koreatown. Val arrived alone, dressed in a conservative suit and simple jewelry. Uncle Sal had taught her that when dealing with dangerous people, you shouldn’t show off wealth. Show respect instead.

Tony waited at a back table. He was in his late forties, fit, wearing an expensive watch but otherwise dressed simply. He stood up when Val walked over.

"Miss Roberts. Your uncle spoke highly of you."

"Thank you for meeting me."

They sat down. A waiter brought tea, and after pouring, Tony waved him away.

"Sal said you wanted to discuss Richard Sutherland."

"Yes. I understand he's a client of yours."

Tony’s face stayed neutral. "I run several businesses. Some of them involve private games. Richard likes to play."

"He also enjoys losing."

"That's not my concern. As long as he pays his debts."

Val leaned forward slightly. "What if he can't pay?"

"Then we have a problem. But Richard's good for it. He's got assets."

"What if those assets become unavailable?"

Tony studied her. "You're asking if I'd be willing to apply pressure to Richard if his financial situation changed."

"I'm asking what happens when someone does." 

"We encourage them to find the money. Sometimes that encouragement is very persuasive."

Val nodded. "I'm not asking you to hurt anyone. I'm just gathering information. Richard and I work together. I'd like to know if he's going to have problems that might affect his job performance."

Tony sipped his tea. "You’re smart. I can see why Sal likes you. But you should know, Richard’s debt is his own business. Unless you’re offering to guarantee it, I don’t see how this conversation helps you."

"I'm not guaranteeing anything. But if Richard's situation gets worse, I'd appreciate a heads up. Before things get... complicated."

Tony smiled. "You want to know when he’s desperate enough to slip up."

"Exactly."

"And what do I get out of this arrangement?"

Val was ready for this. "Goodwill. My uncle’s family remembers favors. Help me, and I’ll remember. Maybe one day you’ll need something from someone in the entertainment industry, and maybe I can help."








