

  

    
      
    

  




  Chapter 1: Rebirth in Los Angeles


  

    In Los Angeles, USA, a second-hand Ford sedan sped west along Route 6. The young man driving seemed a bit intoxicated, with a drunken blush on his face.


    Suddenly, a pedestrian crossed the street. To avoid the pedestrian, the young man swerved sharply but crashed into the flowerbed by the roadside. The young man, now with a bloodied face, slumped motionless over the steering wheel.


    Onlookers quickly called the police. When the police arrived, they pulled the heavily breathing young man out of the car.


    The young man's expression changed. He looked at the traffic police putting handcuffs on him with confusion and was then taken to the hospital for an examination.


    Disoriented and at a loss, Evan Williams was just an office worker, dabbling in social media operations and participating in the production of web series.


    But following others in stock trading, he not only lost all of his savings but also mortgaged his house. One moment of inattention while crossing the street led to him being hit by a car.


    Then, he arrived here, in the body of a 19-year-old named Charles Carpe, who foolishly got himself killed in a drunk driving accident.


    "Damn, serves you right for drinking and driving!" Evan cursed silently while semi-reclined on the hospital bed. 


    Another confused youth ruined by hedonism. All he did was date and mess around. A breakup led him to drown his sorrows in alcohol? Fine. But then to drive drunk? And eventually crash and kill himself!


    After arriving at the hospital, the doctor quickly conducted a full-body examination on Charles. Luckily, there were only minor external injuries.


    Then the family was notified. Charles was settled into a ward to rest. His mind still in a state of confusion, he began to calm down.


    It could only be said that two unlucky souls had collided.


    Outside the ward, Charles Carpe's single mother, Evelyn Carpe, was communicating with the police.


    "Ma'am, he was driving under the influence. Although he crashed to avoid a pedestrian, there still must be consequences."


    "My boy wasn't like this before. He broke up with his girlfriend today and had a few too many drinks. It's his first offense in California; there should be some educational punishment, right?"


    The police and Mrs. Carpe spoke for a while. In the end, it amounted to a $300 fine, a verbal warning, and 100 hours of community service.


    At dusk, Charles Carpe, who was trying to gather his thoughts in his hospital bed, heard the sound of high heels outside the door.


    Evelyn Carpe, clad in a women's business suit, was close to forty, maintained her figure well, and had a few wrinkles on her face, hinting she had been quite a beauty in her youth.


    "Are you okay? The doctor said your body is mostly fine, maybe a slight concussion. You'll need to stay for observation for a couple of days," Evelyn said with a frown as she entered the room.


    This son of hers was indeed worrisome. As a manager at ETA (Endeavor Talent Agency), Evelyn's income wasn't high.


    Charles Carpe didn't attend college and began working various odd jobs at film sets around Los Angeles right out of high school, acting as an assistant or playing background roles.


    A handsome young man with blond hair and brown eyes, he made a good human backdrop.


    "I'm fine, feeling pretty good physically!" Charles didn't quite know what to say. Having a mother felt strange.


    Aren't people who transmigrate usually orphans? And this mom is just a small-time agent without much money or connections!


    "Rest up, then. I'll come to pick you up when you're discharged," Evelyn said as she left the room.


    It was now May 2001. Charles Carpe shook his head, needing to calm down and organize his thoughts.


    After two days in the hospital with no significant injuries, Charles was discharged and went home.


    Evelyn Carpe, driven by her career, once had big dreams like many young girls, which led to her having Charles and becoming a single mother.


    As for Charles' nominal father, according to Evelyn, he met his maker after passing out drunk in some alleyway.


    Evelyn lived in North Hollywood, a slightly better area than downtown Los Angeles, which was chaotic and slum-like, especially parts of East and West Los Angeles.


    North Hollywood was a working-class neighborhood. Being close to Hollywood, it had many film-related companies, a plethora of independent film production companies, post-production studios, and so on.


    ETA, the Endeavor Talent Agency, was the fifth-largest talent agency in Hollywood but still a long way from the giants like CAA (Creative Artists Agency) and ICM (International Creative Management).


    Especially compared to the leader, CAA, there was a significant gap.


    For two consecutive weeks, Charles combined community service with familiarizing himself with the information of this era.


    Of course, he also focused on understanding Hollywood's situation. He had memories of many hit movies and TV shows. Yet, he lacked the opportunity since he wasn't a screenwriter or director. Based on his previous work experience, he could barely qualify as a web series producer, and not one with much authority.


    "Sigh, this guy was truly a mess, not a penny saved. And he worked for two years!" Charles lamented on the last day after 8 hours of community service, walking home.


    He had only $220 to his name. Thankfully, living at his mom's place prevented him from being homeless.


    Upon returning home, he found several resumes on the living room table, likely belonging to small actors or dreamers aspiring to become stars.


    As an agent, discovering new talent was Evelyn's job, and her most notable client was a supporting actor in Buffy the Vampire Slayer.


  




  Chapter 2: Mulholland Drive


  

    In the early morning, as Charles was leaving the house, Evelyn also stepped out to get into her car, giving Charles a scrutinizing look.


    "That's a good outfit," she said.


    Charles looked down at himself. He was wearing a pair of pants and a white T-shirt. Well, it was indeed a stark change from his previous hip-hop style.


    Charles nodded. There was no way around it. He was almost thirty in spirit now; those hip-hop clothes just didn't suit him anymore!


    Evelyn drove to the ETA headquarters located in Beverly Hills. Well, most of the big agencies were in that area, between Century City and Beverly Hills, along Rodeo Drive and Santa Monica Boulevard.


    Meanwhile, Charles drove to the hotel to pick up Naomi Watts and then headed to the Universal Studios lot.


    Universal Studios is quite large, with nearly 40 soundstages. Universal Pictures definitely didn't need all of them, so they rented them out to other production crews.


    "A while ago, Evelyn mentioned that you seemed to have gotten hurt. Are you okay?" Naomi Watts knew Charles, so she showed some concern.


    Charles laughed and said, "I'm fine, just a minor head injury, but I've long since recovered."


    Soon, amidst their conversation, they arrived at the soundstage for reshoots of Mulholland Drive. Naomi Watts went to makeup and waited to start filming.


    Charles, now quite familiar with the surroundings, helped out here and there. However, he was much more serious than before, carefully observing the director's scheduling, cinematography, lighting, props, and general crew work on set.


    He didn't disturb the production crew, merely tagging along as Naomi Watts' assistant.


    In the afternoon, while Naomi Watts was shooting, Charles sat aside and started reading the script for that scene.


    "Naomi, in this scene, you need to be more hysterical. I want a performance that shows life's failures and losing faith in life! Take a ten-minute break," the director, David Lynch, explained. He was reshooting the scene that revealed the real truth for the protagonist in the movie.


    Mulholland Drive was an intricate mind-bender. It was crucial to distinguish between dreams and reality.


    Naomi Watts, looking quite self-critical, came over to rest. Charles handed her some water and a towel, and after some thought, he reminded her:


    "Naomi, you don't need to force this performance. Just integrate your own experiences from the past years. The character Diane's reality is one of complete failure, utterly opposite from her dreamland self. Think about your own past. Wasn't it worse than Diane's?"


    "Uh," Naomi Watts mused, seeming to grasp something.


    The success of Mulholland Drive couldn't overlook Naomi Watts' performance. Her own struggles in the entertainment industry mirrored Diane's strongest embodiment.


    Just like Diane in the film, who in her dream world had resourceful relatives, impressive acting skills, and a body and face to attract directors,


    In reality, Diane loved another woman, had average acting skills, and only got supporting roles, never being in the spotlight.


    Naomi Watts stared at Charles, somewhat surprised. "You understood the script?"


    "My mom brought it home before. I studied it when I had free time," Charles replied, his tone becoming a bit secretive.


    "Naomi, this film is quite good. It's a deep mystery. David Lynch is very adept with this kind of material. Though its audience might be niche, it will definitely attract a small devoted group, and these types of films are often favored by critics and award shows. When the movie releases, your performance will be seen by many. I believe in you!"


    "Thank you!" Naomi Watts said, though she clearly didn't fully believe it, she accepted the boy's well-wishes.


    However, with a $15 million investment, Mulholland Drive was already quite substantial. Naomi Watts had worked hard to get this opportunity and would certainly give it her all.


    As filming continued, Charles became silent. After all, Naomi Watts had genuine acting talent, undoubtedly more knowledgeable than Charles.


    Time flew by, and after a week of reshoots, it was over. The director moved on to post-production adjustments.


    Charles drove with Naomi Watts and Evelyn sitting in the back seats. Evelyn had come by two or three times that week, mainly to see if there was anything to discuss.


    "How are you feeling? The day after tomorrow, we're off to the Cannes Film Festival. Mulholland Drive is nominated for Best Director and Best Picture in the main competition. We'll need to promote the film then. Universal Pictures plans to release it in mid-October, which is the perfect time for this type of film," Evelyn explained the film's release strategy to Naomi Watts.


    The Cannes Film Festival's Best Picture is the Palme d'Or, which alongside Venice's Golden Lion and Berlin's Golden Bear, is one of the three major international awards, just below the Oscars.


    October's latter half coincides with the Halloween season, making it a good time to release thrillers and mysteries.


    Of course, other genres aren't uncommon either.


    "I know, I'll definitely cooperate fully with the promotional work!" Naomi Watts was also looking forward to Cannes.


    "How long will you be gone?" Charles, who was driving, suddenly asked.


    "Three to five days. It's the end of the month now; we'll return at the start of next month. Don't invite your rowdy friends over for parties at home, or else you'll have to move out again," Evelyn warned, giving Charles a stern glance.


    "No, I don't have money now. I've already returned the place I rented. I have just over $3,000 now, $1,000 of which I earned from Mulholland Drive, plus $1,000 in tips from Naomi, and the last $1,000 is my salary from you."


    Charles scratched his ear and smiled.


    "Charles did well in the crew. He was diligent and made friends with many behind-the-scenes staff, even chatting with David Lynch. The director mentioned he had a knack for scripts," Naomi Watts also chimed in with a smile.


    "Hmm?" Evelyn gave Charles a skeptical look, then looked at Naomi, unbelieving.


    Naomi Watts nodded to confirm the truth.


    "A knack for scripts? He can't even write one!"


    The conversation ended as they dropped Naomi Watts off at her hotel, and the mother and son returned home.


    After getting back, Charles reminded his mother, "This film Mulholland Drive is quite something. It will attract a devoted audience, and Naomi's acting is genuinely good. After the movie releases, her fame will definitely skyrocket.


    At the very least, she won't be without roles. Scripts will come to her, so you should keep her close!"


    Evelyn nodded and smiled. "I already know that. Given the two nominations in Cannes' main competition, I've been prioritizing her care."


    "Alright, get some rest. Tomorrow I'll head to the office to make arrangements, then we're off to Cannes. You should find a project to work on."


    Charles nodded. He needed money badly! $3,000 was far from enough!


  




  Chapter 3: Enough


  

    After Evelyn went to Cannes, Charles couldn't find a film crew for a while, so he picked up a barista job at a cafe on Hollywood Boulevard.


    The cafe owner, a chubby guy, hired Charles on the spot after the interview, saying directly, "I know you young, good-looking folks who come to Los Angeles to chase your dreams. So if you get an audition, just find someone to cover for you!"


    Alright, so Charles and a girl around his age, about 20, started working together.


    The girl's name was Riley, a young person who came to Los Angeles with dreams of becoming a star. Los Angeles has never been short on beautiful young people like them.


    What they needed most was an opportunity, just like Naomi Watts, who had waited for over ten years for her chance at age 33.


    The cafe paid $10 an hour, which was higher than the federally mandated minimum wage. Most of the income came from tips, though.


    During lunch, Riley asked Charles if he had participated in any productions.


    "I have, as a living background prop; I don't think the camera even caught me. Even if it did, no one would notice. I've also worked as an assistant handling miscellaneous chores, moving stuff, running errands," Charles shared, thinking Riley assumed he had the same starry dreams as her.


    'Nah, not me, I'm gonna make my own movies one day!' he thought to himself.


    "Is that so? Then I'm a bit better off; I've had some screen time," Riley smiled wryly. "Just for a few seconds as a passerby, no one would notice anyway."


    "Oh, look at this place. Every day, it attracts countless dream chasers, drawn to the glitz and glamour, making many persevere through hardship, tsk, tsk!" Charles said with a nonchalant tone.


    Anyway, Charles didn't mind being a barista. He was sweet-talking enough; making money wasn't tough for him.


    In half a month, Mullholland Drive won the Cannes Film Festival award for Best Director. David Lynch and the Coen Brothers, who were also famous in the independent film industry, won this award together.


    In those two weeks, Charles saved another $2,000, reaching a total of $5,000. It was really something!


    On the weekend, Charles went to Sony Pictures Studio in Culver City, not far from Beverly Hills. His mom, Evelyn, had pulled some strings and got him a position as a production assistant on the crime thriller Enough.


    Nothing special, it was what Charles wanted. He was tired of the grunt work and bit parts. Although being a production assistant still meant doing errands, he could learn a lot. Enough starred the sultry Jennifer Lopez, a revenge action film.


    Charles could have worked next door at the Spider-Man set. They were hiring a lot, given it was a live-action adaptation of Marvel's superhero Spider-Man, with a budget exceeding $100 million - a huge production.


    It was only 2001; Hollywood only produced about three or four movies a year with budgets over 100 million. Those exceeding $75 million were considered major productions.


    Enough had a production budget of around $30-40 million. Jennifer Lopez had achieved a lot in music, but her film career wasn't quite as noteworthy.


    Compared to other singers, though, she could be considered an actress, with numerous works to her name.


    Charles, as a low-level production assistant, served as an assistant to one of the producers' deputies. He didn't mind. At least he could learn the process by paying attention. If he focused, he could become familiar with all aspects of the crew.


    He worked for two months until the crew wrapped up their Los Angeles scenes. Charles not only earned $8,000 but also truly learned the process.


    It wasn't difficult. Each department had professional managers and staff. Unions could provide all kinds of talent, but filmmaking was indeed a money-consuming endeavor.


    Back at his rented house in West Hollywood, he found it hard to live with his nominal mother. It felt awkward, perhaps some time would make it better.


    Charles looked at the calendar, realizing 9/11 was fast approaching!


    However, he was broke. Otherwise, he'd consider shorting some airline stocks if he had enough capital. Would he be considered an accomplice of terrorists?


    New York wasn't safe!


    West Hollywood, next to Beverly Hills, was where the most bars in Los Angeles were. Many entertainment folks lived there. It wasn't as upscale as the Platinum Triangle of Beverly Hills, Bel-Air, and Holmby Hills.


    Once he had money, Charles wanted to buy several mansions north of Sunset Boulevard.


    ...


    At an ice cream shop, Charles was about to buy one when he saw the banana mascot at the entrance trip and fall.


    The person inside was trying to be funny. Charles kindly helped them up.


    "Thanks!"


    "No problem," Charles said. It was a girl, he saw through the holes in the costume. She seemed young but quite attractive. 


    After she walked away, Charles waited for his ice cream. Just as he was about to leave,


    "Nice to meet you. You've been coming for ice cream every night recently!" The girl had shed the funny banana suit already.


    "I'm Megan Fox."


    "Huh? Megan Fox!" Charles recognized the name. No wonder she looked familiar.


    Wasn't she the future sexy mechanic girl from the Transformers series? He looked again; it indeed was her; she was just very young now.


    "Wanna rest on that bench over there?" Charles pointed to a nearby bench.


  




  Chapter 4: Theatre Production


  

    In the evening, Charles hurried to his mother's place in North Hollywood.


    "What's up? Looking for another job on a film crew?" Evelyn glanced at her son, thinking he was trying to get work experience in a new film crew again.


    Charles shook his head and took out a flyer about the theater production of My Big Fat Greek Wedding. Pointing at the description on the flyer, he said, "This one-man show can be adapted into a movie. It depicts the family conflicts between Greek and American families regarding marriage - romance, comedy, and humor." 


    Charles continued, oblivious to his mother's expression, "Unlike the sweet romantic comedies of Meg Ryan, Julia Roberts, or Drew Barrymore, this is a lifelike comedic romance. It reflects the lives of other ethnic groups in American society.


    Nia Vardalos wrote this script based on her everyday life. She's a Greek-American dealing with such troubles. It's grounded in real life and will attract the audience's curiosity."


    Evelyn raised her hand and rubbed her forehead, staring at her animated son. She really didn't want to interrupt but, "Honey, first tell me what you want to do?"


    "Oh, I was wondering if you have any connections to develop this movie. I think it could be a big hit," Charles seemed a bit excited.


    "Do you know how long it takes to prepare a movie? The script, producer, director, actors, and crew members, the filming process, and then the marketing and distribution afterward. Do you think developing a movie is that simple?" Evelyn replied, looking at him as if he was dreaming.


    "Of course I know! Although this one is a low-budget independent film, and the script and actors aren't an issue, the main problem now is funding. I'm confident that with just a $5 million budget, we can make this movie. We can take it to film festivals like Sundance, SXSW, or the Toronto Film Festival; those are independent festivals and won't cost much.


    We don't have money for advertising. We'll rely on film festivals, independent art theaters, and word-of-mouth to build up its influence. This type of movie isn't a blockbuster; it thrives on long-term screenings.


    Of course, I also need your help, Mom. We're broke right now, so we need investors. To ensure my role and rights in the project, I want you to talk to Nia Vardalos about the movie adaptation and possibly sign a first-option agreement for the script."


    Alright, that was Charles' agenda. After all, he was a nobody right now, and no one paid any attention to him. Evelyn, at least, knew some people in the industry. If she approached Nia, she'd have a better chance of being believed.


    Evelyn stared at him for a moment, seeing how serious he was, making her feel somewhat conflicted. She sighed deeply and said,


    "Are you serious? You're only 19!"


    Charles nodded solemnly, "That's exactly why I need you to manage things up front while I handle things behind the scenes. And this adaptation will soon catch the eye of producers. We can't afford to wait. If we miss this opportunity, we'll lose out on a massive start-up fund."


    Evelyn pondered it for a moment and said, "Let me think about it. I need to go to the theater and see the performance."


    She was hesitant. Purchasing a newbie's script wasn't expensive unless it attracted a lot of attention, driving the price up.


    The cost of a stage play adaptation varied with its popularity, but even if she bought it, it wouldn't exceed $100,000, especially since it was a new play. Unless others showed interest and bid higher, it shouldn't cost more.


    Evelyn could afford $100,000, but she didn't have much in savings. Her annual income was around $200,000 to $300,000, and she had expenses. Currently, she had about $150,000 in savings - quite the dilemma.


    When Charles left his mom's house, he seemed deep in thought. He remembered clearly that this movie was discovered by a big star, Tom Hanks's wife Rita Wilson. Given Tom Hanks' reputation, developing a small-budget film for a few million dollars was a piece of cake!


    The movie promotion wasn't extensive, as it didn't feature big stars or famous directors - mostly newcomers. Posters weren't plastered everywhere, relying on community theaters, art house cinemas, and positive reviews over time.


    For days, Charles waited anxiously for his mom to call him. My Big Fat Greek Wedding wasn't particularly well-known in Los Angeles.


    It was, after all, just a one-man show that mainly attracted the Greek community, other ethnic groups with similar issues, and some artsy types.


    One day, Charles was chatting with Megan Fox. Over the past few days, they had become quite close. Being young, they didn't have many reservations.


    They were cuddling and kissing in a park pavilion when Charles received his mom's call, "Wells Coffeehouse, come over!"


    "Megan, I gotta go, got things to do!" As soon as he answered the call, he broke away from the kiss and ran off.


    Women, they can't beat the thrill of making money!


    West Hollywood, Wells Coffeehouse.


    Evelyn was sitting in a corner with Nia Vardalos.


  




  Chapter 5: Carpe Films


  

    CARPE Films' script for My Big Fat Greek Wedding had also been recommended by Evelyn to several independent production companies but was likely gathering dust.


    Talent agencies marketed actors and also pushed a series of things related to film and TV. Especially in the early '90s, CAA's package deals, bundling directors, actors, and screenwriters, significantly increased CAA's influence, expanding it into a behemoth.


    The studios' profits were thinned out, and one of the big seven, MGM, was on the decline and limited by these package deals. Meanwhile, CAA managed to aggravate the other six major studios.


    Ultimately, the top tier of Hollywood remained the "Big Six," who collectively suppressed CAA. Back then, Michael Ovitz, the CAA chairman, had topped Hollywood power lists for three consecutive years before switching to Disney in '95 to serve as president.


    Within just a year, Disney chairman and CEO Michael Eisner ousted him directly at a board meeting.


    Michael Eisner had been the king of Disney for almost twenty years, growing the company from a market value of just over $2 billion to $40 billion.


    Who dared to defy him? Michael Ovitz, despite having been his childhood neighbor and long-time acquaintance, was shown the door when he failed to impress Eisner.


    The "Big Six" studios were now part of large conglomerates, powerful and wealthy!


    Last year's tech bubble turned the merger of Time Warner and AOL into a joke, but the combined Time Warner AOL Group remained a giant.


    However, Time Warner and AOL had since split into independent companies.


    By September, Nia Vardalos was simultaneously adapting the movie script and performing onstage at a Los Angeles theater.


    One day, the performance proceeded as usual, with the actors on stage unaware of a particularly enthusiastic audience member.


    Rita Wilson, age 51, of Greek descent, resonated deeply with the performer's experience, having struggled in the US entertainment industry herself.


    However, she had another important identity: she was the wife of Tom Hanks, the Oscar-winning actor loved by the nation. After the show, she went backstage for a chat with Nia Vardalos.


    "I think this story would make a great movie. It could introduce more people to Greek customs and traditions. I bet Tom would love it too!"


    Nia Vardalos was a bit taken aback. "Someone already approached me and bought the script. They're seeking investment to develop it into a film!"


    "Oh really, who was it?"


    "Mrs. Evelyn Caper, an agent from ETA."


    That evening, Evelyn entered her son's rented apartment beaming with joy.


    "Charles," Evelyn knocked on the door.


    "What's up?" Charles asked, opening the door while holding several newspapers, his mind preoccupied with money.


    "Nia Vardalos called me; Tom Hanks' wife is interested. She will convince Tom Hanks to lead the film!"


    "Mom, we can't sell the script. I want to be involved in the movie. Tom Hanks can lead it, but I also want to be one of the producers and get my share of the earnings," Charles quickly pulled his mom inside.


    "Mom, you don't understand the value of this movie. It will be bigger than you can imagine!"


    "Alright, they only expressed interest; nothing's agreed upon yet. When they contact me, you can come along and meet Tom Hanks," Evelyn, although envious of celebrities, still loved the idea of meeting one in person.


    "That sounds good!" Charles was relieved. Celebrities didn't excite him; it was their resources and capital that did.


    "Wait for further notice. Since you've got no work lately, join me at the office mailroom tomorrow!"


    "Uh, okay!"


    In September, Los Angeles remained warm as usual. With California's ample sunshine, it was indeed the best place for convertibles.


    ETA Agency headquarters was located at the end of Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills.


    Dressed in a suit, Charles arrived at the company. The receptionist checked his information and led him to the mailroom.


    The mailroom of a talent agency was notoriously famous; many industry giants had started there.


    However, 95% couldn't persist.


    The first day of work started soon enough. Charles quickly understood why many couldn't handle it.


    "Charles, grab a coffee for Charlie and some fries and nuggets for Lina."


    "Oh, and then pick up the custom suit for Shawn from the tailor, and don't get it dirty."


    Fetching coffee, fries, suits, printing documents, moving boxes...


    In the afternoon, driving to deliver checks to a big star's yacht party, and booking dinner reservations in the evening...


    Charles was a bit overwhelmed; he felt like a mere assistant! ETA, being relatively new, only six years old, had drawn many stars and agents upon its founding.


    After working diligently at ETA for a few days without hearing from Tom Hanks and his wife, a major event from New York caught up.


    Everyone was frightened. Notably, many Hollywood stars stopped traveling on commercial flights and switched to private planes.


    Charles ran errands, answered phone calls, printed documents - a whirlwind of activity. At least, he kept himself in the loop with Hollywood news, right?


  




  Chapter 6: Revenue Sharing Negotiations


  

    On the weekend, Charles had a rare day off and enjoyed sleeping in. He woke up feeling fresh and rejuvenated.


    Shortly after, Evelyn came over, cast a glance at him, and said, "Tom Hanks and his wife want to meet me for a chat. Change your clothes and let's go!"


    "Tom Hanks!" Charles's eyes lit up. It's already the end of the month. Could Tom Hanks be interested?


    Charles quickly changed his clothes and grabbed a folder as he headed out.


    Evelyn was a bit puzzled but didn't think much of it.


    Charles and his mother arrived at the meeting place early, and after waiting for about half an hour, Tom Hanks and his wife arrived.


    It was a cafe in Beverly Hills. Evelyn and Charles stood up to greet them.


    "Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Hanks!"


    "Good morning, Ms. Carpe!"


    "This is my son, Charles Carpe. He admires you a lot, Mr. Hanks, so I brought him along!"


    "Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Hanks!" Charles greeted with a smile.


    After the four of them sat down, Tom Hanks smiled and said, "I heard from Rita that the script for My Big Fat Greek Wedding has been bought by Ms. Carpe. Since Rita is of Greek descent, she really likes the story, and I also think it's a great story for a movie. So, I'm interested in acquiring the script."


    Just as Evelyn was about to speak, Charles tugged her arm. With a confused look on Evelyn's face, Charles took out a document and handed it to Tom Hanks.


    "Mr. Hanks, this is a movie proposal I've been working on for My Big Fat Greek Wedding. Could you please take a look? Turning the stage play into a movie is also my idea!"


    Tom Hanks, though a seasoned professional, was a bit taken aback but smiled and accepted the proposal after a moment of surprise.


    As for Rita Wilson, she couldn't help but chuckle after her initial shock. A movie proposal by a kid?


    Evelyn turned her head towards Charles, completely baffled.


    Charles merely patted his mother's arm gently, signaling her to stay calm. This was to seize the initiative; otherwise, given their relative statuses, they wouldn't be on equal footing with Hanks and his wife.


    Tom Hanks began to actually go through the proposal. Initially, he seemed just to skim through, but the more he read, the more interested he became. The budget was modest, only 5 million dollars. Apart from Nia Vardalos as the lead, the rest of the cast and crew would be newcomers.


    The proposal included preparation, production, and post-release promotional strategies, focusing on minority communities in the U.S.


    Though a bit rough, it could be polished into a complete proposal with some professional refinement.


    "Did you do this?" Tom Hanks asked, astonished after reading the proposal.


    "Yes, I've been preparing this for over a month, ever since I saw the stage play," Charles replied calmly.


    Tom Hanks looked at Evelyn, who shrugged, still a bit confused.


    "I knew Charles was working on some movie proposal every night, but I thought he was just doing it for fun!"


    Tom Hanks nodded. Despite his easy-going demeanor in films, the real Tom Hanks was sharp.


    "Charles, what are you thinking?" He had realized it was time for negotiations.


    "Carpe Film Production Company participates in the production. I want to be one of the producers, and we will not ask for any upfront script fees or producer's salary. Carpe Film Production Company wants 15% of the global box office and DVD profits after the movie is released," Charles stated directly.


    Evelyn was taken aback but remained silent, wondering when her son had become so impressive.


    "Kid," Tom Hanks smiled, feeling a great liking for Charles, "making a movie isn't that simple. I have to organize the production crew, finance it, and find distributors. Asking for 15% is too much.


    I'll buy the script for $150,000. You get a percentage of the net profit from the box office as a producer, and after the film is released, you'll get a box office bonus of up to $1 million!"


    Charles shook his head, signaling the start of negotiations.


    In the end, Charles proposed a tiered revenue share structure.


    "For North American box office grossing up to $25 million, Carpe Film Production Company gets $200,000, including script and producer fees, plus 5% of the net profits; up to $50 million, the revenue share stays the same but with an additional $100,000 producer fee.


    For box office grossing over $50 million, 7% of the profits plus at least a $500,000 check.


    For box office grossing over $100 million, 10% plus at least a $1 million bonus, and for grossing over $150 million, 12.5% plus a $2 million bonus.


    For over $200 million, 15% percentage of the box office profit plus at least a $3 million bonus.


    Overseas box office and DVD revenue shares will follow the North American model!"


    [Note: I think the percentage numbers make sense for a new producer. If anyone thinks otherwise, please suggest what the values should be. If I think they are better, I will update.]


    Charles's conditions shocked everyone. Could he really be that ambitious?


    Tom Hanks laughed out loud. It was just a low-budget romantic comedy with a $5 million budget and mostly newcomers.


    "North American box office hitting over $50 million, over $100 million, and even $200 million?"


  




  Chapter 7: Finally Started Filming


  

    Los Angeles, Beverly Hills, Hollywood Planet-themed Restaurant.


    Charles was happy today, so he and his mother, Evelyn, decided to visit this movie-themed restaurant in the evening. The restaurant was famous because its shareholders included Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, Bruce Willis, and Demi Moore.


    Well, Bruce Willis and Demi Moore just got divorced last year.


    "Ever since that car accident, you've changed, but I'm happy about it," Evelyn said, raising a glass of champagne and clinking it with Charles's.


    Charles smiled and asked, "How about the two young actresses I mentioned to you? Have you signed Scarlett Johansson and Keira Knightley yet?"


    "Uh," Evelyn looked a bit embarrassed. She had only researched it and hadn't taken any action. Keira Knightley wasn't a problem, but Scarlett Johansson would require some effort.


    "Alright, let's move quickly. They're not famous yet, so signing them now is easy. You'll regret it when they become stars," Charles said, knowing his mother treated his words with little concern.


    "I'll handle it soon," Evelyn replied, realizing she needed to take it more seriously, probably because her son had been chatting confidently with big stars like Tom Hanks.


    "Naomi got the lead role in DreamWorks' remake of the Japanese horror film The Ring. Mulholland Drive must have helped, and they have a budget of over $50 million!" Evelyn informed Charles.


    Mulholland Drive was about to release officially. During preview screenings, it was well-received by critics and professionals. The film was very profound.


    It was a typical art film, unlikely to achieve much commercial success but held significant artistic value.


    "The Ring! A Japanese horror remake with a $50 million budget? Looks like DreamWorks' strategy of high-concept films with large productions and promotions is their foundation," Charles observed. Spielberg had pursued high-concept films for years and been quite successful.


    Now, they were even daring enough to invest so much in a horror film. No wonder DreamWorks' debt kept climbing until they had to sell. After all, DreamWorks had more flops than hits, and their losses were substantial.


    DreamWorks only had domestic distribution channels, so for high-concept films, they relied on overseas markets and partnerships with other major studios for funding, sharing risks but also losing a significant part of the overseas profits.


    In the end, Steven Spielberg, one of the founders responsible for live-action films and a shareholder of DreamWorks, still took a substantial salary for shooting films for the studio.


    Ultimately, the three founders made significant profits, while the debts remained with DreamWorks. They couldn't expand and grow, so selling to Paramount in 2006 due to high debt became inevitable, with even the hit Transformers unable to save them.


    "And Megan Fox...," Charles added.


    Evelyn nodded, "Don't worry. I know what to do. Pretty models have their uses too."


    With preparations for My Big Fat Greek Wedding starting, funding and distribution channels were secured with the involvement of Tom Hanks.


    After finishing her scenes for Bad Boys II in LA, Megan Fox said goodbye to Charles and prepared to return to Florida.


    In the evening, in a park near Charles's rented room in North Hollywood, Charles was discussing things with Megan Fox.


    "I told my mom what you mentioned last time. She believes it's not a big issue. She'll help you with a career plan!"


    Megan Fox nodded and smiled, "Great, just call me if there's an audition."


    She bit her lip and hugged Charles's waist, wondering if Mrs. Carpe might help her get better roles.


    Charles paused and suggested, "You're still young. Finish high school first; otherwise, many roles won't suit you. You also need to systematically study acting!"


    Without acting skills, she'd be just a pretty face, but even for that, Megan Fox was too young - surely she'd have to wait until adulthood. Unlike Scarlett Johansson and Keira Knightley, who started as child stars, Megan was just a model with no experience.


    Charles saw Megan off from Los Angeles later that night.


    Soon after, Mulholland Drive began screening in North America, though in limited theaters since such films rarely had wide releases.


    Starting with limited screenings, it expanded to 66 theaters. With no big stars and being a mind-bending mystery, the distribution company didn't invest much in promotion.


    The box office wasn't high, but the film received positive reviews. Some people loved it, bringing Naomi Watts into the spotlight.


    DreamWorks' The Ring started filming, further boosting Naomi Watts' visibility.


    Charles wasn't too concerned, as he was heading to Chicago. Preparations for My Big Fat Greek Wedding were complete.


    Filming was set to start at the end of the month. With few actors and locations, it was a low-budget romantic comedy focusing on cultural clashes among ethnic minorities.


    Chicago, a major city in the North, a hub for transportation, culture, and finance in the North American Great Lakes region, was also known as the crime capital of America.


    The main creative team for My Big Fat Greek Wedding included director Joel Zwick, lead actor John Corbett, and lead actress Nia Vardalos.


    Neither the director nor the actors were well-known in the industry.


    Tom Hanks' production company had assigned a dedicated producer, and Charles joined them.


    Tom Hanks' wife, Rita Wilson, loved the film and would be on set. Meanwhile, Tom Hanks was working on Road to Perdition, a thriller-adventure project produced by DreamWorks and 20th Century Fox.


    In late October, My Big Fat Greek Wedding finally started filming in Chicago.


  




  Chapter 8: Chicago


  

    The shooting schedule for My Big Fat Greek Wedding was less than two months, around fifty days.


    It was a low-budget independent film with a production budget of $5 million, which wasn't bad. At least it was better than those B-movies with budgets of just one or two million dollars.


    Charles was on set every day. Even though he was young, he wore the producer's badge. Mrs. Hanks seemed to also value Charles highly.


    The crew, although simple, was professional. The scenes were easy to set up, and they had to complete the movie within the budget.


    The shooting progressed smoothly. After all, it was just a low-budget romantic comedy; not too challenging.


    "Next door is the Chicago crew, the musical adapted musical film. They're having a wrap party tonight, and I got an invite," Rita Wilson said, looking at Charles in a restaurant.


    "Want to go? You get to see the beautiful Catherine Zeta-Jones! Didn't you say she's gorgeous?"


    Rita Wilson and Evelyn Carpe, Charles's mother, got along well when Evelyn visited the set. They both had kids, so they had plenty to talk about.


    "I know. The male lead is Richard Gere, the female lead is Renee Zellweger, and the supporting actress is Catherine Zeta-Jones," Charles said, pretending to be deep in thought, "The decline of musical films is inevitable. Even if Chicago succeeds, it'll just be a flash in the pan. Miramax is distributing this film, and the Weinstein brothers have quite an eye for movies. I heard director Rob Marshall added new elements to Chicago, combining musical with crime, so it might be refreshing."


    Rita Wilson wasn't surprised. He always acted mature beyond his years.


    "Alright, get ready and come with me tonight. Your mom said you used to love parties, but now you're always on set. Are you really that interested in movies?"


    Charles had indeed stayed obediently on set for almost a month. He nodded and smiled, "I've been pushing for my mom to support My Big Fat Greek Wedding. I plan on making it my stepping stone to success. Once it's successful, I'll have the capital to develop more movies!"


    Rita Wilson smiled and said, "Even though the entertainment industry is booming, more movies lose money than make money. You need to think it through."


    "I know. The development of the film industry can't be rigid. The appearance of VHS tapes in the 1980s brought the first fast lane for movies, the first golden decade. In the 90s, the arrival of VCDs and DVDs ushered in the era of blockbusters. The entertainment industry is currently in its golden growth period. Independent film production companies are emerging rapidly with the increase in home entertainment revenue," Charles said with a smile, "Mrs. Wilson, look, even Hollywood's major six studios have started cultivating their independent labels or acquiring famous ones. Now is the best time. Let's see who makes it to the end!"


    Rita Wilson sighed, "It's also the worst time. Independent film production companies are being suppressed by the major studios. Either they join them, or they get blocked from distribution channels."


    "So, capital and channels are essential. You can't make too many mistakes," Charles said confidently.


    Rita Wilson still thought Charles was too young to see the full picture. But since he was just a small player now, it didn't hurt to dream.


    That evening, at the Hilton Hotel in Chicago, the Chicago crew organized a grand party.


    Charles thought about the high-grossing film company with envy. Chicago had a global box office revenue of $300 million with a budget of less than $50 million, with $100 million from North America alone. That was something to be jealous of.


    Following Rita Wilson in, he was undoubtedly nobody; no one would care about him.


    Charles didn't mind. His main focus was finishing My Big Fat Greek Wedding and waiting for its release.


    As for other ambitions, who could say now? Nonetheless, Charles hoped to get more support from Tom Hanks, perhaps to develop another low-budget movie.


    He went to a corner and sat on a sofa, lost in thought. The lack of funds was the main problem.


    Scanning the hall, it was like a madhouse - many were crew members, while the stars gathered in groups chatting.


    Indeed, Catherine Zeta-Jones was quite stunning. At 31, Charles couldn't help but take a few more glances at her. However, she had married Michael Douglas, who was 25 years her senior. What a pity!


    "Charles, come over!" Rita Wilson suddenly waved at him from not far away.


    Charles got up and walked over. Next to Rita Wilson was Catherine Zeta-Jones.


    "Catherine, this is Charles Carpe, the producer of our crew. He's a huge fan of yours!"


    "Good evening, Ms. Zeta-Jones. It's a pleasure to meet you!" Charles genuinely thought she was beautiful, wearing a sexy red low-cut dress. Wasn't she cold? It was November in Chicago, not exactly warm.


  




  Chapter 9: Catherine Zeta-Jones


  

    Charles held onto Catherine Zeta-Jones as she was about to fall.


    Catherine Zeta-Jones patted Charles on the arm, signaling that he could let go now.


    "Oh, sorry!" Charles quickly released his hold on Catherine Zeta-Jones. The woman, slightly tipsy from drinking and still a bit flustered, looked a bit disheveled.


    Catherine nodded, staring back at Charles - young and handsome. Fueled by the alcohol, Catherine Zeta-Jones pulled Charles to sit on the couch.


    "Alright, I'm leaving," Charles said, standing up.


    Catherine Zeta-Jones also stood up but stumbled, and Charles quickly caught her.


    Their eyes met; they could smell the alcohol on each other.


    Their lips met, and the two didn't leave the lounge.


    By the end of November, My Big Fat Greek Wedding had finished filming, and Charles had returned to Los Angeles. As for Catherine Zeta-Jones, he hadn't seen her since that night.


    Evelyn brought Charles, who had just returned from Chicago, along with the newly signed Scarlett Johansson to meet with Sofia Coppola.


    "This is Scarlett, right? I actually have a script idea I'd like to turn into a movie," Sofia Coppola said, smiling at Scarlett Johansson.


    They then discussed the script, mainly addressing Scarlett Johansson.


    At 17, Scarlett Johansson was indeed tall and graceful, sexy and beautiful.


    Evelyn was rather courteous to Sofia Coppola. Although Sofia had not yet made her mark in the film industry, her last name, Coppola, commanded respect from Evelyn.


    Francis Coppola's daughter!


    Scarlett read the script while Sofia Coppola explained it on the side: "The story revolves around two foreigners in Tokyo who, unable to fit into the local culture, engage in an extramarital affair. I hope Bill Murray can play the male lead, and I particularly like Scarlett's performance for the female lead."


    Unspoken but understood, being here with his mom today really paid off.


    Wasn't this the script for Lost in Translation?


    Before Evelyn and Scarlett could respond, Charles asked, "Sofia, why set the story in Tokyo and not some other place?"


    The three were taken aback, and Evelyn awkwardly patted her son, explaining, "Charles has been working with Tom Hanks' production company on a low-budget romantic comedy, My Big Fat Greek Wedding, and just returned from Chicago."


    What a smooth move. Evelyn had effectively praised her son, highlighting his collaboration with Tom Hanks on developing a movie.


    Scarlett Johansson turned to look at Charles again. She had always thought Evelyn Carpe was behind the production of that movie, with Charles just there to learn.


    So, that's how it was!


    "Oh," Sofia said with interest, laughing as she explained, "because I lived in Tokyo for a while when I was about twenty. The experience deeply moved me, inspiring this script idea."


    "Mmm, an older man and a young woman lost in love in a foreign land?" Charles nodded in agreement, "The plot is concise, and the story is straightforward and smooth - a great concept!"


    Sofia laughed, showing a beaming smile to Evelyn. "This young man is quite interesting. But Evelyn, once I finish the script, can you help me find a company to support the movie's development?"


    Evelyn looked puzzled. Given that Sofia was Francis Coppola's daughter, why would such a small-budget film need external help?


    Charles, sensing his mom Evelyn's confusion, asked, "Sofia, you want to direct this movie yourself, don't you?"


    "That's right. I want to direct! Although the film's budget doesn't need to be high, finding support is still challenging. Plus, I prefer not to rely on my family for everything."


    Charles abruptly stood up. "Sofia, I want this story. Carpe Film Production Company will support your creation!"


    "You?" Sofia Coppola turned to Evelyn, full of doubt.


    Unfazed, Charles continued, "The script isn't finished yet; it will take some time. Sofia, wait until April next year when My Big Fat Greek Wedding premieres; then I'll have the funds."


    "This... you..."


    "Don't rush. Even if My Big Fat Greek Wedding fails, I can still persuade Tom Hanks' production company to support you. Mrs. Hanks has a lot of confidence in me!"


  




  Chapter 10: Chapter 10


  

    In December, as the award season approached, many art films piled up for release, followed by public relations campaigns for the Oscars in the coming year.


    Hollywood's various star-studded parties and receptions were abundant. Movie companies, talent agencies, and PR firms all revved up their promotional machines to publicize movies and lobby the judges.


    Naomi Watts' outstanding performance in Mulholland Drive had already left a lasting impression. Evelyn, of course, did her best to help, but her influence was limited; securing a nomination for Naomi Watts in the Oscar acting categories was still very difficult.


    This year, The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring and Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone each grossed over $300 million at the North American box office, both making it into the top ten highest-grossing films in North American cinema history. These were undoubtedly the biggest blockbuster movies.


    The former was produced by New Line Cinema while the latter by Warner Bros. Pictures, and both companies were subsidiaries of the Time Warner Group.


    New Line Cinema was originally a subsidiary of Turner Entertainment, the parent company of CNN, but after Turner Entertainment merged into Time Warner, New Line Cinema became a film subsidiary just like Warner Bros.


    However, New Line Cinema, having risen to fame through horror films, lacked international distribution channels and naturally could not compare in size to one of the Big Six, Warner Bros.


    This time, New Line Cinema took a huge gamble on The Lord of the Rings, and it definitely paid off, stealing the spotlight.


    Meanwhile, the big gossip news in Hollywood this year was the divorce of megastars Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman.


    After the divorce, Nicole Kidman achieved critical and commercial success with two low-budget films, Moulin Rouge and The Others, marking a career resurgence post-divorce.


    Moulin Rouge and The Others both grossed over $100 million at the North American box office, and their Oscar nominations were practically a given.


    The days of Nicole Kidman being known merely as the beautiful Mrs. Cruise seemed long gone.


    My Big Fat Greek Wedding was also in post-production, set to release in April next year.


    Meanwhile, Charles' mother had recently finalized Scarlett Johansson's contract and now secured Keira Knightley's contract too.


    In the office rented by Carpe Films, after signing Keira Knightley to a talent contract, Evelyn said with a conflicted expression: "Charles, I have no one left now. Only these three actresses remain!"


    "It's fine. Quickly recommend Keira Knightley's resume to Disney. Pirates of the Caribbean is in the works!"


    "You really think Keira will get the part?" Evelyn was obviously worried.


    "She has an advantage. She's pretty and has that British charm," Charles reassured. "That's a Disney production with over a hundred million dollars in investment, and the female lead has a significant role. This year's war romance blockbuster Pearl Harbor made the unknown British actress Kate Beckinsale famous, greatly increasing her popularity."


    Now, Evelyn was also looking forward to it. Otherwise, what was the point of going through all the trouble to sign Keira Knightley?


    "Kate Beckinsale?" Charles thought of this name. "Underworld seems promising."


    Charles had already seen the trailer for Resident Evil; it would be released next year. News about Underworld, however, seemed absent.


    "What, interested in her?" Evelyn asked, looking confused. "I don't have the resources to sign her!"


    Charles shook his head, "No, just thinking about my next project. Forget it. Mom, you should focus on Keira Knightley's Disney project casting. That's the main thing!"


  




  Chapter 11: Chapter 11


  

    That year's Christmas wasn't as lively compared to the past. 9/11 still instilled a sense of fear in many people.


    There were also significantly fewer Christmas cards being sent and received, as people were worried about any unpleasant occurrences.


    Evelyn's late-blooming actress, Naomi Watts, had finally seen the fruits of her labor. Just after finishing the filming of The Ring, new roles were already coming her way.


    In a small office rented by Carpe Productions in West Hollywood, Megan Fox and Charles Carpe, who had just arrived in Los Angeles, were tidying up the place.


    The more Charles looked at it, the less satisfied he was. He needed to rent a bigger space now that he had some money. However, he couldn't even afford employees at the moment.


    "This is Carpe Productions?" Megan Fox joked as she sat on a chair.


    "It's temporary," Charles said as he opened a distribution contract sent over by Tom Hanks' production company.


    Tom Hanks had arranged for IFC Films, an independent film production and distribution company with its own arthouse theaters, to release My Big Fat Greek Wedding.


    Under Tom Hanks' persuasion, IFC Films agreed to take only 15% of the box office as a distribution fee. Carpe Productions would be one of the co-producers, with Hanks' company handling most of the production and investment.


    Without Hanks' influence, the distribution fee would have been higher, probably over 18%. As part of the production team, Charles would only get paid after the theaters, distributors, and other costs were accounted for, and profits were split.


    The basic revenue share was very low, thanks to the lack of bargaining power. Major film companies, which handled both production and distribution, could charge up to 30% of the box office for distribution if the director or actors weren't influential enough. This could render the production team financially insolvent, leaving directors, actors, and producers without a cut.


    The accounting precision of major film studios was something even Wall Street elites admired.


    The contract stipulated that IFC Films had to spend at least $1.5 million on advertising for the movie's promotion and ensure it opened in no fewer than 100 theaters.


    The release date for My Big Fat Greek Wedding was set for next year.


    After reading the contract, Charles called his mother to inform her of the specific release date and asked if they might need help, as post-release promotion would certainly involve celebrities.


    "By the way, has Sofia contacted you?"


    "She has. She said she'll show you the script once it's fully polished," his mother, Evelyn, explained over the phone.


    "Great. Let her know that once the movie is released, Carpe Productions is ready to support her directorial debut."


    "I will. Sofia and I have known each other for nearly ten years, so there's a bit of camaraderie there. That's why she came to me directly with movie inquiries," Evelyn added.


    After hanging up the phone, Charles sat in a chair, tapping his fingers on the table. The April release, a limited opening, meant time was needed for long-term screening.


    Revenue sharing wouldn't be immediate. The quickest way to earn money would be to wait for positive reviews and then use the revenue-sharing contract to secure a bank loan.


    Megan Fox stood behind Charles, massaging his shoulders. She leaned down and kissed him lightly, offering comfort, "Don't worry, once the movie is out, things will be fine. After all, tons of movies don't even make it to theaters each year, going straight to DVD!"


    "Relax, I'm not worried," Charles replied, grabbing the hand of the woman on his shoulders.


    "I'm just thinking about how to make money quickly."


    He pulled Megan Fox onto his lap. Earning his first pot of gold would indeed take time.


  




  Chapter 12: Interpersonal Relationships


  

    In Los Angeles, a grand Christmas party was being held in the banquet hall of the Beverly Hilton Hotel.


    Naomi Watts specifically gave Charles an invitation, bringing him along to the party to meet some people or see the world.


    "Wow, there are a lot of people here. Hollywood sure is a place full of glitz and glamor!" Charles whispered with a laugh as he entered the venue with Naomi.


    "Tonight, many stars, singers, models, and entrepreneurs are here, covering fields like culture, business, sports, and media," Naomi quietly explained.


    Charles nodded in agreement. "It's also a good place to find opportunities!"


    The scene was filled with various handsome men and beautiful women. Many pretty women were accompanying older, overweight men. Hollywood never lacked beauties; it lacked opportunities.


    To get opportunities, one had to give something in return - a fair trade. Of course, one had to avoid being taken advantage of.


    Naomi looked around for a while and then took Charles to a corner of the hall. Nicole Kidman was there, chatting happily with others.


    Charles understood. His mother had probably asked Naomi to introduce him to Nicole Kidman, who was now an absolute top-tier star.


    Even though she had just divorced Tom Cruise, this year's releases of The Others and Moulin Rouge were indeed outstanding.


    "Nicole, this is Charles Carpe, a talented young film producer!"


    "Hello, Ms. Kidman!" Charles greeted proactively.


    "Good evening!" Nicole Kidman looked at Charles and then at Naomi. He was a film producer?


    "Charles just finished working with Tom Hanks and his wife on a romantic comedy, which will be released in April next year," Naomi explained, understanding Nicole Kidman's curiosity.


    "Hey, not bad!" Nicole Kidman smiled. She herself was preparing to produce her first film.


    After exchanging a few casual words with Nicole Kidman, Charles moved on. A now hugely popular Nicole Kidman wouldn't spend much time on a newcomer like him.


    In the past two years, due to her emotional entanglements and divorce from Tom Cruise, Nicole Kidman had grown closer to Naomi Watts. Introducing Charles was a gesture of goodwill.


    Hollywood was a vanity fair, and Charles felt it was reasonable. As a small fry, he had to actively cozy up to others.


    Holding a glass of wine, Charles navigated through the hall, greeting everyone he met courteously, regardless of whether he knew them.


    Mingling in the crowd, Charles felt out of his element since he didn't know anyone.


    "Good evening. I'm Charles Carpe. Not quite used to the atmosphere here, huh?" Charles noticed a sexy girl with chocolate-colored skin standing by herself and took the initiative to strike up a conversation.


    The girl turned her head. "Oh, good evening, I'm Jessica Alba!"


    Seeing it was a young and handsome boy talking to her, she responded with a smile.


    "I'm a new film producer and I'm here hoping to find some opportunities," Charles said, spreading his hands a bit helplessly. Opportunities were scarce.


    Jessica Alba nodded. "I'm an actress, and I'm here hoping to meet some people too."


    Jessica Alba was currently known for playing in the sci-fi series Dark Angel. She had gained some recognition but was still a small-time actress. Most of her film roles were minor with little impact.


    Charles nodded and began chatting casually with Jessica Alba. When he noticed the actress Anne Hathaway nearby, Jessica Alba revealed a clear look of envy.


    Jessica Alba was 20, while Anne Hathaway, at 19, had garnered fame this year with The Princess Diaries, establishing her image as a sweetheart princess.


    "Envious?" Charles asked with a smile, understanding that the allure of big-screen movie roles was far greater for TV stars.


    Jessica Alba smiled. Of course, she was envious. She had been in the industry since '93, but her well-known roles were still on TV.


    "You're a producer! What films have you worked on?"


    "My Big Fat Greek Wedding, it's a low-budget romantic comedy set to release in April next year. I worked on it with Tom Hanks and his wife," Charles didn't hide anything as it was part of his resume.


    The two chatted for a bit more. To Charles, Jessica Alba was just a pretty face, a sexy vase. Likewise, Jessica Alba saw Charles as a newcomer, a minor assistant on a film set.


    "Sir, good evening. I overheard you mentioning that you've worked with Tom Hanks on a film?" A middle-aged man approached Charles.


    "And you are?"


    "I'm Len Wiseman, a film art director and editor. I've worked on many Hollywood blockbusters!"


    "Anything you need?" Charles didn't recognize this man, who seemed to be around 30.


    "I have a script which I'm perfecting with other writers. I'm looking for a production company to support it!"


    Ah, another one seeking investment. Charles himself needed support. How could he support someone else?


    "Sorry, I can't help you!" Charles politely declined.


    "Wait, sir, it's a story about a power struggle between a new breed of vampires and werewolves, with a dark Gothic style."


  




  Chapter 13: Standard Operating Procedure


  

    "Did you say there's a good script?" Nicole Kidman asked Charles.


    Charles nodded and explained, "It's a genre film about vampires and werewolves. It's different from those old Universal ones, it's more of a noble Gothic dark style. Artistically, it's nothing special. It's a commercial film, a bit like that Resident Evil live-action adaptation coming out next year."


    Speaking of game adaptations, last year's Tomb Raider was the most successful, and its sequel was already filmed and set to release next year.


    Nicole Kidman pondered for a while. She was feeling quite ambitious and wanted to produce movies herself.


    "Let me take a look at the proposal later. I'll get back to you after I read it."


    Charles nodded and then left.


    "This Charles Carpe, he's young and ambitious!" Nicole Kidman vented to her friend Naomi.


    "Maybe he really sees potential in it!" Naomi shrugged. "Are you interested too?"


    Nicole Kidman nodded and smiled, "I am indeed interested in investing in films now. A few years ago, a female director from New Zealand, Jane Campion, got the rights to adapt a novel into a script. She's been hoping I'd play the lead. I invested but did not play the lead. The role was too bold. Meg Ryan, who's seeking a career change, agreed to play the lead."


    "Investing in movies can easily result in losses," Naomi was still somewhat concerned.


    "It's a low-budget film with a $10 million production cost. Jane Campion, who won the Palme d'Or at Cannes for The Piano, has good enough skill!"


    Nicole Kidman's been Mrs. Cruise for over a decade, and she had saved a considerable amount of money, around fifty to sixty million dollars. Besides, she wasn't funding the entire production herself.


    Meanwhile, Charles had Len Wiseman give the project proposal to Nicole Kidman and then wait for her response.


    Soon, Len Wiseman handed over the prepared proposal to Charles.


    "The script's pretty much done, along with storyboards and various directives," Charles said while flipping through the documents. It seemed this editor was eager to direct his first film.


    After handing the script to Nicole Kidman, Charles and Len Wiseman waited for her reply until after the New Year.


    It wasn't until after the Golden Globe Awards in 2002, where Moulin Rouge won Best Motion Picture - Musical or Comedy, Best Actress - Musical or Comedy, and Best Original Score, that they heard back.


    At the Golden Globes, Charles and Len Wiseman went to Sony Entertainment's headquarters in Culver City, Los Angeles.


    Screen Gems, a subsidiary of Sony, specialized in producing and distributing horror, thriller, and other non-mainstream B-movies.


    Nicole Kidman's film In the Cut would be released by Screen Gems.


    Outside the Screen Gems president's office.


    "Charles, this is Screen Gems' president Peter Schlessel. Screen Gems has some interest in the Underworld script," Nicole Kidman informed Charles. Although she wasn't interested in Underworld, she forwarded it to Screen Gems as a favor.


    "Thank you, really appreciate it!" Charles was genuinely thankful since the distribution of the film, one of the most critical aspects, was now secured.


    "Wiseman, make sure you perform well!" Charles had been spending a lot of time with Len Wiseman, as Carpe Productions was deeply involved.


    "Understood," Len Wiseman knew he had to persuade Peter Schlessel on how much Screen Gems would invest.


    "Sir, our vampires in this story are different from the usual. They involve genetics..."


    Charles listened on the side and had to admit that Len Wiseman, with his background in art, had a way with words, especially in describing his character directives.


    Peter Schlessel listened and nodded approvingly, "Not bad, Screen Gems can distribute this movie but can only provide $5 million as production funding."


    "Five million dollars!" Len Wiseman and Charles had different reactions. One was relieved to finally have a backer, while the other knew more funding was needed.


    "Sir," Charles suddenly spoke after Len Wiseman finished, "we have Kate Beckinsale lined up to play the lead role Selene!"


    "Kate Beckinsale?" Peter Schlessel was surprised, and Len Wiseman was even more shocked. When did this happen?


    "Kate Beckinsale agreed to star?" Peter Schlessel asked.


    Charles nodded, "We are very confident we can persuade her to play the lead!"


    "If Kate Beckinsale agrees to star, Screen Gems will increase the investment to $10 million!" Peter Schlessel decided.


    After leaving Sony Pictures, Len Wiseman was still puzzled.


    However, Charles didn't bother to explain. Right now, securing Kate Beckinsale was crucial. Whether recruiting other actors or continuing to attract investors, they needed her star power.


    "Wiseman, we'll divide and conquer. I'll go with my mother to meet Kate Beckinsale, and you contact Constantin Film, Village Roadshow Pictures, and other film investment companies. The budget for Underworld needs to be at least $20 million," Charles said.


  




  Chapter 14: Underworld


  

    In West Hollywood, inside the minimalist office of Carpe Films, Evelyn, Charles, and Len Wiseman were seated on chairs.


    "Did we plan for today?" Charles asked his mother.


    Evelyn nodded and replied, "Lisa will bring Kate over for discussions, and it'll be up to you all to convince her."


    Charles nodded. After a short while, Kate Beckinsale and her agent Lisa Kasteler arrived together.


    "Charles, did you secure the investment?" Lisa asked.


    "Screen Gems agreed to a $10 million investment, but it's not enough. We've reached out to Village Roadshow in Australia and Constantin Film in Germany, and they are both interested in our movie," Charles said as he glanced at the charmingly exotic beauty, Kate Beckinsale, and inquired, "So, what do you think about Underworld?"


    Kate Beckinsale nodded and said, "It's a type of movie I've never done before, and there are quite a few action scenes!"


    "Right, it's of that style, but it could also become part of your style. Every actor should have their own unique charm," Charles remarked. Recently, Kate had gained fame through the blockbuster Pearl Harbor, albeit mostly as eye candy.


    Thanks to the success of Pearl Harbor, her popularity was still high, and many film companies definitely hoped to leverage her fame to develop their movies.


    "In Underworld, Kate is absolutely the female lead, the soul of the film," Charles commented, glancing at Len Wiseman with a smile. "I'm sure you've seen the character design we've prepared for Kate in the movie. It's outstanding."


    Lisa nodded. Underworld was a commercial film that highlighted the female lead.


    "So, what about Kate's pay? $2.2 million is really too low. Kate's current market value is at least $4.5 million!" Lisa pushed for a higher price now that major issues had been ironed out.


    "Kate only got a beginner's salary of $50,000 for Pearl Harbor, right?" Evelyn joined the conversation.


    Lisa shook her head and smiled. "You can't look at it that way, Evelyn!"


    Lisa, from CAA, and Evelyn, from ETA - it was often understood without saying much more.


    "$4.5 million is too much. We can give a $1.5 million advance and a 5% share of North American box office profits," Charles countered.


    "$2.2 million advance and a 9% box office profit share," Lisa responded.


    Charles shook his head earnestly, "A $2 million advance and a 7% share of North American box office profits is our top offer, and Kate must sign a three-film contract."


    The negotiations were tough. As Kate's agent, Lisa aimed for a high price for her first film after Pearl Harbor.


    Despite the mixed reviews and lower-than-expected box office of Pearl Harbor, it hadn't been a complete loss.


    In any case, Kate Beckinsale had established her own name.


    Ultimately, Kate Beckinsale signed a three-film deal for Underworld with a $2.2 million paycheck plus 8% share of North American box office profits for the first film.


    "We did it. Village Roadshow and Constantin Film will invest $6 million and handle distribution in Australia and Germany, respectively," Len Wiseman said excitedly.


    "Great, that brings us up to $16 million. Get moving on assembling the crew, casting actors, choosing filming locations, and setting the shooting schedule as soon as possible," Charles said, rubbing his temples.


    "I'll take the distribution contracts from Screen Gems and the other two companies to the bank for a loan. We should be able to secure $6-7 million from the bank, completing our budget!"


    "Mom, please get a lawyer to help with Germany's film tax rebates. With Constantin Film involved, it should be simpler."


    Charles had been planning for a while to secure European tax rebates for independent films. Germany's film fund was known for being generous.


    Soon, throughout February, the Underworld crew began preparations. Charles secured a $6 million loan from the bank with the distribution contracts.


    Now, the Underworld production budget stood at $22 million, which was enough. Kate Beckinsale's involvement indeed made the preparation process much smoother.


    With funds in place, tasks like casting and location scouting, which had previously been lined up, could now proceed quickly.


    Carpe Films was producing, while Screen Gems, Village Roadshow, and Constantin Film would handle distribution, making it a collaborative effort.


    In 2002, the Hollywood event of the year, the Oscars, arrived as expected. 


    Charles didn't pay much attention, but the highlight of this Oscars was Halle Berry winning Best Actress for Monster's Ball, becoming the first African-American woman to win the Oscar for Best Actress in history.


    After the Oscars, it was April. Charles became quite anxious as My Big Fat Greek Wedding was finally set for release. IFC Films secured 108 theaters for its release.


    At Carpe Films, Charles sat alone in his office chair, lighting a cigarette.


    Suddenly, the door swung open. Evelyn walked in, beaming with joy. She saw Charles smoking in his chair but ignored it.


    "Charles, Keira Knightley landed the lead role in Pirates of the Caribbean. It's a magic-epic blockbuster with an investment of over $100 million, comparable to Pearl Harbor. The competition was fierce," Evelyn exclaimed, thrilled that Keira had secured the lead role.


    "Congratulations. Is Keira preparing for the role?" Charles asked.


    "She's gone back to the hotel. She'll return to the UK with her mother the day after tomorrow and then join the production crew," Evelyn replied.


    Charles nodded. Both Keira Knightley and Scarlett Johansson seemed to still be under 18.


    "By the way, any word from Sofia Coppola?" Charles remembered the script for Lost in Translation.


    Evelyn shook her head and analyzed, "I guess she's waiting for the release of My Big Fat Greek Wedding to see how it performs before contacting Carpe Films."


    Charles thought for a moment and agreed - who would waste time on him otherwise?


    "Isn't there a movie premiere tonight? You're not going to check it out? Just going to stay here?" Evelyn asked, puzzled.


    "Where's your hot girlfriend? Still in Florida?"


    "She's studying, only 17. I'm already 20. What conversations can you have with a minor?" Charles explained randomly.


    Evelyn sat down, knowing her son was a bit nervous right now. She decided to stay and keep him company.


  




  Chapter 15: Released


  

    April, August, and October were generally slow months in the U.S., and many low-budget independent films were released during these times.


    With the U.S. producing nearly 1,000 movies annually, more than half were able to get theatrical releases.


    The remainder were often poorly made films with budgets under $1 million and went straight to the home video market.


    The advent of DVDs transformed the film industry, allowing many independent production companies to thrive solely in the home video market.


    On the same day, 20th Century Fox released the thriller High Crimes, starring Ashley Judd and Morgan Freeman, a mid-budget production with a $42 million budget.


    In comparison, My Big Fat Greek Wedding opened in just 108 theaters, while High Crimes opened in 2,700 theaters!


    On its opening weekend, My Big Fat Greek Wedding made only $600,000, whereas High Crimes raked in $14 million!


    IFC, through market research, had a strong outlook on the word-of-mouth for My Big Fat Greek Wedding, so they began to increase their marketing expenditures.


    The following week, the number of theaters showing the film increased to 247, with a weekly box office of $2.14 million.


    Simultaneously, Universal Pictures' sci-fi action film The Scorpion King was also released.


    By the end of the month, My Big Fat Greek Wedding was in 440 theaters, and its North American box office had reached $12 million.


    For a low-budget romantic comedy made for just $5 million, this momentum led IFC Films to further increase its promotional investments.


    However, starting in May, the competitive summer season began, and lacking resources, IFC focused on leveraging the film's growing reputation to compete in smaller theaters.


    "Small potatoes, no wonder they can only release low-budget indie films," Charles was fuming after a call with the distributors from IFC, ready to slam down the phone.


    "It's not bad at all. Right now, My Big Fat Greek Wedding is showing in almost 500 theaters, making around $4 million weekly!" Evelyn said with a smile.


    "Charles, you did it!"


    Of course, Charles knew they had succeeded. North American box office earnings had already surpassed $15 million, and the per-theater average hadn't decreased.


    The staying power of My Big Fat Greek Wedding was no secret; it was just that IFC's distribution capabilities were inadequate. Any independent label under a major studio would have easily secured over 1,000 theaters by now.


    In the Napa Valley of Central California, at the Coppola Estate vineyard.


    Sofia Coppola was reading newspapers and entertainment magazines like The New York Times, The Washington Post, Empire, and The Hollywood Reporter.


    "My Big Fat Greek Wedding is a real dark horse," Sofia muttered to herself, "Charles said he would solve the funding problem, and it looks like he did!"


    "Sofia, what's up?" a graying Francis Coppola asked as he entered the room and noticed his daughter in a daze.


    "Right, didn't you already write a script and plan to shoot it? I read it; it's pretty good. The budget isn't too high either. Do you need Dad's help?"


    Sofia turned her head, looked at her father, and then shook her head with a smile. "No need. I think the problem is already solved!"


    Shaking the newspaper in her hand with a smile, she said, "Charles Carpe, the young producer of My Big Fat Greek Wedding, is very optimistic about my film. He told me to wait until his film was released, and he really did succeed!"


    "Oh?" Francis Coppola was taken aback, then took the newspaper to read.


    "Isn't this the film that Tom Hanks developed? Did Carpe Productions also participate? Looks like it will have a long theatrical run and strong staying power, but the distribution company's capability is lacking."


    Francis Coppola had left Hollywood years ago, but he still had an eye for talent.


    Indeed, many outsiders thought that the main credit for My Big Fat Greek Wedding belonged to Tom Hanks and his wife since they were the investors and producers, and they found the distributor, too.


    As for Charles Carpe and Carpe Productions, they were seen as the supporting characters next to the leading stars.


    Sofia Coppola laughed, "Charles is a good young man. He bought that script last year with money borrowed from his mother. He was only 19 at the time. 


    Later, the Hanks couple also liked the script, but Charles insisted on collaborating with Carpe Productions as a participant, and they signed a profit-sharing agreement that everyone thought was a joke.


    No one expected the kid to actually succeed; the movie's box office prospects are promising!


    Alright, Dad, I think I should give Evelyn a call and congratulate Charles!" Sofia said as she stood up.


    ...


    Los Angeles, West Hollywood, in the office of Carpe Productions.


    Len Wiseman was discussing the progress of Underworld preparations with Charles.


    "Gothic architecture - we'll probably need to go to Eastern European countries. Staff have already gone to Hungary and other nations to discuss it, and Kate Beckinsale is undergoing a series of action training," Len Wiseman, who had been preparing the crew recently, said.


    "Locations, actors, and other preparations will probably be completed by June, and I think we can start shooting in early July!"


    "Start shooting in July," Charles pondered as he set down the project plan. "It'll take about two or three months to shoot, that shouldn't be a problem."


    "By the way, I heard that My Big Fat Greek Wedding is doing well, congratulations!"


    Charles smiled, "Don't worry, after Underworld releases next year, you'll be hearing a lot of congratulations too."


    In May, Spider-Man and Star Wars: Episode II - Attack of the Clones had both been released, with more blockbusters expected in June and July.


    Charles didn't know how much box office My Big Fat Greek Wedding could claim in the summer, even though he knew it would have a long run. But a prolonged release wasn't exactly pleasing to Charles.


    "Charles, Sofia called. She wants to meet up; her script is finished!" Evelyn notified him over the phone.


    "Great!"


    Looking around the empty office, Charles grew increasingly dissatisfied. Carpe Productions needed to hire staff to get on track!


    Sofia Coppola was coming for funding, and Carpe Productions now indeed had some money. Screen Gems had paid $2 million for the pre-production work of Underworld. Shouldn't Village Roadshow and Constantin Film also chip in? After all, it would take less than two months to shoot the movie.


  




  Chapter 16: Chapter 16


  

    "Your office is really...," Sophia planned to snipe a few comments as soon as she entered Carpe Productions.


    "Temporary, just temporary. Soon we'll move to a bigger place and hire more staff," Charles quickly explained. Truly, the rich have no idea what it's like to be poor.


    "So, when can we start filming Lost in Translation?" Sophia asked directly.


    "Anytime. As long as you're ready, we can start anytime," Charles said, though even if Sophia's preparations were nearly complete, there still needed to be some work with the crew, right? Two to three months, at the very least?


    Sophia nodded. Seeing Charles's confidence, she felt reassured!


    "$4 million, no less. I will handle the filming, the rest is up to you. You get what I'm saying?"


    "I understand. I'll handle the distribution. Worst case, I'll distribute it myself," Charles boasted.


    "Alright, I'll wait for your notification!" Sophia thought Charles was purely imagining things. Self-distribution, how many people did a young kid even know?


    After Sophia left, Charles alone picked up the script and started reading. Lost in Translation was actually a pretty decent script.


    Two lonely people in a foreign land spark a romance, but since they are both married, they don't take the plunge in the end.


    Night fell on Los Angeles. The city lights began to shine, and the dazzling neon lights created a mesmerizing view.


    West Hollywood, known for the most vibrant nightlife in L.A., had the most bars where many Hollywood stars would come to unwind.


    In the Eighth Club bar, Charles approached the bar and ordered a cocktail, pondering his thoughts.


    Underworld was commissioned by Screen Gems for Carpe Productions to make, and Charles earned a production fee. Lost in Translation would be his own investment, and the distribution company was yet to be decided.


    In another part of the bar, two British actresses striving in Hollywood were chatting and laughing.


    "Kate, your daughter's 2 years old now, right?"


    "Yes, she's about six months older than your son," replied Kate Beckinsale.


    The other woman, who had married an American, was Catherine Zeta-Jones.


    "You've taken on an action film? Something about vampires and werewolves?" Catherine inquired.


    "Yes, we're set to shoot in Eastern Europe in July," Kate Beckinsale didn't hold back.


    "The producer is very young, only 20. The current movie My Big Fat Greek Wedding is also produced by him!"


    Catherine Zeta-Jones smiled, "I know Carpe Productions. His name is Charles Carpe. Last year, during filming in Chicago, our sets were close by."


    Catherine Zeta-Jones vividly remembered that night in the Chicago Hilton Hotel lounge, where she and Charles had a wild time almost all night!


    "Now I see. He looks very steady, mature for his age, diligent in his work, and polite. A good young man," Kate Beckinsale praised with a smile.


    "I need to go to the restroom!"


    With that, Kate Beckinsale left the booth for the restroom.


    "I'm sorry, I'm really tired!" Charles turned down another girl's flirtation, casually placing a bill on the bar counter before leaving.


    "Charles."


    "Kate."


    In the hallway, Charles ran into Kate Beckinsale returning from the restroom.


    "What a coincidence. Alone?" Kate Beckinsale seemed not to notice any friends with Charles.


    Charles nodded, "Feeling a bit down tonight, so I came out for a drink. Just came over from the office."


    After all, Carpe Productions was right on the next street, but Charles lived in North Hollywood.


    "I'm here with a friend you know, Catherine Zeta-Jones. You guys were on the set together in Chicago," Kate Beckinsale said as she invited Charles to join them.


    From Catherine Zeta-Jones' chatter, it was clear she thought the young man was alright.


    "Catherine, long time no see!" Charles greeted with a smile as he entered the booth.


    "About six months! Congratulations, My Big Fat Greek Wedding is doing really well," Catherine responded with a polite smile, without any awkwardness.


    "When does Chicago release?"


    "End of the year, December!"


    "A Christmas release is good for Oscar contention, gives you an edge," Charles commented casually, as Miramax had a lot of expertise in award strategies.


    "Moulin Rouge has received rave reviews. Looks like there's still a market for musicals," Catherine had heard before that Charles wasn't optimistic about musicals. Yet last year's Moulin Rouge had also been a success.


    Moreover, from the internal screenings of Chicago, everyone felt it was better than Moulin Rouge!


    "Let's drink," Charles said. What more could he say? Over the years, only these two musical films had succeeded. What about the failures?


    "By the way, Charles, how do you balance commercial and art films?" Kate Beckinsale brought up. It was known that a few actresses under Evelyn's management were ones Charles thought highly of.


    Especially fellow Brit Keira Knightley, whom Charles had suggested his mother sign. In just a few months, she landed the lead role in the big movie Pirates of the Caribbean.


    Charles looked at Kate Beckinsale, then at Catherine Zeta-Jones. In his eyes, during their peak, they were only second-tier stars at best.


    Catherine was doing slightly better, nearly a top-tier star before she got married. As for Kate Beckinsale, in Charles's view, she was barely second-tier. If it weren't for the Underworld series, she wouldn't have had much attention.


  




  Chapter 17: First Share


  

    In the highly competitive Hollywood summer season, My Big Fat Greek Wedding, driven by word of mouth, prompted IFC Films, a new distribution company, to approve increased marketing expenses.


    By the end of May, My Big Fat Greek Wedding was showing in over 1,100 theaters, and its North American box office finally surpassed $50 million.


    Compared to other films, My Big Fat Greek Wedding was indeed an oddball, typically movies earned most of their revenue within the first four weeks and then moved to smaller theaters for long-term runs.


    At Carpe Films, Charles held the $500,000 check Tom Hanks had just sent over.


    "What's the matter? Didn't you call them hoping to get the bonus earlier? Tom Hanks doesn't care about $500,000. After hitting $50 million, they'll give you at least a $500,000 bonus - it's in the contract," Evelyn looked at her son, confused.


    Charles shook his head and said, "Does Hollywood always like cash checks? Wouldn't it be better to wire it directly to Carpe Films' account?"


    "If you don't like it, next time..."


    Before Evelyn could finish, Charles got up from the chair, "Who wouldn't love Hollywood's nouveau riche style? Anyone who doesn't love it is full of it!"


    He flicked the check lightly, listening to its pleasant sound - truly delightful.


    "Fine, hand it over to Sophia," Charles reluctantly handed the check to his mother so she could pass it to Sophia for the preparation of Lost in Translation.


    Evelyn explained, "The contract is already signed. The director and actors' salaries, plus the script purchase, come to about $1 million! The remaining $3 million will be the filming budget. Salaries for art films aren't high, and Sophia, being a rookie director, will also take rookie pay."


    "You'll be the agent, and I'll be the producer. This arrangement shouldn't be a problem, right?" Charles understood that as long as the rookie director's pay wasn't below the union minimum wage, $300,000 for the script and director was enough.


    Bill Murray's salary was $450,000, and Scarlett Johansson's was $250,000. This price was fair for a low-budget art film.


    Evelyn smiled and said, "It's okay. Right now, you're only developing low-budget films. Scarlett isn't a star yet; she's an experienced young actress. For them, getting an opportunity is more important than the pay. 


    My inbox is flooded with emails recommending actors. I've also helped with recommendations for Underworld. But you don't seem to care much about the supporting roles!"


    Charles sighed, "It's an independent film, with external investments. Even I'm just a newbie with little say. Screen Gems, Village Roadshow Pictures, and Constantin Film all sent their people over to participate. How much input do you think I can have?


    Once we have Kate Beckinsale confirmed, they'll handle the rest of the casting. I just need to ensure the film's overall direction is on point."


    "Exactly, independent film financing isn't just difficult; it also easily loses control unless with an experienced producer and director," Evelyn agreed.


    "In the future, if Carpe Films grows and I have more actors under me, I could become a high-level partner in the company and transition to manager," Evelyn said as she handed a $100,000 check to Charles. "Keep it. $400,000 should be enough for Sophia to prepare the crew!"


    "Alright," admitted Charles, broke with under $10,000 to his name.


    Leaving Carpe Films, Charles headed to Sony Pictures Studios to check on the preparation of Underworld.


    In Los Angeles, Culver City, inside a studio at Sony Pictures Studios, Underworld rented this space for casting and costume fittings.


    "How's it going?" Charles asked after Len Wiseman viewed a few more actors.


    "The vampire lord needs someone with a medieval aristocratic vibe, older, with a significant role. The other roles are easier to cast; the casting director will arrange it!" Len Wiseman, as one of the directors and writers, had invested a lot of effort into this film.


    "We still have time. Just take your time finding the right actor. Have you settled on the shooting location?" Charles didn't rush.


    "We're settling on Budapest, Hungary. The city offers not only beautiful locales but also the ancient medieval atmosphere with lots of Gothic architecture - perfect for our scenes!"


    "Can we flesh out the script some more? Set up a larger world with the bloodlines, werewolves, and humans, leaving plenty of room for sequels," suggested Charles, hoping Underworld would face fewer logical inconsistencies in future series.


    Compared to the simplicity of Lost in Translation, the Underworld crew was much more complex, with more action scenes and characters.


    Len Wiseman, not a fan of using special effects, required higher physical capabilities from his actors for certain stunts.


    With Carpe Films having allocated $400,000 for Sophia Coppola to prepare her project, assembling the crew was a breeze.


    By June's end, My Big Fat Greek Wedding expanded to about 1,600 theaters, with North American box office earnings reaching $100 million.


    In addition to another $500,000 check rewarded by Tom Hanks, Charles could now cash in on the early box office share.


    Under normal conditions, a film's distribution company would pay returns to the production team within a month of its release to allow for faster recoupment of costs.


    But My Big Fat Greek Wedding had such a small release that it took nearly three months for its North American box office to surge prominently.


    Meanwhile, Charles, now short on funds, had a solid reason to request an early portion of the revenue from the production company after nearly three months.


    Luckily, Tom Hanks, in good spirits, didn't give Charles a hard time. The North American box office of $100 million started being divided up early.


    Out of the $100 million, after deducting the cinemas' shares, there was $61.2 million left. Subtract IFC Films' 15% distribution fee of $18 million, which left $43.2 million.


    Based on current circumstances, with North American earnings surpassing $100 million, Charles's share was 10%. Although industry predictions suggested the film would surely exceed $200 million, nobody would pay in advance.


    Also, the marketing expenses were yet to be tallied by the distribution company, which would only happen when the movie's shelf life ended.


    Charles got $4.3 million out of his originally agreed share.


    Ultimately, if My Big Fat Greek Wedding crossed $200 million in revenue, Charles's share percentage would be recalculated and adjusted for the $4.3 million already paid.


    "Mr. Carpe, $4.3 million has been wired to Carpe Films' account," the accountant at a West Hollywood accounting firm employed by Carpe Films reminded Charles seated on the sofa.


    "Thank you!" Charles responded. There were indeed many such firms in Hollywood, specializing in auditing, taxes, and consultancy, with lots of familiarity with film contracts.


  




  Chapter 18: Distribution Channels


  

    Hollywood, Universal City Plaza, in the office of the President of Focus Features, a subsidiary of Universal Pictures.


    This year, the new Focus Features was just formed by the merger of Good Machine Productions, Universal Focus Features, and USA Films. James Schamus, one of the co-chairs of the newly formed company, was reviewing a film distribution request from Carpe Pictures.


    "Two Americans in Tokyo find it hard to integrate due to cultural and language differences. They are drawn to each other due to loneliness and have an affair. Ultimately, they rediscover faith in the infinite possibilities of life."


    "Is the director Sofia Coppola?"


    "Yes, she is Francis Ford Coppola's daughter!"


    An assistant responded, "Carpe Pictures is a new small company. They were involved in the development of My Big Fat Greek Wedding and Underworld."


    "Lost in Translation is independently produced by Carpe Pictures, with a low budget!"


    As one of the founders of Good Machine Productions prior to the merger, James Schamus knew from the cast and scenes that this film's production budget was unlikely to exceed $5 million.


    "New director, new producer; let's see how the film turns out after shooting," Schamus wasn't in a rush. "Focus Features doesn't lack independent films seeking collaboration. The Coppola family may be influential, but business is business."


    Moreover, Carpe Pictures didn't just send their plans to Focus Features. They also sent them to other independent film distribution companies like Sony Pictures Classics, Paramount Vantage, and Fox Searchlight Pictures.


    Let's see who would be interested in distributing Lost in Translation?


    As for Miramax and Lionsgate, Charles knew that they had too many films to distribute.


    Miramax, for instance, released about thirty films a year. Many of them disappeared after a few days in theaters and they were now starting to produce big-budget films.


    Lionsgate was similar. They released many films annually, but most of them were heading straight to the DVD market.


    A film like Lost in Translation, an art film, didn't appeal much to Lionsgate, which preferred horror, thriller, violence, and political-religious B-films.


    "Miramax is the titan of the indie film industry. If they distribute it, there's a big chance to sweep the awards," Evelyn was chatting with her son about Carpe Pictures.


    "They love to hold back films. It's normal for them to shelve a movie for a few years before releasing it. Plus, they're involved in several big productions right now, so their focus will likely be there," Miramax was indeed strong, no doubt about it.


    "You know, Lost in Translation is just a script right now. Distributors wouldn't sign a distribution contract so easily without any heavy-hitting filmmakers attached," Evelyn was worried her son might be left holding the bag.


    Charles waved it off, chuckling, "No rush, let's shoot it first. Then we'll send copies to these independent distribution companies. Even if no distribution contract comes through, we'll just take it directly to the film festivals."


    As for using Tom Hanks' connections, if he's not investing in the film, why would he care?


    "Perhaps the Coppola family would provide some resources by then," Evelyn was equally open-minded. Hollywood connections always had their use.


    "The Underworld crew has already departed for Budapest. Aren't you going?"


    "Of course, I'm going. Constantin grabbed over $2 million in tax rebates from German film investors. They seem to be starting overseas presales now. The film hasn't even started shooting, but they expect to roll back $10 million first," Charles liked this kind of operation. It's what Hollywood loved the most.


    Germany's policies were too enticing. Besides offering tax rebates for film investors, the best part was that films didn't have to be shot in Germany or involve German actors.


    They just needed the film rights and future profits to belong to the German investors. However, the film needed to be generated by German investors and couldn't be directly bought as a finished product.


    For Hollywood, this was simple! Sell the film rights to German investors first, then lease them back at a reduced price of about 10% for production and distribution, signing a future rights repurchase agreement.


    What the German investors held would be an entrusted film production and distribution agreement in Hollywood, making everyone happy.


    However, this policy loophole in Germany would be gradually patched up in the next two to three years. Securing film tax rebates was quite challenging; there was an annual quota. It depended on the film's fit with the criteria, shooting locations, and the cast.


    In this regard, big studios had the advantage over independent films. Commercial blockbusters brought more to the table in terms of local tourism or cultural enhancement compared to art films.


    "I'm the producer. Of course, I have to check things. Carpe Pictures' funds need my hard work."


    Charles planned to head to Budapest, Hungary in a week. However, he had a few hundred thousand dollars on hand now that needed to be spent.


    First, Carpe Pictures needed a new location as the current office space was inadequate. Then, they needed to acquire scripts or ideas.


    Finally, hiring. Flying solo wasn't practical, and not having an assistant was just unacceptable.


  




  Chapter 19: Budapest


  

    In a small park south of Burbank in Los Angeles, near the Los Angeles River.


    A somewhat old three-story building was chosen by Charles as the new office location for Carpe Productions.


    "Just a simple renovation will do. The place is pretty spacious, and it's conveniently located near highways 5 and 134. Walk to the left, and there's the headquarters of Disney, Warner Bros. Studios, and CBS," Charles thought it was decent enough.


    "Mom, help me take care of this. I need to go to Budapest for about half a month!" he said.


    Evelyn waved her hand, "Don't worry, I'll handle the recruitment for Carpe Productions. I'll take care of hiring the regular staff for you."


    "Charles, you need an assistant!" Evelyn insisted.


    Charles nodded, acknowledging that finding a good assistant was no easy task.


    After signing the lease, Charles asked his mother to oversee the renovations. He then headed straight to the set of Underworld in Budapest.


    Hungary, Budapest, in the office on the Underworld set.


    "Henry, you have a lot of experience!" Charles remarked while chatting with one of the executive producers on set.


    Henry Winters, hired by Screen Gems as a producer to manage the crew, had been doing a great job. Charles had been there for three days and was impressed with Henry's work.


    "I've worked on quite a few film projects before. I've been involved in both art films and commercial films," Henry Winters said with a smile.


    "Oh, by the way, My Big Fat Greek Wedding is a surprise hit right now. Its box office numbers are still climbing with the increased number of theaters," he added.


    Charles smiled, "Thanks. But that's really because Tom Hanks believed in it and handled the investment and distribution. Without him, who knows when this script would have been developed!"


    Henry Winters nodded in agreement. Independent producers had a hard time securing investment and distribution.


    Charles walked to the window, looking down at Kate Beckinsale in her striking black leather costume. Her short, sharp hairstyle and fair complexion made her stand out.


    "Our movie benefits greatly from Kate's look," Charles praised.


    "In March, Screen Gems released Resident Evil, a video game adaptation by Constantin Film. It made $40 million in North America and has earned over $40 million overseas, still counting. It's predicted to cross $100 million globally," Henry Winters continued.


    "With an investment of around $33 million, it's also a major female-led movie. Milla Jovovich is also moving towards action roles," he added.


    "This time, Screen Gems is leading again, with Constantin Film also investing. The two films are somewhat similar," Charles joked, noting that was likely why Screen Gems supported them so quickly.


    "The vampire and werewolf themes are always there, but you can't ignore the video game audience from Resident Evil. The adaptation is significant, but it also feels fresh to many," Henry Winters analyzed.


    Charles nodded in agreement, affirming that zombie movies always had an audience.


    "Adapting video games to movies is tricky. Balancing between staying true to the original storyline and keeping it interesting is tough. A poor adaptation could upset the game fans," Charles laughed.


    "This box office result for Resident Evil should appease the game fans for now," he added.


    Henry Winters laughed as well. The challenge of game-to-movie adaptations was precisely that - box office results were the ultimate measure.


    "Lara Croft: Tomb Raider is a successful adaptation. Angelina Jolie's portrayal of Lara was spot on, and both game fans and regular audiences accepted it," Henry Winters remarked.


    "Tomb Raider? Yes, I agree," Charles nodded. "The sequel must still be in production. Paramount really values this IP."


    For Paramount, known for its struggles with handling IP series, the disappointing outcome of Tomb Raider 2 was not surprising.


    After Viacom acquired Paramount in 1993 and put Sherry Lansing in charge, Paramount made a lot of successful movies.


    But Paramount's decline was about to start. Mission: Impossible was their most notable IP, but the third movie, although planned, was delayed since Tom Cruise was busy with other projects.


    "Charles, you had the writers refine this movie's world-building and timeline to prepare for sequels, right?" Henry asked.


    "Yes, to make it more logical and enrich the plot a bit. It also better highlights the character Selene," Charles didn't hide his intentions. Improving the plot imperfections to pave the way for a sequel was always a good idea.


    Avoiding redoing parts of the background for sequels made the continuation seem more natural.


    "But none of this matters if the current movie doesn't satisfy the investors with its box office performance. If it does well, the writers will develop a sequel storyline. It all depends on Len Wiseman's directorial debut," a good box office result typically led to sequels in Hollywood, either through continuation or prequels.


    After a day of filming, the crew members went back to the hotel to rest.


    "Charles, wanna join?" Kate Beckinsale invited when she saw Charles coming out after changing clothes.


    "I'm not heading back to the hotel. Tomorrow is the weekend, and I'm planning to explore the city. I've heard Budapest's scenery is pretty good," Charles replied, knowing it was called the Paris of Eastern Europe, the Pearl of the Danube.


    Kate Beckinsale smiled, "Great, I'll treat you to dinner, as a thank you!"


    For Kate, Charles emphasizing the female lead in the film was a significant benefit. Despite being young, he had already made good money with My Big Fat Greek Wedding.


    A new producer participating in two movies a year was quite impressive.


    Charles didn't refuse the offer. Having a familiar face along was better than exploring alone.


    The two then drove to the city center. Budapest is bisected by the Danube River, essentially two cities combined: Buda on the left and Pest on the right, together forming Budapest.


    In July, Budapest's temperature was only around the twenties, perfect for escaping the summer heat. Winters here, however, were cold.


    On the set, while holding the script, director Len Wiseman had just walked out, looking for Kate Beckinsale to discuss the script.


    "Kate? I think Charles mentioned wanting to explore the city. Kate drove him there, and they've been gone for a while," a crew member responded when Len Wiseman asked about her.


    "Charles, huh?" Len Wiseman shook his head and went back to the hotel to rest.


  




  Chapter 20: Love of Monsters


  

    Charles and Kate Beckinsale first found a restaurant for dinner when they arrived in the city.


    "Been shooting for over ten days now, how's it going?"


    Charles took a sip of red wine and then asked this English Rose.


    "Quite interesting," Kate Beckinsale smiled slightly without much thought, "I've never done this type of film before, it's a novel experience. Action scenes aren't too bad, thanks to my dancing background, the training's been quite satisfying."


    Charles asked another question.


    "I heard you dropped out of Oxford University to act," he inquired, somewhat puzzled, "Is it the Oxford I know in London?"


    Kate Beckinsale laughed and nodded, saying, "Yes, that Oxford. I majored in French and Russian literature. Entering the entertainment industry was partly because I love it and partly because it pays well!"


    It was an honest answer. The entertainment industry indeed had a great lure for many people. Although Hollywood was filled with people lacking formal education, Charles himself felt that even as a serious high school graduate, he could outshine many. But Hollywood did have a few from top universities!


    He heard that Matt Damon also dropped out of Harvard University, and Natalie Portman was still pursuing her studies at Harvard while acting and hadn't dropped out.


    Charles shrugged and laughed, "You know, Hollywood is full of undereducated folks. Someone like me, who graduated high school, is actually quite decent!"


    Kate Beckinsale, on the other hand, was a real high achiever!


    "Charles, if you want to get into college now, it shouldn't be hard. Plus, your current achievements have already outpaced countless young people," a twenty-year-old millionaire in America was indeed rare; this guy was absolutely self-made.


    Charles shook his head. In his past life, he had studied way too long.


    Kate Beckinsale didn't dwell on the topic further, considering she had spent three years at Oxford University.


    Smart as she was, Kate Beckinsale couldn't quite read Charles, this young man, who felt very deep and enigmatic to her.


    For Charles, he couldn't understand why those from Harvard, Oxford, or Yale would come into the entertainment industry either.


    "The entertainment industry is an interesting place!" Charles previously didn't see it so clearly, but now, thanks to his status and background, he was slowly understanding the essence of Hollywood.


    "Everything's got a price tag, there's almost no moral constraint, profit comes first, right?" Kate Beckinsale laughed.


    "Well, everyone's just getting what they need," Charles said, shaking his head. Kate Beckinsale certainly wasn't like the naive and sweet kind of female stars; she saw things clearly.


    Kate Beckinsale knew well that even though Charles had just joined the crew for three days, some pretty girls from the crew had already approached him for opportunities, which was quite normal.


    But even at twenty, Charles wasn't keen on women; he just wasn't interested in those girls.


    Besides, Charles didn't want to waste time or get into trouble with these matters now.


    That night, instead of returning to the crew's hotel, they checked into the Hilton Hotel downtown.


    Having dinner together, a solitary man and woman, Kate Beckinsale, this blend of classical and modern beauty, certainly fit Charles's preferences.


    In the bathroom, Charles held Kate in the warm bathtub. Budapest's average daytime temperature was only a little over twenty degrees, and it dropped to around fifteen degrees at night.


    Soaking in a hot bath to relax was indeed comfortable. Charles, with his eyes closed, suddenly opened them and looked at Kate Beckinsale in his arms.


    He just realized that Kate Beckinsale's husband was the director of the Underworld series, probably Len Wiseman!


    "Kate, what do you think of the director?" Charles suddenly asked. He wondered if Wiseman and her had started dating yet.


    "Wiseman? Hmm," the woman leaning in his arms thought for a moment and then said, "Talented. A director not yet thirty, that's rather impressive. We've talked a few times before, and I quite liked him."


    Charles understood. Probably, he had arrived too early; otherwise, given more time, they would have gotten together.


    Charles didn't know much about Kate Beckinsale's news in his previous life, just some movies and her supposed liking for young actors, maybe.


    "Get some rest early. You can wander around the city these two days and treat it as a break," said Charles.


    This weekend was fulfilling and satisfying!


    When the crew resumed work on Monday, Kate Beckinsale and Charles showing up together didn't cause any buzz.


    Relationships within the crew were always messy. Finding warmth during filming and parting ways afterward was entirely normal.


    In the writer's room, Charles inadvertently found a game background introduction and a short novel called Love Of Monsters related to White Wolf Games, Vampire: The Masquerade and Werewolf: The Apocalypse, both set in White Wolf's fictional World of Darkness.


    After reading it, he frowned. The script of Underworld had copied way too much. Could they avoid getting sued?


    That night, Charles called Len Wiseman and the set manager, Henry Winstead, for a discussion.


    "Take a look. Our script borrowed quite a bit from this game's background and Nancy A. Collins's short novel Love of Monsters. We better address this issue early!"


    Len Wiseman, also one of the screenwriters, was stunned after hearing this. "Is it serious?"


    Henry, with some experience, said, "Hard to say. Right now, the movie hasn't been released, so not many know. If it gets promoted and White Wolf Games and Nancy A. Collins find out, they could sue us for infringement."


    Charles tapped the table. "Henry, contact the people in America to get in touch with White Wolf Games and Nancy A. Collins. Negotiate for their authorization for the script settings; that's all. It's just some similarities; shouldn't be a big deal."


    Henry nodded, fully agreeing. This indeed wasn't a big problem; spending some money could resolve it. Handling it now was far better than doing so after the movie was released next year.


    "We just borrowed some elements. Will it really cause trouble?" Wiseman was a bit puzzled.


    "Yes, it will. If the movie gets released, profits come in, and they sue us. Even if we fight in court, their chances of winning are high," Charles pointed to the files on the desk, "With over seventeen similarities, fighting in court is not a good option. Opting for an out-of-court settlement now is the best for us."


    So, Henry passed Charles's feedback to Los Angeles, where his people would handle it.


    That night, as Charles was about to sleep, someone let themselves in and snuggled into his bed.


    "Kate, tsk...," Charles said, realizing it was Kate Beckinsale. He had given her a room keycard.


  




  Chapter 21: Chapter 21


  

    After spending half a month in Budapest with the production crew of Underworld, Charles Carpe hurriedly returned to Los Angeles.


    Carpe Pictures' new office was still under renovation, so they were still using the old place for now. However, Carpe Pictures did gain a new female assistant.


    "Who is she?" Charles asked his mother.


    "Dona Williams, a graduate of Memphis University's Economics and Management Department. She was originally an assistant agent at ETA. I think she's quite capable, so I hired her to be your assistant," Evelyn explained.


    Dona Williams, 22 years old, just graduated from college, around 165 cm tall, with long blonde hair, a pretty face, and a sexy figure.


    "Alright," Charles didn't mind much; having a pretty secretary wasn't bad at all.


    "Dona, you know about the renovation at the new company address, right? Keep an eye on the progress!" Charles directly instructed Dona on her tasks.


    "Got it!"


    "Okay, come with me to meet Sophia," Charles said as he left the office.


    Parked outside was a black Mercedes-Benz SL, a new model hardtop convertible that Charles had just bought for about $100,000.


    So extravagant! Dona Williams sat in the passenger seat, her eyes shining. Her annual salary wasn't much; it would take her three years of not spending a penny to afford this car.


    "Boss, Mrs. Carpe said the preparations for Lost in Translation were almost done. They should be heading to Tokyo for shooting soon," Dona had done her homework.


    "I'm going to discuss that with her now!"


    Inside a cafe in Beverly Hills.


    Sofia Coppola was already sitting there, sipping her coffee.


    "Sofia, good afternoon!"


    After sitting down, Sofia smiled with a surprised expression.


    "My Big Fat Greek Wedding has already grossed a hundred million dollars in North America. Unbelievable!"


    "Okay, enough with the congratulations. Let's talk about our new film. What's the trouble now?" Charles got straight to the point.


    Sofia helplessly shook her head and said, "The male lead I want, Bill Murray, still hasn't officially replied to me. I don't know what he's thinking."


    "Bill Murray? The classic American comedy actor? He hasn't accepted your invitation?" Charles frowned.


    "He just verbally agreed, but who knows if he'll actually come?" Sofia shrugged.


    "Any alternatives?"


    Sofia Coppola shook her head seriously, "I really appreciate his acting. The male lead role is basically tailor-made for him. I need him!"


    Artistic-minded women were always a bit difficult; they had their stubbornness.


    "Let's give it some more time. I'll send his agent a script offer. Bill Murray isn't very busy right now. Let's wait until next month. If he doesn't come, we'll find someone else," Charles said, cutting off Sofia's attempt to speak.


    "Listen, Sofia, this is your first directorial work. I'm sure you have backup choices. The sooner we finish shooting, the sooner we can find a distributor and get it into theaters. You don't want your film to miss the audience, do you?"


    However, Charles believed that since Bill Murray had verbally agreed, he would probably show up.


    "I want to shoot Lost in Translation on film. This way, the film will have a soul," Sofia didn't argue further.


    "Sure, the budget is fixed, though. If you're using film, make sure to shoot carefully. The actors will have to raise their game," Charles quickly responded. Wanting more budget? Not happening!


    With the office renovation, a new car, and other hiring expenses, the remaining $1.1 million wasn't much.


    "You really are something," Sofia Coppola couldn't argue; after all, Charles had indeed put in $4 million to support her in making the film.


    "What about distribution?"


    "We've sent the script to several independent distribution companies. They all want to see the final product before making a decision!"


    Charles said, glancing towards a nearby table where a loud voice exclaimed, "Oh God, this script is entirely based on the Bible, and they're targeting me like this!"


    Charles squinted his eyes. Wasn't that Mel Gibson?


    One of Hollywood's highest-paid actors and an Oscar-winning director.


    "Don't look. He has a project about the last 12 hours of Jesus's life, based on the Bible," Sofia reminded.


    With that, Charles understood. This was indeed a sensitive topic in Hollywood. According to the Bible, Jesus was betrayed by Jews to the Roman authorities.


    Mel Gibson wanted to create this film, and while he might get support from the Catholic community, Hollywood's Jewish influence wouldn't like such a portrayal.


    Moreover, films about religion hardly ever made money in recent years, even for directors like Martin Scorsese.


    It reminded him of MGM's Cutthroat Island in '95, which was such a flop that it buried the pirate genre for years, until Disney's fantasy pirate Pirates of the Caribbean series.


    Most likely, this was about The Passion of the Christ.


    "It's not surprising that he can't find investment and distribution. Not only will Jewish financiers refuse, but investors wouldn't put money into a film that's likely to be a financial flop," Charles had ideas but was powerless.


    "Mel Gibson made $25 million from The Patriot a couple of years ago, setting a new record. He isn't short on money."


    Straightforward pay, not including any profit-sharing.


    "He indeed doesn't lack money!" Sofia Coppola agreed.


    However, hardly anyone in Hollywood used their own money to make movies, and people like Charles were rare.


    Regardless, Charles took note. The Passion of the Christ was commercially very successful, and if there were an opportunity to be involved, it would be quite exciting.


    As for the Jewish influence, it wasn't too worrying. The Catholic power in America was strong, and Judaism could not compete with Catholicism.


    As an investor, Charles wouldn't draw much fire. It was just a money-making venture, after all.


    Seeing so many good movies yet having no resources was indeed a bit frustrating.


    Leaving the cafe, they passed a theater displaying a huge poster for Windtalkers.


    An over $100 million investment war movie by John Woo and starring Nicolas Cage, after a month of release, had barely reached $50 million at the North American box office!


    It had flopped. MGM's hope now rested on their upcoming release Die Another Day.


  




  Chapter 22: Carpe Investment Fund


  

    In August, Sofia Coppola received Bill Murray's acting contract and swiftly led the minimalistic crew to Tokyo.


    "Boss, the crew of Lost in Translation seems to have only eight people, and almost all of them are actors!" reported the assistant, Dona.


    "The rest will be local hires, and the preparations there are almost done. There's a company helping us," Charles responded without lifting his head, as he was busy monitoring the box office of My Big Fat Greek Wedding.


    My Big Fat Greek Wedding had been playing in over 2100 theaters since its release in early April, and now it was almost September.


    After nearly five months of screening, the North American box office grossed two hundred million dollars. However, the ticket sales were starting to decline as the movie had exhausted its drawing power.


    "Have you called Tom Hanks' production company?" asked Charles.


    Dona nodded, "I've called several times. They said they are calculating, and the funds will be transferred to us as soon as they are available!"


    "Get ready; we are moving to the new office in Burbank. The recruitment over there has gone smoothly as well," said Charles, standing up with renewed energy.


    When Carpe Film was moving, the North American box office share from My Big Fat Greek Wedding finally made it to Charles' account as anticipated.


    After the theater's 47% cut, they were left with a hefty sum. After deducting the 15% distribution fee, they had $91.2 million left, minus the $5 million production budget and $7.7 million marketing costs.


    The net profit for the production side was $78.5 million. According to the contract, Charles had a 15% percentage share of the box office net profits, so he received 11.7 million dollars.


    The contract stipulated that Charles also had a $3 million cash bonus, of which he had already received $1 million, leaving him with $2 million more.


    His due earnings were millions of dollars, but after subtracting the $4.3 million he previously received, Tom Hanks' company was paying Carpe Film 7.4 million dollars.


    Overseas distribution rights and the DVD market were directly sold by Tom Hanks, and Charles could also share in the profits from these two markets.


    As for cable TV and merchandise, those had little to do with Charles. Even the DVD market shared less because Charles' share level was relatively low.


    However, given the phenomenal performance of My Big Fat Greek Wedding at the box office, and considering the significant revenue generated from DVDs, some profits were inevitable.


    Although My Big Fat Greek Wedding wasn't the hottest type of movie in the DVD market, there was definitely no shortage of buyers.


    Charles received $3.5 million from overseas theatrical revenue, and with the global DVD market, he accumulated $4.8 million. In total, he earned 19.5 million (11.7 + 3 + 4.8) as of now.


    With over $19 million, Charles had become a multimillionaire. However, the real moneymakers were definitely IFC Films and Tom Hanks.


    Sitting in the new Carpe Film office, Charles leaned back in his boss's chair, stroking the desk as he began to contemplate.


    A distribution company was most urgent. An independent distribution channel required funding, either to build one from scratch or to acquire an established indie distributor.


    Lionsgate, founded in 1997, grew through acquiring an independent film distributor in Canada, followed by the purchase of the US-based videocassette distributor, Trimark Pictures.


    The most valuable assets of a distribution company were its library of film rights and its agreements with theaters.


    Traditional distribution was firmly held by the major six studios. Even DreamWorks couldn't break through. Currently, mid-tier distributors like Miramax were under Disney and New Line Cinema under Warner Bros.


    Companies like Lionsgate and Summit Entertainment were not quite there yet. Lionsgate released about 30 films a year, generating less than $50 million in box office revenue.


    Charles scanned the stock market on his computer, finding the future streaming giant, Netflix, which had just gone public on NASDAQ in May.


    With an offering price of $15 and a total of 20 million shares, the market value was approximately $300 million. However, the stock price had been declining, now down to about $5 per share.


    In the competition against Blockbuster's store sales, and with bookstores and supermarkets in the mix, Netflix was struggling.


    Considering Netflix's market cap was now under $100 million, wasn't this a great time to jump in?


    "Dona!" Charles called out, referring to the economics undergraduate from the University of Memphis.


    "Boss, what's up?"


    "Have a look, I want to buy some Netflix stock!"


    "Netflix?" Dona knew the name - a company dealing in DVD rentals, and anyone working in Hollywood would know about it.


    "Boss, Netflix's stock has been falling for months after the IPO. It's under pressure from store sales, and the outlook for online DVD rentals isn't great. The subscription service also has few members," Dona advised softly.


    Charles shrugged, "Help me find a stockbroker to buy Netflix shares. I believe in it, that's all."


    "No problem, Netflix stock is currently easy to buy on the market. It's readily available on the secondary market. How much do you want to acquire?"


    "I want to get around 10%. Can you handle that for me?" Charles narrowed his eyes, with over $19 million on hand, why not spend some?


    Dona nodded, "Alright, we'll start acquiring in the market and also buy directly from shareholders, which might be cheaper that way!"


    "Okay, I will set up a Carpe Investment Fund to handle my investment activities and capital growth," said Charles, then gazed at Dona with a smile.


    "Dona, you were chosen by my mother to be my assistant. Work hard, and you'll become a big shot in Hollywood, worth millions."


    "Oh, thank you," Dona Williams smiled gratefully. "I will work hard!"


    "Good, get on with it. The Carpe Fund is a big deal now; others at the company can also pitch in," Charles said, patting her shoulder encouragingly.


    Carpe Film, including Charles, had less than ten people altogether - in finance, marketing, media, production, and the front desk.


    It was likely that the overwhelming success of My Big Fat Greek Wedding had drawn a lot of independent script ideas to Carpe Film, all needing sorting.


    The production team alone had three people to organize these submissions, preparing them for Charles to vet and potentially develop.


    However, so far, Charles hadn't spotted any script ideas that matched the big-money makers he had in mind. He knew he had to keep searching diligently.


  




  Chapter 23: Chapter 23


  

    Beverly Hills, ETA Agency.


    Evelyn arrived at the company. Since last year, Evelyn felt her luck had turned. Not only did her son now run a movie company...


    A small budget film had become this year's biggest box office dark horse, bound to make the top ten in North America's box office hits.


    Her actors were also never short of projects, with the late-blooming Naomi Watts participating in three films this year.


    The film shot last year, The Ring, was also set to be released in October. She had turned the tide!


    "Evelyn, how's Carpe Pictures now?" asked Ari Emanuel, one of the partners at ETA and the office's vice president.


    Evelyn hadn't been at work long today when she was called into the vice president's office for a discussion.


    "Carpe Pictures has just moved to Burbank. Sofia Coppola's film has gone to Tokyo for shooting. Next, Charles is looking for suitable scripts to develop," Evelyn understood that Carpe Pictures was also her asset, but she knew to keep business and personal life separate.


    How much did Charles earn from one movie? What was her salary compared to that, just a year ago?


    "Evelyn, we need to strengthen our partnership with Charles. Not many people know the details about My Big Fat Greek Wedding, but we insiders know he has a good eye," Ari Emanuel didn't mind deepening the relationship with a young producer.


    "Don't worry, I know. Charles will tell me in advance if he needs anything!"


    After leaving Ari Emanuel's office, Evelyn received a call from her son.


    "The rights to the novel Brokeback Mountain?" Evelyn heard her son inquire.


    She started to look into it. Brokeback Mountain was a short story published in The New Yorker in 1997. It told the story of two Wyoming cowboys who fell in love while herding sheep in 1963 and continued their entangled relationship over the next 20 years while posing as heterosexual husbands and fathers.


    "Charles, you know this story is very controversial. Several people have tried to adapt it over the past few years but gave up for various reasons. The adaptation rights are still with the original author, Annie Proulx!"


    "I know it's a sensitive topic, but Carpe Pictures can only take risks now. Low-budget indie films come in various genres - horror, religion, politics, and rom-coms. The gay theme is sensitive but suitable for us to develop."


    Evelyn had to agree, especially since low-budget horror films were vital for a small movie company's survival.


    "Alright, I'll meet Annie Proulx and buy the adaptation rights. But the novel has already been adapted into a screenplay by Larry McMurtry and Diana Ossana. You should take a look!"


    "Just go negotiate the price!"


    Evelyn shook her head. Adapted screenplays of popular novels were not cheap and were almost complete.


    In late September, the crew of Lost in Translation returned from shooting in Tokyo.


    In the editing room of Carpe Pictures, Charles looked at the weary Sofia Coppola and said with admiration, "Sofia, you guys were in Tokyo for only a little over a month, right?"


    Sofia nodded and said, "Yes, just over a month, though our shooting time was only 28 days. Next, we need to start editing and post-production including the soundtrack."


    "Yes, get a rough cut done first. I'll have someone deliver a copy to the distributor," Charles certainly had to start figuring out the distribution of the film.


    The next day, Evelyn arrived with Scarlett Johansson.


    "Just finished a film shoot and no rest?" Charles said, hugging Scarlett as she also tagged along.


    "No, I'm here to discuss the promotion of a film currently showing. Mrs. Carpe said she needed to see you, so I came along to see," Scarlett laughed.


    "Got it. Take a break!" After arranging for Scarlett, Charles returned to his office to meet his mother.


    "3 million dollars, and the Brokeback Mountain screenplay is yours. The price won't go any lower!" Evelyn stated their bottom line.


    "3 million dollars!" Charles walked a few steps, then turned his head, "Buy it!"


    Out of 19 million dollars, more than 10 million had been used to buy Netflix shares. Now another 3 million on the screenplay.


    Next, with Lost in Translation scheduled for release, the funding for new projects would definitely be insufficient. They'd have to consider bank loans.


    "You really want to produce this film?" Evelyn asked uncertainly.


    "Yes, I spent $3 million to buy it. I can't let it gather dust in the warehouse, can I?" Charles was determined to produce it but not right now - definitely next year.


    "Waiting until Lost in Translation is released?"


    Charles nodded, confirming his intentions. By then, they should have enough to develop Brokeback Mountain. Art films were affordable.


    "By the way, Mom rented a standalone house for you by Santa Monica beach. Move out of North Hollywood soon," Evelyn added.


    "Santa Monica, not bad," Charles had no objections. North Hollywood was closer to Burbank but the environment was indeed worse.


    Charles had also compensated Evelyn over a million dollars, so she hadn't worked in vain. After all, she had helped a lot.


    Evelyn handed Charles the keys and an address card from her bag before waving and leaving.


    That same day, Charles, with the help of his assistant Duna, moved out of North Hollywood.


    The house in Santa Monica wasn't right on the beach like Charles imagined but a few minutes' walk away.


    Alright, no big deal. Charles didn't have much to move, so he quickly settled in.


    "Duna, isn't this villa smaller than I imagined? There's no pool, just a small garden. The decor's alright though!"


    Duna smiled helplessly and responded, "It's not small at all, over 2500 square feet, four bedrooms, three bathrooms, the living room's quite big. For one person, it's very spacious!"


    "Never mind. How's the acquisition of Netflix shares going?" Charles inquired.


    "Almost done, now negotiating with a few shareholders. Many want to sell, just the prices haven't been settled," Duna explained.


    Charles nodded, "10% of the shares within 12 million dollars is fine."


    He estimated that Netflix shares would rise next year. With the shares, they could also secure bank loans, a few million could definitely be borrowed.


  




  Chapter 24: Distributor


  

    A black Mercedes sped along the Pacific Coast Highway 1 in Santa Monica.


    "Boss, Fox Searchlight and Focus Features sent over files. They want to discuss the distribution details for Lost in Translation!"


    "Alright!"


    After receiving the call, Charles returned to Carpe Productions via Sunset Boulevard.


    Charles first went to the headquarters of 20th Century Fox in Century City, where Fox Searchlight's office was also located.


    "Mr. Carpe, Mr. Steve Gilula is in a meeting. Please wait a moment," a junior assistant led Charles into the lounge.


    Steve Gilula was one of the co-presidents of Fox Searchlight, specifically responsible for film marketing, including distribution.


    Since he had to wait, Charles sat on the lounge sofa. Soon, the assistant brought coffee.


    After waiting quietly for forty minutes, Charles finally met Steve Gilula.


    "Charles, I didn't expect you to be so young! We've seen Lost in Translation. The movie feels a bit slow and unenthusiastic. It might appeal to a niche audience with similar marital experiences, but not many."


    Charles nodded in agreement, "The target audience is likely married individuals over 35; it indeed has little appeal to teenagers."


    "What would it take for Fox Searchlight to buy out the North American screening rights and DVD rights for Lost in Translation?"


    Charles shook his head and politely declined, "We are not looking for an outright sale. Carpe Productions is seeking a theatrical distribution agent for Lost in Translation."


    Steve Gilula thought for a moment, then said, "There are two options: first, Fox Searchlight takes a 33% distribution agency fee, including all marketing expenses. Second, we take an 18% distribution commission, but Carpe Productions covers the marketing costs."


    Charles was taken aback and shook his head; this was far from his bottom line.


    "25% distribution agency fee including marketing expenses, or 12% distribution commission, with Carpe Productions covering half of the marketing costs."


    Fox Searchlight was unwilling to take any risk, not even fronting the marketing costs? Were they afraid the box office would flop so badly that they wouldn't even recover the marketing expenses?


    Since they couldn't reach an agreement, Charles quickly left Century City.


    In the afternoon, Charles went to Universal City Plaza, where a distribution manager from Focus Features received him.


    "30% of the box office as the distribution agency fee, with all distribution costs covered by Focus Features. Alternatively, 18% distribution commission, with Carpe Productions covering the distribution costs, though Focus Features would front the costs and deduct them later from the revenue."


    Lost in Translation was an art film without any big stars and had a slow-paced plot, so the distribution costs wouldn't be much.


    "15% distribution commission and Lost in Translation must open in no fewer than 200 theaters with a marketing budget of at least $2 million!" Charles stated his terms, which were his bottom line.


    Otherwise, Charles would have to take Lost in Translation to film festivals.


    Eventually, Focus Features agreed to Charles's proposed 15% distribution commission.


    "I hope Lost in Translation can be released by December this year!"


    "In such a rush? For the awards season! Three months should be enough; Focus Features doesn't have many films this year," For an art film with a small budget, if there weren't requirements for the number of theaters, Focus Features would likely have opened it in just a few dozen theaters, letting word of mouth build up.


    Was Charles in it for the awards? Possibly, as nominations or awards from the Golden Globes or the Oscars would elevate the film's brand.


    Overseas distribution and DVD sales might also benefit from price hikes! Besides, an early release means early returns!


    After leaving Universal City, Charles informed director Sofia Coppola about the news.


    "Charles, you're amazing!" Sofia Coppola hugged Charles tightly and gave him a hard kiss.


    "I thought we'd have to wait until who knows when next year to release it. It seems your previous work on My Big Fat Greek Wedding paid off."


    "Alright, Sofia, Lost in Translation has delicate emotions and beautiful scenes," Charles sighed again.


    "I just wonder if Focus Features will allocate more resources to increase marketing efforts."


    "No worries, getting it into theaters and letting audiences appreciate it is most important," Sofia Coppola, though married for two years now, had become increasingly passionate about her film career, with family taking a backseat.


    Subsequently, Focus Features and Carpe Productions signed the distribution agreement for Lost in Translation, and it began its release in North America.


    December had many film releases, most of which would be overshadowed. Whether Lost in Translation could withstand the pressure depended on the film's quality.


    At the same time, Carpe Fund spent $12 million to acquire 10% shares in Netflix, making it a major shareholder.


    They even discussed the market prospects for online DVD rental with Netflix's founders, knowing that Blockbuster, then the king of the DVD industry, wasn't a small opponent for Netflix.


    ...


    Santa Monica.


    Charles sat on the couch in the living room, reading a business newspaper. WorldCom declared bankruptcy, surpassing last year's Enron scandal to become the largest bankruptcy in U.S. history.


    Last year, due to Enron's fraud scandal, one of the world's five biggest accounting firms, Arthur Andersen, fell. This year's WorldCom incident further exacerbated the scandals in American financial institutions and regulatory bodies.


    After the tech bubble burst and 9/11, America's main economic policy to combat the downturn was to stimulate the real estate market, loosen mortgage standards, and continue lowering interest rates by the Federal Reserve.


    Wall Street investors would channel more hot money into Hollywood studios. Charles had to think about how to secure capital to support his distribution dream.


    With Carpe Productions achieving great results, investment funds would naturally seek him out for cooperation.


    Just being a production company wasn't Charles's goal; top distributors ruled the entertainment industry.


    Charles knew that soon, Wall Street would come up with portfolio investments, with Legendary Entertainment and Relativity Media excelling in this regard.


    Investing in a batch of films at once to spread risks - major studios' return rates weren't inferior to some investment funds.


    Experience and achievements were currently the conditions Charles lacked the most!


  




  Chapter 25: Chapter 25


  

    The Underworld crew finally wrapped up filming in October and returned to Los Angeles.


    At the Peninsula Beverly Hills Hotel, a party was in full swing. Attractive men and women mingled, keeping the waitstaff on their toes.


    "Naomi, good evening!" Charles greeted warmly.


    "Charles, you're here too!" Naomi replied, surprised.


    "You've been quite busy this year, working on several films," Charles inquired of Naomi Watts, whom he had bumped into at the party.


    Naomi Watts, dressed in a bright yellow evening gown that matched her blonde hair and fair complexion, looked remarkably well-maintained for a 34-year-old.


    "The Ring is about to be released. I came back specifically to participate in the promotion. I also shot 21 Grams and We Don't Live Here Anymore, and just rushed back from France," Naomi said.


    She continued, "Next month, I'll start filming Ned Kelly, all of them are art films."


    Perhaps Naomi Watts had been too idle in the previous years. Both We Don't Live Here Anymore and Ned Kelly were supporting roles; Evelyn did not recommend wasting time on them.


    Just doing 21 Grams would have been enough, but Naomi believed she could handle it.


    "Not bad," Charles acknowledged. He knew Naomi Watts had gained some influence by then and didn't want to waste time, especially considering her age.


    Her filmography was remarkably sparse!


    "By the way, Charles, you've been involved in the production of three movies already," Naomi said, changing the subject. "I recently received a script for a low-budget independent romance film. The production company doesn't have much funding for development and invited me to participate as a producer. What do you think?"


    Charles paused, realizing this might be just a nominal producer gig.


    "The main issues to solve are investors and distributors. With limited funds, the main creators are likely newcomers. Now that you've gained some recognition, they probably hope you can help attract distributors," Charles offered his advice. "If you think it's worthwhile, you could give it a shot. You might find a distributor through film festivals after it's finished."


    However, Naomi surely knew how many such films bombed in Hollywood every year, with basically no pay involved.


    Spending a few months to gain some experience in film production wasn't a bad idea.


    "I also asked Nicole. She just supported a film called In the Cut, produced by Miramax. You know, she invested in it but did not act in it," Naomi said. She didn't think the script was exceptional, just average, but she wanted to try.


    "Take your time to consider. At least, finish the projects you're currently working on first," Charles suggested. Naomi Watts was not hugely famous yet. Before the release of King Kong, she was only somewhat recognized in the indie film circles.


    "Good point. The Ring has its premiere at Universal City on the 18th. Can you come and join us? We can see how the movie turns out," Naomi invited.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "I've seen the Japanese original. From the trailer, the American version wins in terms of visuals. With more special effects, it's no wonder Disney chose Gore Verbinski to direct Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl after this."


    "This highlights the cultural differences between East and West. Eastern horror focuses on atmosphere and sensory experience, while Western horror emphasizes visual shock. It's hard to say which is better; it depends on audience preferences."


    "Still, The Ring holds significant influence worldwide, especially in the Eastern market. DreamWorks' remake already has a solid audience base."


    Naomi laughed, "Evelyn also reminded me to pay attention to my commercial movie choices; building influence and recognition still relies on commercial films."


    "The scope of indie films is small, and it's hard to generate high box office and widespread influence. The massive promotion of commercial films can rapidly build recognition. Look at Angelina Jolie. Before Lara Croft: Tomb Raider, she wasn't that influential either. But after Tomb Raider, she gained worldwide fame!" Angelina Jolie hadn't won many awards by then - only an Oscar for Best Supporting Actress two years prior, with a future Golden Globe for Best Actress in a Drama.


    But wasn't her influence far greater than some Oscar-winning actresses?


    However, Naomi Watts was British, not American. Among foreign actresses, Australia's Nicole Kidman was a top-tier product.


    "Charles, I'll introduce you to some Australian friends. You know I moved to Australia when I was a child," Naomi shifted the conversation.


    "Oh, that sounds great!"


    Naomi then introduced a man and a woman to Charles Carpe.


    "Heath Ledger and Isla Fisher!"


    "Hello, I'm Charles Carpe!"


    Heath Ledger, 23, and Isla Fisher, 26, were both young. Heath Ledger had been navigating Hollywood for three to four years, starring in several films and gaining some popularity.


    Isla Fisher was still relatively unknown, although she had authored a book.


    "Nice to meet you, Charles," Heath Ledger and Isla Fisher greeted warmly. A 20-year-old producer who had already made three films, with his first release being this year's box office hit My Big Fat Greek Wedding, was impressive.


    "Heath, your performances are really impactful. I've seen some of your work, very impressive!" Charles sincerely complimented Heath, recognizing the method actor's intense dedication.


  




  Chapter 26: Script Idea


  

    In the parking lot of the Peninsula Hotel, Charles was about to drive off.


    "Charles, wait!" Naomi Watts hurried over from behind.


    "What's up, Naomi?" Charles asked in confusion.


    "I want to leave too. How about we grab dinner together?" Naomi Watts actually wanted to ask Charles about Brokeback Mountain.


    "Let's go to a bar," Charles wasn't in a hurry and had all evening free.


    In a private room at a bar near West Hollywood, Charles and Naomi started chatting.


    Sure enough, Naomi Watts wanted to know about Brokeback Mountain. Naomi, like Mel Gibson, was part of the Hollywood Australian crew. Although Mel is American and Naomi is British, they both grew up in Australia and entered the entertainment industry there before making it to Hollywood.


    The Hollywood Australian crew really stick together; directors and actors always prefer working with their own.


    "We haven't started preparing yet. It should be developed next year. The director hasn't been decided, but I already have someone in mind," Charles said, then he asked about Heath Ledger's acting style.


    "That's right, he's a method actor. He immerses himself in the character, making his performance very fitting. But you know the downside," Naomi explained.


    Charles nodded. There are three main acting methods: Method Acting, Experiential Acting, and Traditional Acting. Traditional Acting is the most common; most actors belong to this group. Experiential Acting is less common but tends to be the most intense. Method Acting falls somewhere in between.


    Heath Ledger was an Experiential Actor, similar to the British actor Daniel Day-Lewis, who also fully immersed himself in his roles, viewing himself as the character. Experiential Actors tend to put their life on the line for their roles, living the characters in a very literal sense.


    "British and Australian actors have the best compatibility in Hollywood compared to other European actors. They speak the same language, which gives them an advantage. I have no bias against foreign actors," Charles said. In fact, he preferred British and Australian actors over American ones because they were cheaper and just as talented.


    "Heath is a great actor, and he's very dedicated. If possible, you should let him audition," Naomi eagerly suggested.


    Charles nodded. Heath was indeed one of his top choices for Brokeback Mountain.


    Late at night, Charles drove Naomi back to her place in Inglewood.


    When the car stopped in her driveway, Naomi leaned over and kissed Charles. "You drank quite a bit. Are you sure you'll be okay?" she asked worriedly.


    "I live in Santa Monica. It's not far from here," Charles assured her.


    "Come in for a cup of coffee?" Naomi offered.


    "Oh, alright then," Charles agreed.


    After following Naomi inside, Charles took off his jacket and sat on the sofa. Naomi made a cup of coffee and handed it to him, sitting down next to him with a smile. "Back in LA, huh? Seems like I didn't see any ladies around you?"


    "Things have been pretty busy. Mostly working on Carpe Productions, renovating, moving, and shooting movies," Charles shrugged. He was too busy to get involved with women.


    Women might only slow down how fast Charles was making money right now.


    "So, how long has it been since you... you know?" Naomi asked.


    "How long?" Charles was momentarily stunned, then looked at Naomi. Since coming back from Budapest in late July, it hadn't been that long. Gently, he ran his hand through Naomi's golden hair and leaned in for a kiss.


    After the kiss, Naomi, a bit breathless, laughed, "Charles, if Mrs. Carpe finds out I slept with you, she'll probably terminate my contract."


    "Then you'd better perform well."


    The next day at noon, Charles woke up and disentangled himself from Naomi's arms. Glancing at her sleepy face, he said, "It's already late. I need to get to the office."


    "Oh, be careful on your way. I still need more sleep," Naomi responded with a nasal tone, pulling the blankets over her fair body.


    Once she heard the sound of a car starting outside, Naomi opened her eyes. Her face flushed, she touched her cheeks. 


    "Oh God, really...?" she murmured. She had a wonderful night. Heath Ledger seemed interested in dating her, and with Ned Kelly coming up, she had planned to give it a shot.


    She was 11 years older than Heath, and asking Charles about Brokeback Mountain wasn't just because Heath was Australian.


    "Well, Charles Carpe surely has a way with women. Young, handsome, talented, and now he owns a movie company worth millions!" Naomi muttered to herself, then laughed and shook her head. A fling or a few nights was fine, but nothing more.


    On the other side, Charles headed to the office and began searching through the Writers Guild copyright database. 


    The guild comprises the West Coast Writers Guild in Los Angeles and the East Coast Writers Guild in New York. The idea for Wedding Crashers was not registered in either database.


    Though the two guilds operate separately, they belong to the same association.


    Since it wasn't registered, it was his.


    "John and Jeremy were two close work partners with a shared hobby - crashing weddings! Regardless of the ceremony type - Jewish, Italian, Irish, Indian, Chinese - they managed to blend in just to target the bridesmaids...


    "The plot of Wedding Crashers is simple: two playboys crash weddings to hook up with bridesmaids until they meet their true love at one wedding."


    With the concept in mind, he just needed to get writers to develop it into a screenplay.


    Within two days, Charles had Dona register the idea for Wedding Crashers with the Writers Guild.


    Now, Wedding Crashers became part of Carpe Productions' repertoire.


  




  Chapter 27: Chapter 27


  

    Los Angeles, Universal City Theatre.


    DreamWorks' remake of the Japanese horror film The Ring held its North American premiere.


    Charles was also present, and Evelyn, as Naomi's agent, was also in attendance.


    Some of Naomi Watts' friends like Nicole Kidman, Heath Ledger, and other celebrities were also there.


    The premiere of The Ring was well-organized, and DreamWorks had invested significantly in it.


    "Who could've thought that just a little while ago, Naomi Watts was just an obscure borderline actress," Evelyn reflected. The allure of overnight fame in Hollywood always attracted countless people.


    Charles laughed lightly and remarked, "Without Mulholland Drive, Naomi Watts would likely have faded away just like countless other dreamers who never made it."


    Evelyn nodded. Now, Charles was no longer the carefree young man he used to be. He had transformed into a rising new producer in Hollywood and the owner of a film production company.


    "Are you worried about the release of Lost in Translation?"


    "Worried about what? The release date is set, and Focus Features won't really invest that much in promotion. We have to rely on word of mouth," Charles said helplessly. Distributing a film wasn't as simple as just handing it off to a theater chain and getting it screened.


    Without resources, you couldn't even meet the person in charge of the theater chain. One or two films wouldn't grab their attention.


    Distribution companies have a series of distribution agreements with theater chains and need to provide a steady stream of films for cinemas.


    Commercial cinemas welcome movies, but large-scale public screenings require a huge promotional budget. Without financial support, it's tough to handle.


    The payroll for a large number of service personnel in distribution channels is also a big expense: market, marketing, planning, downstream peripherals, and further television distribution, online licensing, etc.


    Charles casually eyed Scarlett Johansson, who was being interviewed by reporters, along with Sofia Coppola and the lead actor Bill Murray. Lost in Translation didn't have many promotional highlights.


    Perhaps Sofia Coppola's identity was the best promotional point.


    "Bill Murray is a veteran comedy actor, Sofia is the daughter of the Coppola family, and a 30-year-old new female director. There's still some buzz there," Evelyn said, managing Sofia's affairs, although her involvement was quite flexible and minimal.


    Just like Charles, whose work was also partially managed by Evelyn, essentially fulfilling the duties of a manager.


    "Lost in Translation is the first real production by Carpe Films. It's very significant. Don't worry, I'll take it seriously!"


    Charles didn't want to let the opportunity to make money slip away.


    "By the way, has Keira Knightley's Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl wrapped up? Does she have any new projects?" Charles asked. The Pirates of the Caribbean series was a massive cash cow.


    Evelyn nodded with a smile, "She's currently filming a romance movie in the UK called Love Actually. It's about ten different love stories and features many great actors."


    "Next year, when Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl releases, Keira will definitely become popular. By then, she should polish her acting skills too. Johnny Depp's look is very appealing, and with his performance, he'll become the absolute core of the film!" Charles kindly reminded. 


    An actress like Keira Knightley needed continuous practice to improve her skills and maintain resources even after moving on from the Pirates series.


    Charles chatted with his mother while casually observing the film crowd, not paying attention to the fans at all.


    "George A. Romero is here. I heard Universal is planning to remake his zombie movie!" Evelyn suddenly mentioned.


    "Yeah, George A. Romero, the godfather of zombie movies, the writer-director of the Living Dead series," Charles thought, considering the remake of Dawn of the Dead.


    Zack Snyder? Is he about to break out?


    "Which one are they remaking? Night of the Living Dead, Dawn of the Dead, or maybe Day of the Dead? Those are the most famous in the zombie trilogy."


    Evelyn shook her head, laughing, "I heard about it from someone, nothing specific yet!"


    Charles pondered for a moment, then said, "I discovered a young director who does commercials and filming, named Zack Snyder. He's really talented. Maybe you should sign him. Who knows, he could be the next Michael Bay."


    "Really? Zack Snyder!" Evelyn had faith in Charles' judgment. After all, he was her son, and Keira Knightley's contract had turned out to be a great success.


    Charles nodded. Dawn of the Dead would likely find its way to him since low-budget horror films could be breakout hits. Charles was eyeing Snyder for that muscle-bound film 300 that depicted the Persians in a negative light.


    Soon, the screening for The Ring was about to start. Evelyn left early, asking Charles to take Scarlett home afterward.


    In the theater, Scarlett found her seat but couldn't see Evelyn, just Charles.


    "She had some urgent business. I'll take you home later!" Charles explained from the side.


    "Home? Oh, come on, I'm 18 this year already. Do we really need to do this?" Scarlett Johansson had indeed turned 18, but her birthday was in November.


    Charles glanced at her casually. No wonder she was known as the embodiment of a sex symbol, with such a curvaceous figure.


    "You're not living with your mother anymore?"


    "Nope, she stayed with me for a few days while I was filming in Japan, but I haven't seen her since," Scarlett Johansson said.


    "Let's just watch the movie!" When the lights dimmed, only the glow from the screen remained in the theater.


    "I heard the original version of this film scared someone to death in Japan. Haha!" Charles teased.


    "Hmm," Scarlett Johansson nervously grabbed Charles' hand and snuggled closer.


    "So, do we still watch?"


    "Relax, I'm here. What are ya afraid of?" he said, gently patting her.


    As the movie played, with the unfolding plot, the audience started to scream or breathe deeply. The horror effects on screen provided strong visual shocks.


    By mid-movie, Scarlett was almost nestled entirely in Charles' arms, and holding the sexy bombshell made Charles' mind wander.


    "How about we leave?" Scarlett Johansson suddenly suggested.


    "Leave?" Charles thought for a moment, then nodded.


    "Let's go!"


    Then, Charles left the theater with Scarlett Johansson.


    In the car, as soon as the door was closed, they started kissing passionately.


    They drove straight back to Charles' place in Santa Monica!


  




  Chapter 28: Chapter 28


  

    Los Angeles, Brentwood community, in front of Scarlett's house.


    In the car, Scarlett and Charley parted their tightly pressed lips, then got out of the car and waved, "Bye-bye!"


    It was already Monday; Charley and Scarlett Johansson had hung out at home all weekend. Today Charley was going to the company and would drop her off back home on the way.


    "Goodbye!" Closing the car door, with a push on the gas pedal, the car sped away.


    After arriving at Carpe Films, Charley looked at the current North American box office rankings for the year:


    Spider-Man ranked first with $400 million North American box office;


    Star Wars: Episode II - Attack of the Clones ranked second, with $310 million;


    My Big Fat Greek Wedding ranked third, with $240 million;


    Mel Gibson's Signs ranked fourth, with $220 million.


    Then there were Austin Powers in Goldmember with $210 million in North America, Men in Black II with $190 million, and Blue Sky Studios' first 3D animated feature Ice Age with $175 million in North America.


    However, next month Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets was set to be released; in December, The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers would hit theaters. Both were blockbuster sequels. Except for Spider-Man's $400 million which might be hard to beat, a $300 million box office was achievable.


    After his gaze lingered on Ice Age for a while, Charley shook his head. Blue Sky Studios was Fox's animation label after all!


    With DreamWorks Animation, Pixar, and now Blue Sky Studios entering the fray, the battle of the giants had turned into a three-way fight.


    And there were Sony Animation and Warner Animation too. This huge animation cake, Charley could only look at, not touch.


    "Boss, the best-selling novel Confessions of a Shopaholic by Sophie Kinsella published two years ago has its adaptation rights with Disney. If we want to develop it, we need to cooperate with Disney," Dona Williams reported to Charley's office.


    Charley had previously checked with the Writers Guild of America about the scripts of Isla Fisher's two high-grossing films.


    The Wedding Crashers was not available yet, but Confessions of a Shopaholic had its rights registered. Since Disney held it, Charley didn't bother to worry about it anymore.


    "So many producers, directors, and film companies are eyeing the novels in the market. We need to get our hands on adaptation rights early," Charley surmised that his mother Evelyn should pay more attention to this aspect.


    Literary agencies helped writers find publishers, and many novels had their film and television rights sold even before publication.


    "By the way, has the Brokeback Mountain script been sent to Director Ang Lee?" Charley asked; this type of film required thorough preparation.


    "Director Ang Lee's agent said he's currently busy with the post-production of Hulk and will likely start preparing next year!"


    Charley nodded; not long after getting the Brokeback Mountain script, he passed it to Ang Lee's agent, intending for him to direct it.


    "Director Ang Lee is very interested in this story!" Dona continued.


    "Once the post-production of Hulk is done, we should sit down and talk about the film's preparation," Charley commented. 


    Universal Pictures' Hulk, tsk tsk.


    The development of Spider-Man and X-Men significantly boosted Marvel Comics' influence. Otherwise, how could they compare with DC, which had Superman and Batman!


    The Ring opened at 1,980 theaters in North America, grossing $15 million in its opening weekend and topping the weekly box office.


    The reviews were mixed. Fans said the movie provided a novel horror experience, while critics claimed it piled up plots and chased after special effects, failing to create a genuinely terrifying atmosphere and lacking details.


    However, in its second weekend, The Ring grossed another $18 million, reaching a total of $40 million in North America in ten days.


    At night, Inglewood, at Naomi Watts' house.


    "I heard you guys are going to Japan to promote the movie?"


    Charley, in the living room, entered the kitchen, took out a bottle of water, took a sip, and asked Naomi, who was frying eggs.


    Wearing a loose semi-transparent nightgown, Naomi, who was frying eggs, nodded and smiled, "We leave for Japan tomorrow night, there's a premiere to attend."


    "Japan is a huge market, the second-largest outside the U.S., so it certainly deserves attention," Charley agreed. After all, many Hollywood movies were heavily promoted in Japan.


    Charley walked behind Naomi, hugged her from behind.


    "Alright, the eggs are almost done. Weren't you hungry earlier?" Naomi ignored Charley's hands and focused on frying eggs.


    "You might not be able to eat now," Charley teased, hugging Naomi.


    "All proteins; you just had quite a lot," Charley joked.


    Naomi Watts nudged Charley lightly, a bit wide-eyed, "It's all your fault, letting you have all the enjoyment!"


    "Go grab a bottle of wine from the cabinet. The Ring's box office is looking good; it's projected to pass $100 million in North America."


    Charley nodded, let go of Naomi, and went to fetch the wine.


    DreamWorks had been remarkable in recent years, with several films winning awards and achieving high box office. Three consecutive Best Picture Oscars were no joke.


    In 2000, it was American Beauty, in 2001, Gladiator, and this year's Best Picture, A Beautiful Mind.


    David Geffen, Steven Spielberg, and Jeffrey Katzenberg, the three founders, were indeed very capable.


    If managed well, DreamWorks could truly challenge the big six studios of Hollywood!


  




  Chapter 29: Chapter 29


  

    In November, many places in the United States had already entered winter, but the sunshine in California still kept the temperature comfortably stable.


    A silver Ferrari 360 drove into Sony Pictures Studios in Culver City, east of Santa Monica.


    In a screening room at Screen Gems, a rough cut of Underworld was being played.


    Producer Henry Winther, director Len Wiseman, and actress Kate Beckinsale, along with Screen Gems executive Peter Schleiser, were all watching Underworld on the screen.


    The dark imagery, coupled with the Gothic architectural style, created a grim underground world of vampires and werewolves engaged in centuries-old bloodshed.


    The heroine, dressed in a tight leather outfit and a black trench coat, displayed a cold and sexy figure.


    The movie's strong points lay in the enmity and romantic conflicts between different species, vampires and werewolves, combined with a black, decadent aesthetic and cool styling that were visually appealing.


    However, the flaws were also apparent: a single-threaded plot and a lack of logical world-building made the story somewhat lackluster.


    "We need to cut some of the unnecessary dialogue, so there will be more fighting scenes," Peter Schleiser was the first to give an opinion, stressing the need to reduce the runtime.


    "This is just a rough cut; some scenes haven't even gone through post-production, it needs more time," Charles Carpe commented. Len Wiseman did prefer not to use too many special effects, but some parts were essential!


    Charles had come over to join everyone in viewing the film and to discuss the distribution plan with Screen Gems.


    "We should focus on promoting Kate. Currently, she is cast as the leading actress in Universal's monster action blockbuster Van Helsing, which is generating a lot of buzz. Underworld is scheduled for next September, avoiding the brutal summer box office competition," Peter Schleiser said in the small meeting room next door to Charles and Henry.


    "That gives us enough time to perfect the movie's post-production," Henry added.


    Charles nodded. He had thought Screen Gems would schedule Underworld for March next year. After all, Resident Evil, released in March this year, used a production budget of $33 million to rake in over $40 million domestically and more than $62 million overseas.


    And Resident Evil 2 was scheduled for 2004, so Underworld could fill the gap next year, couldn't it?


    However, it was common practice for distribution companies to delay films as long as it wasn't for an excessive one to two years.


    For example, Phone Booth, a low-budget movie invested in by 20th Century Fox, was completed in November 2000 but didn't premiere until this September at the Toronto Film Festival.


    Its release was originally set for November this year but got postponed to next March after the recent sniper shootings in Washington D.C. and Maryland.


    After leaving Sony Pictures Studios, Charles Carpe went with Kate Beckinsale to the tennis club at Ranch Park.


    After sweating it out on the court, the two sat down to rest.


    "The investment budget for Van Helsing is like a hundred million dollars. Universal is really going big this time," Charles remarked with a smile after taking a sip of water.


    Kate Beckinsale lit a cigarette skillfully, took a puff, and smiled, "Universal has always been good at developing vampire and werewolf monster movies."


    Charles agreed. Universal had originally built its name on such horror monster-type movies. Then Spielberg's rise established its reputation for blockbuster commercial films.


    "Where's the location for this one?"


    "Eastern Europe, Prague in the Czech Republic. There are many suitable shooting locations there," Kate Beckinsale replied. She hadn't been back from Budapest for long and was about to head out again.


    "Action movies are great too. These big commercial films can't do without action scenes now. You could go in this direction. You've seen it yourself in recent years; action films with strong female leads are doing well at the box office," Charles suggested, realizing she and Len Wiseman were just regular friends now. Did he just break up a couple?


    Charlie's Angels, Resident Evil, and Lara Croft: Tomb Raider were examples of this. Raising the flag of feminism was great!


    "I know. Warner Brothers is investing 100 million dollars in making the DC female hero movie Catwoman," Kate noted. She was keeping an eye on movies with strong female leads and Catwoman was a major production.


    "Halle Berry, this year's Oscar winner for Best Actress, is playing Catwoman," Charles shook his head without commenting further. Casting a Black actress as Catwoman, was that appropriate for this time?


    Racism was indeed a taboo in the U.S., but at that time, there was no #BlackLivesMatter movement. Discrimination against African Americans was still quite evident.


    Alright, aside from White people, Americans discriminated against other minorities too, in the following order: Mexicans, African Americans, and Asians.


    "Is your Lost in Translation going to be released soon?"


    Kate Beckinsale and Charles had spent half a month together in Budapest. Charles was seen as a promising prospect.


    "Before Christmas. Focus Features is promoting it now. It's an indie film, so it won't have a huge release," Charles said.


    "Alright, let's go get dinner!" Charles said as he stood up.


    "Hmm, your place or mine tonight?" Kate asked while packing up.


    "Mine. You're too easily spotted by reporters now," Charles replied without hesitation. Hollywood paparazzi were almost as ruthless as their British counterparts when it came to celebrity gossip.


    The paparazzi from the British Empire were notorious, holding the title of world champs in invasiveness!


    As they drove away from Ranch Park, they saw a lot of protesters in a nearby square.


    "Is America going to war again?" Kate glanced at what seemed like an anti-war rally.


    "Almost. Since 9/11 last year, the White House has been relentlessly attacking terrorism. Iraq has been labeled part of the 'Axis of Evil,'" Charles said sarcastically. 


    Weapons of mass destruction? The oil in Iraq was the real reason!


    "Don't worry, the British will send troops too. Looks like a lot of British lads will die fighting for America again," Kate joked awkwardly and pinched Charles's leg.


    "Alright, let's drop the subject. As Hollywood stars, it's better for you not to discuss politics," Charles suggested.


    Kate shook her head, "Talking politics is really more of an American thing. We foreigners rarely discuss American politics."


    "True enough. You did go to Oxford University, unlike most of the low-educated Hollywood stars," Charles agreed. 


    Most Hollywood stars lived simple-minded, hedonistic lives as their daily pursuit.


    To increase their fame, they often spouted thoughtless topics without considering the consequences, leading to countless instances of eating their words.


  




  Chapter 30: Success


  

    "Ding ding ding..." Early in the morning, a cell phone's alarm woke Charles from his sleep.


    Reaching out to grab the phone and turning off the ringer, he saw that in his arms, Kate Beckinsale, still drowsy, shifted her position and continued to cling to Charles.


    "Sleep a bit longer. We did stay up quite late last night," Charles whispered as he gently patted the woman.


    An hour later, Charles got up for real and had to head to work.


    He even made two breakfasts, ate one himself, and left the other for Kate Beckinsale when she woke up.


    Charles brainstormed the creative idea for Wedding Crashers, bringing in screenwriters Steve Faber and Bob Fisher to write the script.


    "A love story involving two atypical playboys, with elements of comedy that make you laugh and cry, and ultimately, a romantic ending where they find true love!"


    Charles provided the general framework, and the specific story details were left to the screenwriters to develop.


    Steve Faber and Bob Fisher, of course, accepted Charles' commission. After all, adapting screenplays is the main job of screenwriters.


    Otherwise, the tens of thousands of screenwriters on both coasts would all be living by writing original scripts or novels?


    From the idea to the script, the time spent on this stage could be very long. Sometimes a script requires dozens of revisions by multiple screenwriters to match the producer's or director's vision.


    In December, Charles Carpe went to New York to cooperate with Focus Features in promoting and distributing Lost in Translation.


    Since 9/11, New York's economy had started to decline, facing the pressures of economic and public finance collapse, and New Yorkers were seriously lacking confidence in the future.


    This year, billionaire and Bloomberg founder Michael Bloomberg, who took office as mayor of New York, initiated a comprehensive economic recovery plan.


    In the entertainment sector, tax breaks were introduced to develop New York's film and television industry. New York, second only to Los Angeles, was already an entertainment capital.


    However, while Los Angeles focused on commercial films, New York was a sanctuary for independent art films. The distribution headquarters of Focus Features was also located in New York.


    New York, Manhattan, in a suite at the luxurious Carlyle Hotel.


    Charles stood by the window, overlooking Central Park from a high vantage point. The Carlyle was located in the Upper East Side, a prime location.


    "Charles, Focus Features is going to release Lost in Translation in 223 theaters!" Evelyn said as she handed over a screening plan.


    Charles took a look. "Wow."


    "On the same day, there's the romance film Two Weeks Notice and the gangster movie Gangs of New York. Although the latter stars Leonardo DiCaprio and is directed by Martin Scorsese, it's a gangster film and different from our genre. Two Weeks Notice should be the real competitor," Charles said, shaking his head. 


    This didn't even count the early releases like The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers or the next week's release of Catch Me If You Can, which starred both Tom Hanks and Leonardo DiCaprio and was directed by Steven Spielberg.


    Another movie around the same time was Chicago, which Charles was also aware of.


    "Two Weeks Notice is a formidable opponent. The two main actors, Sandra Bullock and Hugh Grant, are long-established stars," Evelyn commented, frowning as she analyzed. "They are both perfectly suited for a romance film, and Warner Bros. won't be stingy with their promotion!"


    "A formidable opponent? Their film has a budget of $60 million. Ours? $4 million, which is just a fraction. In their eyes, we're probably just cannon fodder," Charles said helplessly, knowing that Two Weeks Notice would debut in over 2,000 theaters.


    "Focus Features is arranging some interviews and talk show appearances for the main cast to get some exposure, but their promotion budget isn't very large. They're not going to spend much on TV ads and newspapers," Evelyn said. 


    She was very concerned about this film, not just because the director and leading actress were her clients, but because it was also her son's film company's first production.


    "I've prepared $1 million. Once Lost in Translation is released, I'll invest it in promotion based on its reception in the second week. Hopefully, it'll help!" Charles added.


    "How much money does Carpe Films have left now?"


    "About $200,000." It had originally been $300,000, but Charles had bought a Ferrari 360 and paid for the screenplay adaptation of Wedding Crashers, along with other expenses.


    "Next year, I aim to develop at least two films. Hence, the box office performance of Lost in Translation is crucial," said Charles, planning for Wedding Crashers and Brokeback Mountain. If another good script came along, who knows what ideas might strike.


    As Christmas arrived, Lost in Translation began screening in over 200 theaters. Compared to Two Weeks Notice, which opened in 2,800 theaters, there was hardly any comparison.


    Two Weeks Notice earned $14.5 million in its opening weekend, ranking second at the box office; Gangs of New York opened with $9.1 million.


    Lost in Translation opened with $3.1 million in North America.


    In its second week, the number of theaters increased to 480, and its weekly box office reached $3.5 million.


    With the Christmas holidays in between, by New Year's, Lost in Translation had grossed $8.1 million in North America.


    "Lost in Translation uses Coppola's romantic and comedic ways in unexpected and fitting manners. That's what the Chicago Sun-Times had to say," Charles said, nestled with Scarlett Johansson in his Santa Monica home, reading the newspaper.


    Focus Features had previously invested $2 million in promotion, and now they added another $2 million or so.


    Charles himself also invested $1 million in promoting Carpe Films.


    "Are we going to the Golden Globe Awards at the end of the month?" Scarlett asked.


    Charles kissed her on the lips before smiling and replying, "Of course, we'll also be heading to London for the BAFTA Awards and others. Lost in Translation is beloved by some in the industry."


    "Will it get an Oscar nomination?"


    "Not much of an issue; the film is of high quality. The Oscar judges won't overlook it," Charles said, though he lacked the funds for an Academy Awards campaign.


    After New Year's, the theaters showing Lost in Translation increased to 850, with the weekly box office reaching $4.5 million.


    The word-of-mouth and box office were both good. For a film with a production budget of just $4 million, grossing $14.5 million in North America after about 20 days of release was undoubtedly a success.


    At this point, the film's international distribution attracted the attention of many film companies.


  




  Chapter 31: At the Golden Globe Awards


  

    "Carpe Films, yes, I am Charles Carpe of Carpe Films!"


    "What? The overseas distribution for Carpe Films hasn't been sold yet, we only have an agreement with Columbia TriStar International for the Asian market. Europe and Australia are still in our hands!"


    "Alright, let's talk after the Golden Globe Awards!"


    In Burbank, after hanging up the phone, Charles thought about how Lost in Translation had attracted many distributors. However, the offer from Universal Pictures' international distribution arm was just too low.


    Charles had no intention of excluding other international distributors. He had previously collaborated with Constantin Film from Germany and Village Roadshow Pictures from Australia.


    Why refuse them now? 


    The reason he didn't want to discuss it right away was that Lost in Translation had been nominated for five awards at the Golden Globes: Best Motion Picture - Musical or Comedy, Best Actor - Motion Picture Musical or Comedy, Best Actress - Motion Picture Musical or Comedy, Best Director, and Best Screenplay!


    Of course, he had to wait until after the Golden Globe Awards ceremony in mid-January to discuss distribution.


    It was 3 PM Pacific Time in Los Angeles.


    The Beverly Hilton Hotel in Beverly Hills was the venue for the 60th Annual Golden Globe Awards.


    Produced by the Hollywood Foreign Press Association, the Golden Globes were often seen as a precursor to the Oscars.


    This year, the biggest contenders were Chicago and Lost in Translation, fiercely competing in Best Director and Best Acting categories in the Musical or Comedy segments.


    Though the Golden Globe Awards didn't start until 5 PM, the venue was already packed with people, and the red carpet was glittering with stars.


    Upon arrival, Charles found Sofia Coppola and Scarlett Johansson.


    "Where's Bill?" Charles asked, referring to the film's lead actor, Bill Murray.


    Sofia, dressed in a black gown, hugged Charles and laughed, "He's over there, being interviewed!"


    "Charles, looking sharp today!" Scarlett Johansson also hugged him.


    Charles smiled and joked that his handmade Italian suit wasn't cheap!


    "Let's go inside. We still have two hours; I want to sit for a while!"


    Charles extended his arms, and Sofia Coppola and Scarlett Johansson each took one, walking with him down the red carpet.


    Both Sofia and Scarlett were well-recognized, but who cared about a producer like Charles?


    After walking and stopping several times, Charles entered the media hall for interviews while others continued along the red carpet.


    The Golden Globes took place in a banquet-like hall where attendees sat at tables, circling around the stage for the awards ceremony.


    Charles waited alone for nearly half an hour when Sofia Coppola joined him.


    "How are you feeling? Nervous?" Sofia smiled as she poured herself a glass of water.


    "Nervous?" Charles shook his head. "Look at the nominees: Drama - The Hours, Gangs of New York; Musical or Comedy - Chicago, and our Lost in Translation."


    "Three of those are from Miramax, and Chicago has a solid reputation and a North American box office of $30 million, with its release scale gradually expanding."


    Lost in Translation premiered a week earlier than Chicago and had just crossed $25 million at the North American box office.


    Sofia patted Charles and laughed, "I know Harvey Weinstein is fierce in award publicity, but Miramax is focused on the Oscars two months later. Besides, do you think Miramax can sweep the Golden Globes?"


    Charles chuckled, "Good point. Their focus is indeed on the Oscars. Chicago, Gangs of New York, and The Hours may all have good reputations, but Roman Polanski's The Pianist is critically acclaimed through the roof."


    Recently, the Los Angeles Times had published extensive coverage of Roman Polanski's old case of sexual assault involving an underage girl.


    Harvey Weinstein's moves hit hard; Polanski had been a fugitive from American justice for years, even if both sides' lawyers had likely settled things out of court.


    However, Polanski still couldn't enter the U.S.; in Europe, he could do as he pleased since European film industries had less stringent moral and legal constraints than Hollywood.


    "Are you ready to attend various film festivals and such?" Sofia asked.


    Charles was after profit, while Sofia Coppola sought fame, each wanting something different.


    "The BAFTA Awards are in February, followed by the Oscars. We've also submitted for the Venice Film Festival in September," Sofia quickly responded after thinking for a moment.


    "As for other awards submitted by various distributors, it depends on the schedule."


    Charles nodded in agreement, aware that domestic distributors would promote the film internationally at different film festivals, such as the Tokyo International Film Festival, the French Cesar Awards for foreign films, and the Italian David di Donatello Awards for foreign films.


    "Lots of stars here tonight!" Charles remarked, watching the celebrities entering the banquet hall, noting that the front rows were reserved for movie stars closest to the awards stage.


    Further back were the staff members and, beyond them, TV actors and members of international film crews.


    "Starting this year, the Golden Globes will be held in late January. Previously, they were scheduled a few days before the Oscar nominations. Now it's been reformed!" Sofia remarked, seemingly keeping up with such details.


    "I think the Oscars will now be held in late March, with nominations announced in February. The ceremony is usually in Kodak Theatre in late February," Charles recalled, noting that the Academy Awards were also moving to a February spot.


    The Golden Globe nominations were revealed in early January, with the ceremony in late January; Oscar nominations were announced in early February, with the Oscars held in late February at the Kodak Theatre.


    This was the awards timeline Charles remembered!


    "Alright, I'm going to greet the My Big Fat Greek Wedding crew," Charles said, spotting Nia Vardalos entering the hall.


    My Big Fat Greek Wedding had also been nominated for Best Motion Picture - Musical or Comedy and Best Actress - Motion Picture Musical or Comedy.


    Nevertheless, its momentum didn't seem to rival Chicago or Lost in Translation, despite being a box-office hit.


    "Hey, Nia!" Charles hugged Nia Vardalos.


    "Charles, good to see you. Tom Hanks and Rita Wilson are also here!" Nia Vardalos replied with a smile.


  




  Chapter 32: The Golden Globes


  

    At five in the afternoon, the 60th Annual Golden Globe Awards officially began.


    Charles's seat was arranged with the crew of Lost in Translation: Sofia Coppola, Scarlett Johansson, and Bill Murray and his wife, among others.


    Of course, the primary focus at the Golden Globes was still on the movies, as the Emmy Awards were the authoritative ceremony for television awards.


    Not long after the start, the awards for Best Supporting Actor and Best Supporting Actress in the movie category were presented, with the winners being Chris Cooper and Meryl Streep from Adaptation.


    Subsequently, several television awards were handed out, interspersed with non-performance-related movie awards.


    The first award for Lost in Translation was Best Screenplay in the movie category, naturally awarded to Sofia Coppola.


    The Golden Globes had Best Screenplay awards divided into movie and television categories. Unlike the Oscars, which had Best Original Screenplay and Best Adapted Screenplay.


    Of course, the biggest difference was that the Oscars didn't separate Drama and Musical/Comedy for Best Picture, Best Actor, and Best Actress.


    Midway through the ceremony, the competition for Best Actor in a Musical or Comedy began, with the strongest contenders being Bill Murray from Lost in Translation and Richard Gere from Chicago.


    The presenter was Sharon Stone. Charles pondered whether the early release of Lost in Translation could still outperform Chicago in terms of awards.


    "Oh," Sofia and Scarlett suddenly exclaimed by Charles's side.


    Bill Murray had won Best Actor in a Musical or Comedy. Charles quickly stood up to congratulate him.


    Then, for Best Actress in a Musical or Comedy, Scarlett Johansson and Nia Vardalos both lost to Renee Zellweger from Chicago.


    As the ceremony proceeded towards the more significant awards, the Best Actor in a Drama was awarded to veteran actor Jack Nicholson for About Schmidt.


    The Best Actress in a Drama was awarded to Nicole Kidman for The Hours.


    Charles watched Nicole Kidman take the stage. She indeed looked radiant. Just last year, she had won Best Actress in a Musical or Comedy for Moulin Rouge, and this year it was for a Drama.


    "The last three big awards are Best Director, Best Picture in Musical/Comedy, and Best Picture in Drama," Scarlett clutched Charles's arm and said.


    "Don't be nervous. Look at Sofia; she looks so calm." Charles glanced at Sofia Coppola on his other side.


    "Oh my God, I'm nervous too!" Sofia said with a smile.


    This made Bill Murray laugh, "Sofia, you gotta have confidence!"


    Best Director was not divided by genre. The presenter, Harrison Ford, announced the nominees:


    - Spike Jonze for Adaptation


    - Martin Scorsese for Gangs of New York


    - Peter Jackson for The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers


    - Rob Marshall for Chicago


    - Sofia Coppola for Lost in Translation


    - Stephen Daldry for The Hours


    Harrison Ford then loudly announced: Gangs of New York, Martin Scorsese.


    No matter what, everyone applauded and congratulated the veteran director.


    Next, the Best Picture in a Musical/Comedy award was presented by actors Nicolas Cage and Jennifer Connelly.


    The nominees were:


    - Lost in Translation


    - Chicago


    - My Big Fat Greek Wedding


    - Adaptation


    - About a Boy


    "Jennifer, have you noticed how fierce the competition between Chicago and Lost in Translation has been tonight, from lead actors to Best Picture?" Nicolas Cage joked.


    "True, the lead acting categories were each won by one of them. Let's see who wins Best Picture," Jennifer Connelly replied with a smile.


    Nicolas Cage took a glance at the envelope in his hand and announced, Lost in Translation!


    "Wow," Scarlett Johansson suddenly hugged Charles tightly.


    "Best Picture in a Musical or Comedy!"


    Charles straightened his clothes, kissed Scarlett Johansson, and then hugged Sofia Coppola.


    "Together!" Charles held Sofia's hand as they left their seats, accepting congratulations and expressing thanks.


    The host introduced Charles Carpe, the producer of Lost in Translation and also one of the producers of My Big Fat Greek Wedding, a young film producer at 21.


    In the front row, they also embraced Tom Hanks and his wife.


    "Good job, kid!" Tom Hanks said.


    "Charles, keep it up!" added Rita Wilson, Tom Hanks's wife.


    "Thank you, thank you!"


    As they passed Nicole Kidman, she stood up, clapping and hugging Charles. "Charles, that's impressive. You've only produced two movies, right?"


    "Ah, thank you!"


  




  Chapter 33: International Distribution


  

    Beverly Hills, Hilton Hotel, backstage at the Golden Globe Awards, the atmosphere was lively with buzzing filmmakers and media reporters.


    "You young folks go celebrate! We're old now and need to go rest," Bill Murray said, tired, as he and his wife bid farewell to Charles and his group.


    The newly crowned Best Actor in a Musical or Comedy at the Golden Globes hurriedly accepted interviews from the reporters and then left for home.


    "Charles, Sofia, Scarlett, let's take a picture together," a reporter said, raising a camera.


    Charles immediately posed with Sofia and Scarlett for a photo, seemingly holding a trophy in one hand.


    Then, Charles' phone rang. It was his mother, Evelyn. He quickly walked out to the garden to take the call.


    "Congratulations, Charles! Lost in Translation received five nominations and won three awards! The biggest winner of the night!" Evelyn exclaimed.


    "Well, the musical and comedy categories aren't as prestigious as the drama ones. The Hours also won two major awards," Charles seemed to have outshined Chicago.


    "Alright then, we'll celebrate when I get back to Los Angeles. By the way, remember that director Zack Snyder, the one you recommended? He's negotiating a script right now."


    "Of course, I remember. Zack Snyder is quite capable!"


    "Yes, it's the contract for the remake of Dawn of the Dead that we are handling," Evelyn clarified.


    After chatting briefly with his mother, Charles went back inside to pick up his things, ready to leave.


    "Sofia is being interviewed by the reporters," Scarlett said as Charles walked over.


    "Then let's leave. It seems most of our crew is gone anyway. Some have left, and some are out celebrating with other groups," Charles suggested.


    Scarlett Johansson nodded and went to inform Sofia.


    "Charles, we're going to a bar to celebrate tonight. Aren't you excited?" Sofia Coppola was still a bit enthusiastic.


    "Alright, let's go!" 


    ...


    Charles and others celebrated until dawn at a private club on Santa Monica Boulevard in Beverly Hills before heading home.


    The Golden Globe Awards for movies and television were chosen by a group of journalists. Although they had some level of expertise, they couldn't quite match the authority of the Oscars.


    The next day, newspapers and magazines such as the Los Angeles Times, Hollywood Reporter, San Francisco Chronicle, and Vanity Fair extensively covered the Golden Globe Awards.


    Lost in Translation won three major awards, becoming the biggest winner. Many other films also won two awards each.


    Some newspapers expressed dissatisfaction that Chicago lost to Lost in Translation for Best Motion Picture - Musical or Comedy.


    Charles, however, was no longer concerned. Carpe Productions had run out of funds, and they needed to sell the overseas distribution rights, DVD, and television rights of Lost in Translation for cash flow.


    "Columbia TriStar Motion Picture Group wants the international rights outside of North America, and not just for the Asian market!"


    The distribution head of Sony Entertainment's Columbia TriStar International Motion Picture Group arrived at Carpe Productions to negotiate.


    In Carpe Productions' office, Charles shook his head and smiled at the head of distribution, saying, "We have an agreement with Constantin Film for Germany, and with Village Roadshow Pictures for Australia and New Zealand."


    "Other than Germany and Australia, Columbia TriStar Motion Picture Group has its own channels in Europe and Latin America," said the head of Sony Entertainment. In North America, Sony Pictures handled the distribution, whereas Columbia TriStar International Motion Picture Group handled the overseas markets.


    "Lost in Translation is expected to gross at least $40 million in the North American market. This type of film will be even more popular in Europe. With the Golden Globes and potentially the Oscars, we are confident that the overseas rights will not come cheap," Charles laughed.


    "Moreover, the overseas rights of Lost in Translation include theater releases, DVD markets, and television broadcasting rights. We can sell them outright!"


    "What price does Carpe Productions want?"


    Charles slowly held up five fingers. The Columbia TriStar head was visibly excited and said loudly, "Charles, that's impossible. How much box office can the overseas market bring?"


    "Wait, listen to me," Charles pressed his hands down to calm the other party. "You know the saying, 'start high and settle low.' Don't get worked up!"


    "Based on my estimates, the overseas market will be about twice the North American market. Lost in Translation has strong artistic value, while Hollywood has become overly commercial. You know this."


    "Moreover, Lost in Translation was entirely shot in Tokyo, Japan. It's practically a promotional film for Tokyo. Sony Group also hopes to promote Japanese culture better, and Lost in Translation is perfect for that."


    "It's still not possible for $50 million. Without the German and Australian markets," the distribution head hadn't quite recovered. "$20 million. Columbia TriStar will take the overseas distribution rights excluding Germany and Australia."


    "Mr. Johnson, that's too low," Charles approached the head and analyzed, "I predict overseas box-office revenue of at least $80 million. Even if we exclude $10 million from Germany and Australia, that's still around $70 million. Plus, DVD and TV broadcasting - how much can Columbia TriStar make?"


    "With a good reputation in North America, the overseas promotion costs will be minimal. Plus, the income from theaters will be around $30 million. The DVD market should not be lower than the box office market, and don't forget the TV broadcast revenue! And the positive impact on Tokyo's image!"


    "Charles, you can't calculate like this. We can't be sure the overseas market will double the North American box office, and we'll have to wait for the release. The DVD market also takes time!"


    "Therefore, $22 million!"


    "Not enough. Through promoting Japanese culture globally, Sony will benefit a lot too. If the price is right, we can also give you the North American DVD and TV broadcasting rights," Charles dropped a heavy hint.


    Selling off the DVD market rights was a good choice for Carpe since they had no distribution channels. Home entertainment companies owned by distributors would drive hard bargains.


    The DVD market distribution costs were about 20%-30% in North America and roughly 40%-50% overseas. Including a 30% cost, the creators would get only 20%-40% of the revenue.


    "Alright, including the North American home entertainment market, Columbia TriStar can offer $30 million!"


    "Mr. Johnson, I need sincerity," Charles frowned. "The North American home entertainment market is huge. $50 million in total is not too much."


    "Charles, time is a factor. Putting this deal together will take at least one or two years. $35 million!"


    The negotiation lasted for a week, and Charles insisted on $50 million without backing down. Columbia TriStar was indeed very interested in promoting Japanese culture and eventually raised their offer to $40 million.


    At the same time, Charles sold the German and Australian rights separately to Constantin Film and Village Roadshow Pictures, fetching $5.5 million.


    By the end of January, Charles received a message from Ang Lee and discussed Brokeback Mountain. 


    Eventually, Carpe Productions sold the North American home entertainment market and the international rights excluding Germany and Australia to Columbia TriStar for $45 million.


    Carpe Productions was finally back in full swing, with more than $50 million soon to be in their accounts!


    When Evelyn returned to Los Angeles from New York, she immediately celebrated with her son because Naomi Watts was filming in Europe, and Scarlett Johansson was promoting Lost in Translation.


    Keira Knightley, who came from England, also attended the celebration.


    "Keira, long time no see!" Charles hugged the now 18-year-old elegant Keira Knightley and smiled.


    "Charles, you're awesome! Lost in Translation was fantastic!" Keira Knightley also praised.


    "Alright, Charles, congratulations. Your mother was in New York earlier and then went to Park City, Utah," Evelyn joined in.


    "Park City?" Charles initially didn't react.


    "The Sundance Film Festival had just ended, and your mom came back," Evelyn reminded.


    The Sundance Film Festival, held annually for about ten days in late January, was a grand event for independent films. Many directors got discovered by film companies there.


    "Sundance Film Festival," Charles suddenly checked his watch.


    At the Sundance Film Festival, Saw was picked up by Lionsgate this year. James Wan got the idea from a short film, which caught Lionsgate's attention and turned into the Saw series.


    I can't believe I forgot! Charles loved low-budget movies!


  




  Chapter 34: Horror Short Film


  

    "Dona, find this year's Saint Denis Film Festival short film records. There's an Asian newcomer director named James Wan who made a thriller short film for the festival. Find him as soon as possible," Charles immediately instructed his assistant upon returning to Carpe Productions.


    The Saint Denis Film Festival was a well-structured nonprofit organization with many short and feature films, most of which were sponsored by the festival and had records available.


    "I found him. James Wan and his friend have already returned to Melbourne!" In less than three days, Dona found the information.


    "Contact them. Carpe Productions is interested in their short film. Bring them to Los Angeles, and we'll cover their travel expenses," Charles instructed without hesitation. He had to secure this opportunity.


    Meanwhile, after waiting for about half a month, the funds from Columbia TriStar, Constantin Film, and Village Roadshow reached their accounts.


    At the Beverly Hills Roosevelt Hotel, Charles met director Ang Lee to discuss the filming of Brokeback Mountain.


    Such a sensitive film related to homosexuality naturally wouldn't have a large budget, and the actors' salaries would be low as well.


    With a budget of $15 million, Ang Lee was very interested in this novel adaptation but needed a long time to prepare.


    "No problem. The film schedule is at least set for next year. There's an Australian actor, pretty good at acting, named Heath Ledger. We can have him audition," Charles recommended.


    "Sure, this novel seems to have also attracted the interest of Focus Features' James Schamus. We can contact Focus for distribution," Ang Lee, who had a good relationship with Schamus and had informed him about the Brokeback Mountain novel, mentioned.


    "Even better. We worked with Focus Features on Lost in Translation, and they handled the distribution," Charles had planned to approach Focus Features for distribution as the North American box office had peaked, and it was time to collect.


    After their discussion, Charles and Ang Lee had dinner together before parting ways. A few days later, Ang Lee and his agent would visit Carpe Productions to sign the contract.


    Charles had just opened the door of his Ferrari 360 when he saw Mel Gibson hurriedly entering the hotel.


    Charles stared at Mel Gibson's back for a few seconds. Had The Passion of the Christ not started filming yet?


    Wasn't he funding it himself? Did he find a distributor after the filming was completed?


    Back home, Charles called his mother, Evelyn, asking her to keep an eye on the development of that film.


    Information-wise, agents were quite resourceful!


    The next morning, Charles arrived at the office, and Dona informed him that James Wan had arrived in the U.S. and would meet them that afternoon at the office.


    "Perfect," Charles was a bit thrilled and immediately called his mother to come to Carpe Productions that afternoon. There was good news.


    Clearly, he intended to introduce this director to his mother. Good opportunities should be kept within the family.


    In February, the warm weather in Los Angeles was quite pleasant in the afternoon.


    An Asian, relatively skinny and a regular-looking Caucasian got out of a taxi parked in front of Carpe Productions in Burbank.


    "This should be the place!" The Caucasian said to the Asian next to him.


    The Asian nodded, looked at the sign, and said, "Can't be wrong. Let's go in!"


    After notifying the front desk, the two were led to a meeting room on the second floor, where Charles greeted them.


    "Charles Carpe, owner of Carpe Productions. My assistant should have briefed you," Charles shook hands with the two and then sat down, with coffee being served.


    "Hello, I'm James Wan, the director of the short film. This is Leigh Whannell, the screenwriter, and lead actor of the short film," the Asian responded quickly and took out the copy of their short film from his bag.


    "Good, you brought the copy of the short film. Smart thinking," Charles appreciated their preparedness.


    "Hasn't any film company been interested in your short film's concept?" Charles asked, thinking Lions Gate should have noticed them by now.


    James Wan, and his good friend Leigh Whannell shook their heads and responded helplessly, "We played the short film in the open square of the Saint Denis Film Festival for a few days. Not many people were interested. Lions Gate had a buyer who seemed a bit interested, left us a contact number but never followed up. Carpe Productions is the first film company to actively contact us."


    "I see. How about we check out the short film in the screening room? I'm sure you've researched Carpe Productions. We have the resources to support you," Charles smiled.


    "Of course, and we're very grateful!"


    Afterward, Charles led the two, along with his mother and a few other company employees, to watch the short film in the screening room. The film was rough and short, about ten minutes long, and clearly lacked funds for proper production.


    "It's indeed pretty gory and horrifying," Evelyn, sitting at the back, felt somewhat uncomfortable, finding it too bloody.


    Charles nodded, "It does have gore and horror, but it's too short!"


    "Sir, we can perfect the screenplay and need funding to produce a complete film," Leigh Whannell quickly responded.


    "Go back home, and if the company decides, we'll notify you," Charles said with a smile.


    James Wan and Leigh Whannell looked at each other, then at Charles Carpe, their disappointment evident, and left Carpe Productions with heavy hearts.


  




  Chapter 35: Chapter 35


  

    After two months of screening, Lost in Translation was basically ready to be taken off the theaters, with only a few suburban cinemas still showing it.


    However, it didn't matter much at this point. When Lost in Translation finished its North American run, it had grossed $42 million!


    The theaters took 47%, Focus Features took a 15% distribution commission, leaving $15.96 million. Focus Features had spent $4.8 million on promotion and distribution, so Carpe Productions were left with $11.16 million.


    Carpe Productions had invested $4 million in the production budget and another $1.2 million in post-production promotion, leaving Carpe Productions with a net income of $5.96 million!


    This $5.96 million was the base for profit sharing among the crew, representing the net profit from the North American box office.


    Charles was quite generous and immediately gave out $3 million in bonuses to the crew members. Typically, the main creators could get a 25% share of the net profits, and Charles was certainly better than most other film companies, wasn't he?


    As for overseas revenues, sorry, the main creators were all newcomers without fame. Bill Murray was just an old comedy actor with limited commercial appeal.


    Art film salaries were inherently low, and everyone received advance payments. Charles bore all the risks himself.


    Even Evelyn, his own mother, had nothing to complain about. They had earned money and fame, so what was there to be unhappy about?


    Currently, Carpe Productions' total capital in the account had reached $63.6 million. Of course, there were lawyer and tax fees to be paid, so the actual available funds were $60 million.


    Brokeback Mountain needed a $15 million production budget;


    Wedding Crashers was still revising the script, and the chosen script for Saw was also a very small investment.


    As for the announced Oscar nominations, Nia Vardalos from My Big Fat Greek Wedding received a Best Original Screenplay nomination, which had little to do with Charles.


    But Lost in Translation received four Oscar nominations: Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor, and Best Original Screenplay.


    However, who were the competitors? The Hours, The Pianist, Chicago, and Gangs of New York - whether it was for Best Picture, Best Director, or Best Actor, Lost in Translation really had no advantage.


    The Oscar Academy voters weren't like those journalists from the foreign press association; the reputation of The Pianist had already soared.


    Miramax's musical Chicago was favored by the Oscars and also had a high reputation. With The Pianist competing with the musical Chicago, it really was not a contest; The Pianist had a much higher chance of winning from any perspective.


    Otherwise, Harvey Weinstein's public relations maneuvers wouldn't have been so deliberate, thus the competition for Best Picture at this year's Oscars was essentially a two-horse race between The Pianist and Chicago.


    The Best Director would definitely go to one of the directors of these two films. Although Martin Scorsese's Gangs of New York got a nomination, it really couldn't compare to the other films.


    Sofia Coppola certainly hoped Charles could spend some money on public relations, but Charles didn't want to waste that money!


    "Hey, so Lost in Translation really has no chance?" Evelyn came to Carpe Productions to have coffee in Charles's office.


    Charles shook his head and said, "The distributors are Focus Features and Columbia TriStar, and they don't have any ideas right now. What could I do?"


    "Alright, Sofia didn't have high hopes either. Today, I came to ask you about what you think of James Wan."


    "Oh, it's already sorted?"


    "Good Lord, they're two newcomers; wasn't it easy to sign them? No objections at all, and knowing that you're my son, they have high hopes for your support in their film development!"


    "Sure, $1.5 million to let them turn their idea into a film. $300,000 upfront for them to complete the script and start pre-production," Charles had already thought it through; $1.5 million was enough for the newcomer director's fee and filming.


    Compared to another world where Lionsgate had invested $1.2 million in filming, Carpe Productions was more generous, allowing James Wan and others to receive advance payments directly.


    "$1.5 million! That's fine," Evelyn had no objections. Now, in Hollywood, a film with a budget under $1 million was produced hundreds of times a year.


    "By the way, Mel Gibson's The Passion of the Christ couldn't find investors and currently has no distributor support!"


    "Is it because the subject is niche and hard to make a profit, or does it face obstruction from the Jewish community?" Charles asked seriously.


    Evelyn frowned, "Both, I suppose. After all, religious-themed movies have rarely succeeded commercially and always face various problems. Charles, it's best not to have any ideas for this project. You know how strong the Jewish community is in Hollywood."


    Charles smirked sarcastically, "Everyone knows what Jews are like. The Passion of the Christ follows the Bible precisely; Jews are just covering it up. A group that could even sell out their beliefs for profit - if they knew The Passion of the Christ could make money, they might be the first to extend an olive branch."


    "Charles, you're right, but religious-themed movies are almost always unprofitable, which is why finding investors is so hard!" Evelyn's family were, of course, Catholics and had no opinion on Judaism.


    Charles smiled and nodded, "Don't worry, I know. Now that the company is doing well, I won't act recklessly!"


    Hollywood had a lot of Jews, many of whom were in the entertainment and media industries. DreamWorks was a film company entirely controlled by Jews.


    Why shouldn't Carpe Productions invest in The Passion of the Christ? It's the most successful R-rated film, with more than $600 million in global box office revenue.


    It's not like they were friends with the outspoken Mel Gibson; it's just an investment!


    However, with films like Brokeback Mountain, which had a homosexual theme, and The Passion of the Christ, a religiously sensitive one, adding a film with racial discrimination as a theme, Carpe Productions was really reaching for the stars!


    "Boss, Mr. James Schamus from Focus Features will be in Los Angeles in three days. He wants to meet you," assistant Dona Williams reported.


    "Alright, arrange it," Charles had directly sold all of Lost in Translation's North American home entertainment market rights to Columbia TriStar, so United International Pictures couldn't eat into the overseas market either.


    Wonder what James Schamus will think then? At any rate, they'd definitely be discussing the distribution of Brokeback Mountain this time.


  




  Chapter 36: The Passion of the Christ


  

    The annual grand event in Hollywood was undoubtedly the Academy Awards, the most prestigious film award ceremony in the world.


    Compared with the three major European film festivals or the previous Golden Globe Awards, it wasn't in the same league. This was evident from the viewership ratings.


    Film companies, actors' teams, public relations agents were all working hard for the nominated movies. You could see media meet-and-greets, judges' cocktail parties, and movie promotions everywhere.


    During the Oscars, it was the most bustling season for Hollywood. Hollywood stars big and small were bustling from one party to another.


    Focus Features showed a certain interest in distributing Brokeback Mountain, but Charles wanted to reduce the 15% distribution commission.


    As a result, they hadn't signed the distribution agreement yet. Anyway, the movie was still in pre-production, so there was time to negotiate.


    Los Angeles, Malibu.


    At the entrance of a luxurious beach villa, a Corvette drove into the yard. Charles and his assistant, Dona, got out of the car and saw Mel Gibson standing at the door.


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Gibson!"


    "Good afternoon, Charles!" Mel Gibson also welcomed Charles and Dona into the living room.


    Charles visited Mel Gibson with the purpose of investing in The Passion of the Christ, so he made a special trip to his beach mansion.


    "Your house is really beautiful!" Charles praised as he walked into the living room.


    Mel Gibson smiled and said, "With your wealth, you could buy one anytime."


    "However, I don't have high demands for my place to live, and I think there's better places to invest money," Charles replied as he sat down. "Am I right, Mr. Gibson?"


    "Charles, what would you like to drink, coffee or something stronger?"


    "Uh, beer please!" Charles knew this guy was a heavy drinker, and a bit of beer wouldn't hurt. As for the driving issue, Dona could drive.


    Mel Gibson fetched two bottles of beer and had the servant prepare a cup of coffee for Dona.


    "There are very few young people like you in Hollywood. Have you considered the consequences of investing in The Passion of the Christ?" Mel Gibson asked, leading Charles to a balcony where they could overlook the Pacific Ocean.


    "What consequences? It's just a movie, though it involves religion. There have been similar movies in the past, haven't there?" Charles wasn't particularly worried, given the sensitivity around Brokeback Mountain.


    "The Passion of the Christ has been difficult to find investors and distributors. I'm determined to make this film, but I can't say when it will be released," Mel Gibson admitted, as this was an open secret.


    Charles smiled, "The script of The Passion of the Christ is based on the Bible, the Catholics won't object. The pressure comes from the Jews, but there are plenty of Catholics in the U.S.. We can send copies to the heads of the major Catholic dioceses. With nearly 200 dioceses across the nation, there will be support!"


    Mel Gibson said nothing further. As long as Charles was willing to invest, it was good news. "The budget for The Passion of the Christ is $25 million, and I will direct it myself!"


    Charles thought for a moment and proposed, "Carpe Industries will invest $15 million, owning half of the rights. Icon Productions will handle the production!"


    With Icon Productions covering the remaining budget, and Gibson himself directing, the deal was solid.


    Charles' offer was sincere, and Mel Gibson had no reason to refuse.


    "That's great. I've already been to Italy to look for shooting locations, and the main actors have been decided. I've been wanting to make this film for many years, and now I'm thrilled to finally see it happen."


    As traditional Catholics, they are the most hostile to Judaism, given that Jesus was betrayed by Jews according to the Bible.


    "In terms of the movie, Mr. Gibson, you can make all the decisions yourself. I don't know much about filmmaking," said Charles, not intending to get overly involved. "I'll have someone draft up a contract! Once the contract is signed, Carpe Industries will transfer the money immediately!"


    With efficient and concise negotiations, the investment issue for The Passion of the Christ was quickly resolved.


    Of course, even without Carpe Industries' investment, Mel Gibson might have self-funded the film.


    Within three days, Carpe Industries had signed the contract to invest $15 million in Icon Productions for The Passion of the Christ, securing half the shares. 


    Carpe Industries didn't procrastinate, transferring the funds promptly. With the budget in place, Icon Productions quickly accelerated the project.


    In the evening, at Evelyn's home in West Hollywood, Charles visited his mother and had dinner with her.


    "You invested in The Passion of the Christ?" Evelyn inquired.


    "Yes, I did, $15 million for half the shares," Charles didn't hide anything.


    "Why invest in this film with so many other projects available?"


    "I need money, a lot of it. I'm going to invest in films that can make me big bucks," Charles replied, wiping his mouth after finishing his meal. "I need my own distribution network, so I'm not always at others' mercy. Brokeback Mountain, The Passion of the Christ, and the upcoming project Wedding Crashers will all be like this. I want to distribute my films myself.


    Building it from scratch is costly and time-consuming. I want to directly acquire an independent film distributor; with a foundation in place, I can invest in expanding and perfecting it!"


    Evelyn understood her son's ambitions but was still concerned and reminded him, "Investing in The Passion of the Christ might leave a bad impression on some Jewish investors. It could make future financing difficult."


    "Don't worry, I know what I'm doing. After all, if I could handle a controversial film like Brokeback Mountain, investing in The Passion of the Christ is no big deal," Charles understood the greed of capital. As long as there's profit, investors will come.


    Mel Gibson's The Passion of the Christ was immensely successful. It wasn't until later, when his anti-Semitic remarks were made public, that the investors started avoiding him.


    "Alright, I've been planning to buy two houses in Beverly Hills in the next few days, one for each of us. It can be a home and an investment," Charles still had $30 million to spend for tax deductions.


    "I have been living in this house for a long time!" Evelyn's house was neither big nor ideally located, but she was attached to it after all those years.


    "Let's get a bigger, safer, and more private place. We can throw parties there too. All those stars have big houses, don't they?" Charles chuckled. "I make more money off of one movie than they do off several!"


    "Alright, you win!" Evelyn agreed.


  




  Chapter 37: Buying a House


  

    Over the next half month, Charles and his mother Evelyn continuously looked at houses, being meticulous since they would be living in them.


    Charles preferred modern-style decor, while Evelyn favored luxury homes with a touch of historical and classical ambiance.


    Ultimately, Evelyn settled on a villa in the Bel Air community. It had over 4,500 square feet of living space, 4 bedrooms, 5 bathrooms, along with garden and an outdoor swimming pool, altogether covering more than 10,000 square feet. They agreed on a price of $6.6 million.


    Charles, on the other hand, found a newly built hilltop mansion in Beverly Hills. The property covered about 20,000 square feet, with the house itself being about 15,000 square feet.


    It featured 7 bedrooms, 9 bathrooms, a private cinema, a bar, entertainment room, study, and both indoor and outdoor swimming pools, along with a large garage.


    However, it was expensive, priced at a hefty $14.5 million.


    In addition, Charles spent nearly $4 million on a 5,000 square-foot beach villa in Santa Monica, which was much better than the one he had leased earlier.


    Just like that, he spent $25 million as if it was nothing, and it felt incredible.


    Soon, Charles moved into the Santa Monica beach house. The Beverly Hills hilltop mansion still needed some tidying up. That place was going to be his future base, which he would call Carpe Manor.


    Evelyn sold her previous house in West Hollywood for $320,000 and moved directly into the Bel Air community, part of the Platinum Triangle.


    ...


    Burbank, Carpe Films, morning.


    Charles was researching a Hong Kong crime thriller film titled Infernal Affairs, which was released in Hong Kong last December. It grossed over HK$55 million and was currently being shown across Asia.


    "Dona, send a fax to Media Asia in Hong Kong. Carpe Films wants to purchase the remake rights for Infernal Affairs," Charles promptly decided. It was morning in Los Angeles, so it should be evening in Hong Kong with a 12-hour time difference.


    Charles knew that Infernal Affairs was eventually remade by Brad Pitt's Plan B Entertainment, which secured the remake rights for $1.75 million in his previous life.


    However, Infernal Affairs was still in the early stages of its release in Asia, so while Hollywood studios might have noticed it, not many would have taken significant action yet.


    Dona Williams took on the task quickly.


    Currently, Carpe Films had about $5 million in liquid funds, more than enough to produce a horror movie helmed by James Wan.


    The most crucial thing for Charles now was to stock up on good scripts, the more, the better. Unknown to many, various studios' vaults contained numerous creative ideas and scripts awaiting development.


    By the afternoon, Carpe Films welcomed Mr. Bill Kong, a manager from Edko Films, Hong Kong.


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Kong!"


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Carpe!"


    In the meeting room, Bill Kong explained that he had received a phone call from Media Asia to discuss the script of Infernal Affairs.


    "Infernal Affairs has received high acclaim, covering themes of gangs, police, entertainment, and psychological elements," Charles praised.


    "Indeed, Infernal Affairs is regarded as the best crime thriller in the past twenty years in Hong Kong, with high ratings and box office success. We are delighted that Hollywood wants to remake it."


    "Carpe Films aims to develop a Hollywood version of Infernal Affairs!"


    Bill Kong nodded and smiled. "Hero has been nominated for Best Foreign Language Film at this year's Oscars, so I'm here to discuss promotional activities with Miramax. Other members of the Hero crew might arrive by the 20th!"


    "Only a few days away," Charles, who hadn't paid much attention to the Oscars, remarked casually.


    "Media Asia will send representatives to discuss the Infernal Affairs remake script around that time," Bill Kong explained.


    "No problem, Carpe Films is very interested in the Infernal Affairs script!" Charles smiled. As for competition, he wasn't worried. Other studios wouldn't spend too much on the remake rights.


    After Bill Kong left, Charles was almost certain that Media Asia had already been in contact with Hollywood studios in Hong Kong.


    It was a bidding war; the highest offer wins!


    He casually called his mother to inquire about the situation at Plan B Entertainment.


    "It's an independent film company co-managed by Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston under Brad Grey, formed two years ago. They are currently producing an epic war film Troy with Warner Bros., with a budget of $150 million, starring Brad Pitt."


    "So, it operates under Warner Bros.?"


    "Why are you asking about this?"


    "I'm interested in a Chinese film and thinking of purchasing the remake rights. Plan B seems to be a potential competitor."


    "Really? Warner Bros. has a distribution deal with Plan B, paying them around $2 million annually for operational costs. Any films developed by Plan B are distributed by Warner Bros. first!"


    "By the way, the script by James Wan and Leigh Whannell has been finalized. When will you support their film production?"


    "After the Oscars. I'll hire an executive producer to assist them. They can start casting and pre-production," Charles said, thinking that a horror movie with over a million-dollar budget wasn't that challenging.


    "Alright!"


    After hanging up, Charles suddenly felt like he was running out of money again. It was so easy to spend.


    He needed money to buy the Infernal Affairs script and to produce Saw.


    Driving back to the Santa Monica villa, he passed through the bustling Santa Monica Boulevard, which didn't seem to calm down despite the U.S. starting a war in Iraq.


    After arriving home, Charles received a call from Kate Beckinsale. She had finished filming in Prague and was back in Los Angeles for some studio shoots.


    "I just moved into a new house, come visit!"


    "Sure, I'll drive over!" Kate said.


    Charles then sent the address to the British Rose, Kate Beckinsale.


    The house was somewhat empty, but Charles only planned to live there for a while, so he hadn't prepared much.


    Half an hour later, Kate Beckinsale's car pulled up in Charles's driveway.


  




  Chapter 38: Chapter 38


  

    Early in the morning, Charles Carpe woke up and glanced at Kate Beckinsale, who was still sound asleep beside him. Without waking her, he got out of bed.


    Leaning on the sofa on the balcony, Charles Carpe read the newspaper while enjoying the Pacific Ocean breeze of the early morning.


    "Charles," Kate Beckinsale came to the balcony slowly, wearing a loose men's shirt casually draped over her and walking over barefoot.


    "Awake?" Charles put down the newspaper, letting her sit on his lap as he embraced her.


    "Nice house!" Kate Beckinsale knew that Charles had made a lot of money with Lost in Translation.


    "Thanks! How was filming in Prague?" Charles asked before kissing her for a while.


    After the kiss ended, Kate Beckinsale smiled and shook her head. "It was a long shoot in the mountains, with a lot of action scenes. Good thing I trained a lot before filming Underworld!"


    "Vivendi Universal is having a tough time right now," Charles pondered about Universal Pictures' parent company, Vivendi, while holding Kate Beckinsale.


    After Canadian liquor giant Seagram acquired Universal Studios from Panasonic in 1999, they implemented a series of merger plans. The following year, they merged PolyGram with Universal Music. Then, the tech stock crash and Seagram's high debt came along.


    French giant Vivendi stepped in, acquiring all of Universal Entertainment and forming Vivendi Universal Entertainment Group.


    Vivendi Universal's debt was also quite high, and now General Electric from the US was offering an olive branch.


    "I heard from the producer that Universal intends to continue developing old vampire and werewolf movie rights!"


    "Ha, the success of the two The Mummy movies boosted Universal's confidence quite a bit," Charles smiled, knowing that the concept of a cinematic universe was still non-existent and that Universal certainly didn't have plans for a Dark Universe.


    "However, Universal's vault has plenty of monsters like Dracula, Frankenstein, the Wolfman, the Invisible Man, and the Hunchback of Notre Dame. They definitely aren't lacking in material," Charles couldn't help but be envious. 


    Big studios had a deep catalog full of material to adapt, and remakes were much easier than original creations.


    "It depends on how Van Helsing performs at the box office!" Kate Beckinsale wasn't foolish. If the box office returns were low, why would the studios stay motivated?


    "Alright, I have to head to the office. You can relax for a couple of days," Charles felt a bit melancholy about Kate Beckinsale's career. After Underworld, she'd be tied to that character.


    The failures of Pearl Harbor and Serendipity essentially ended her romantic drama prospects, and Van Helsing, in production now, would be her last major project.


    Oscar season was fast approaching, bringing many filmmakers to Hollywood, including actors, singers, directors, producers, agents, media reporters, and fashion brands.


    In a meeting room at Carpe Productions, Charles was discussing new script ideas with screenwriters:


    "John and Jane are a mundane couple married for seven years, living a passionless life. 


    Until one day, their respective organizations give them orders to kill the same target. Unbeknownst to each other, both are assassins for different organizations. 


    They start to suspect each other, probe for secrets, and eventually clash. 


    In the end, they realize the truth and team up against their organizations.


    This is the idea. I need a full screenplay adapted."


    Yes, it was Mr. & Mrs. Smith. After thinking about Brad Pitt from Plan B Entertainment, Charles immediately thought of it.


    Brad Pitt didn't have many high-grossing films, and Mr. & Mrs. Smith happened to be one of the better-performing ones.


    Without registering the concept with the Writers Guild, the idea was his. Whether to shoot or not aside, having the screenplay ready meant it could be filmed any time.


    Moreover, if a producer or director discovered the script and had ideas, they might proactively seek collaboration opportunities for film development.


    That night, Evelyn Carpe called, inviting Charles for dinner.


    Driving over to Evelyn's Bel-Air villa, he found Sophia Coppola and Scarlett Johansson already there.


    "Is there something important to discuss?" Charles asked at the dinner table.


    "No, with the Oscar ceremony coming up, Lost in Translation has nominations for several major awards. We're just seeing what needs to be prepared," Evelyn was excited; after all, the Oscars were still considered a sacred venue by many.


    "We're all first-timers at the Oscars. Consider it a learning experience. Except for Sophia, who should have some experience," Charles joked.


    Sophia glanced at Charles, rolling her eyes nonchalantly. "I used to go with my family. This time it's different since I'm the nominee. And Charles, you're becoming more and more like a businessman!"


    "This time, our film has some impact. Sophia and Scarlett just returned from the UK after winning awards there. At the BAFTAs, Lost in Translation was a big winner!" Evelyn undoubtedly planned to use the Oscars to push Sophia and Scarlett to greater heights.


    "Let's eat. Being nominated is good enough!" Sophia had earlier made a small film called The Virgin Suicides using a hand-held camera.


    Lost in Translation was essentially Sophia's first proper feature-length film, and its success had now reached significant heights.


    As for Scarlett Johansson, she hadn't been nominated for Best Actress, but Lost in Translation did boost her fame, though not enough.


    After Sophia Coppola and Scarlett Johansson left, Charles stayed over at his mother's place.


    "So, how's that Zack Snyder guy?" Charles asked.


    "Remaking Dawn of the Dead, distributed by Universal Pictures. Zack is interested in such gory and violent films, so he was chosen to direct his debut movie!"


    "And you, it seems like you spent all your money on buying houses. Any working capital for the company?" Evelyn said with a playful look.


    Charles replied, " The Passion of the Christ should have started filming by now. Brokeback Mountain is still in preparation, but it will definitely be shot this year. My eyes are on Saw next!"


    "With a budget of over a million dollars, Saw shouldn't take long to film. You need to secure a distributor quickly."


    "I know. My plan is to release it this Halloween!"


    "But it's almost April. Can you make the deadline?"


    Charles thought for a moment and replied, "It shouldn't be a big problem. Saw filming won't take long, and there are plenty of independent distributors for horror films."


  




  Chapter 39: The Uninteresting Oscars


  

    Los Angeles, Pacific Time, 2:00 PM.


    The area around the Kodak Theatre on Hollywood's Walk of Fame was packed with people eagerly anticipating the annual Oscars.


    Luxury cars, each carrying meticulously dressed stars, lined up at the venue, filling nearby parking lots to the point that cars had to be parked in other neighborhood lots.


    The red carpet extended directly to the entrance of the Kodak Theatre, flanked by shouting fans and ceaselessly snapping media reporters.


    However, this year's red carpet affair was much simpler than usual, likely influenced by the ongoing Iraq War. Security personnel were also on high alert to prevent any disturbances.


    Anti-war protesters certainly wouldn't miss an opportunity to stage a demonstration during the Oscars.


    Charles Carpe, being part of the Lost in Translation crew, naturally attended, with his mother Evelyn Carpe, dressed to the nines, accompanying him.


    "No wonder stars love walking the red carpet; the atmosphere sure is intoxicating," Charles remarked as he walked. The red carpet might have been shorter this year, but it was still there.


    The weather in Los Angeles was nice, with plenty of sunshine casting a lazy warmth over everyone.


    "This is what makes Hollywood so attractive," Evelyn commented, clutching her purse beside Charles.


    "Look, there's Sofia and the crew," Evelyn noted, spotting some members of the Lost in Translation crew chatting ahead.


    "Let's go!" Charles wasn't exactly thrilled to have arrived so early, considering the award ceremony started at 5 PM and would run for nearly four hours!


    Having eaten lunch, they wouldn't get to eat again until 9 or 10 PM. No wonder those stars on TV looked so happy munching on pizza; they were probably starving by the time they started devouring burgers as soon as the awards ended.


    After greeting their crew, Charles made his way to the media hall. While fans and reporters outside were keen on seeing the stars, as a producer, Charles believed networking was essential.


    At the entrance, they bumped into Catherine Zeta-Jones, nominated for Best Supporting Actress for Chicago. Her husband, Michael Douglas, naturally accompanied her.


    "Charles, long time no see!"


    "Catherine, congratulations! The Best Supporting Actress award should be yours!"


    The two hugged. Charles noticed her slightly rounded belly - she was pregnant. Memories of that night flashed through his mind, but he shook his head; it felt like ages ago.


    "The award ceremony hasn't started yet, so no one knows the outcome," Catherine Zeta-Jones mused. She surely wanted Oscar's recognition. "But your achievements last year were astonishing," Catherine replied, thinking back to the Golden Globe Awards where she attended with her husband. Lost in Translation had been a big winner.


    Charles smiled enviously. "That was just the success of one movie for me. Chicago had a much bigger impact; it grossed over $100 million in North America alone and $300 million worldwide!"


    It was Miramax's highest-grossing film yet!


    Charles glanced at Michael Douglas being interviewed by reporters nearby. Michael was known to be a bit jealous.


    After all, with an older husband and a dazzling young wife, Michael's white hair and wrinkles contrasted sharply with Catherine's glamour.


    "Miramax has good taste. Charles, make sure to come to the next party we throw!" Catherine urged.


    Charles nodded and then parted ways with her.


    The media hall was even more crowded, teeming with stars and guests.


    Soon, Charles encountered more familiar faces - Tom Hanks and his wife, Oscar contender Nicole Kidman, and Best Actor nominee Nicolas Cage, among others.


    By the time the Oscars began at 5 PM, a sizable anti-war crowd had gathered near the Kodak Theatre, chanting their slogans.


    "It's interesting. Some award presenters or winners are bound to call for peace on stage," Charles commented, sitting with his mother on one side and Scarlett Johansson on the other.


    Evelyn glanced at her peace pin and whispered, "Whether or not the stars care, their management teams will remind them."


    "Maybe some will even express their opinions more vigorously," she added.


    "Heh, Mom, you're overthinking it. Most of them will just say something brief about peace. In fact, many support the war," Charles continued mockingly. "Bruce Willis, Robbie Williams - they're all for the war. Besides, the Oscars' committee hates it when stars discuss politics. Only those with significant status dare to, while the rest just follow along!"


    "And you? You're against the war, right? You gave me this anti-war pin," Evelyn remarked.


    "Of course I'm against it. Public sentiment is heavily anti-war right now. No film company would publicly say otherwise," Charles replied, looking at his mother. He continued to remind her, "Mom, you should attend more political fundraisers. It'll definitely help our future business - funding campaigns and aiding media coverage, etc."


    Perhaps the 2003 Oscars were quite boring. After Sofia Coppola accepted the Best Original Screenplay award, Charles left his seat.


    Inside the Kodak Theatre, seat-fillers were plentiful. Many guests vacated their seats to use the restroom, grab a drink, or simply leave.


    Seat-fillers would then take their places to avoid empty seats on camera.


    Where did Charles go? He went to meet representatives from Media Asia Films, who had flown in from Hong Kong.


    They discussed acquiring the script for Infernal Affairs. A few companies had expressed interest, including Robert De Niro's and Brad Pitt's production companies.


    However, Charles offered a direct price of $1.5 million, the highest at the moment. After a few phone calls, Media Asia's representatives tentatively agreed.


    They just needed to sign the contract the next day. As Charles left the hotel, he wondered if he had paid too much.


    In the past, Plan B bought the script for $1.75 million, but that was Warner Bros.' money and happened at the end of 2004. Now, it was just the first half of 2003. 


    Charles shrugged - it's $1.5 million, so be it.


  




  Chapter 40: Vanity Fair Party


  

    After the Oscars ceremony, the Vanity Fair Oscar Party, also known as the Governor's Ball, was another major highlight.


    Just a few minutes' drive from the Kodak Theatre, the Sunset Tower Hotel hosted the Vanity Fair party. Unlike the Oscars ceremony, which had over 3,500 attendees, the Vanity Fair party only invited around 1,500 guests.


    Vanity Fair invited all the Oscar-nominated filmmakers and notable stars who didn't participate in the Oscars, such as famous musicians, film company executives, agents, directors, fashion media personalities, and corporate investors.


    Of course, there was no shortage of beautiful models, and tickets were also sold.


    The luxurious Vanity Fair party at the Sunset Tower Hotel was held grandly, with many star actresses changing outfits before arriving.


    Charles held Scarlett Johansson and smiled, asking, "So, what were the results of the big awards?"


    Charles had been busy discussing the script for Infernal Affairs and didn't pay any attention to the Oscar results.


    "Oh, Chicago was the big winner, got Best Picture, Best Supporting Actress, and several technical and artistic awards. The Pianist won Best Director and Best Actor. Best Actress went to Nicole Kidman in The Hours..." Scarlett roughly summarized.


    "Hmm, as expected, Roman Polanski didn't get Best Picture, just Best Director. Miramax's tricks worked again," Charles pouted, knowing Miramax had pulled off another win.


    Charles casually picked a piece of fruit from a nearby table and popped it into his mouth. Everything was top-notch.


    "Look at you stars, always trying to maintain your image!"


    "So many reporters," Scarlett Johansson shrugged, everyone was very restrained.


    "You left halfway through. What were you up to?"


    "Oh, I went to discuss a remake of an overseas film. There were competitors, so it took a bit longer!"


    "A new script?" Scarlett Johansson knew Carpe Productions' Brokeback Mountain and Saw weren't suitable for her. Was this one?


    Charles noticed Scarlett's curiosity and explained with a smile, "It's a gangster film, mainly about men, not much for female roles."


    Scarlett Johansson had been participating mostly in indie films, while Charles focused on commercial films, so at the moment, there wasn't a suitable role for her.


    In such a setting, Evelyn was incredibly busy. It seemed like her agent and various people had endless topics to discuss.


    Charles's eyes caught a chubby man surrounded by beautiful women - Harvey Weinstein from Miramax.


    This man was the most thanked person at the Oscars by filmmakers, second only to God.


    "Looks like the Oscars still hold significant influence. If an independent film company wins an Oscar for Best Picture, it will make a huge impact!" Charles thought to himself.


    A middle-aged man approached Charles, smiling and introducing himself, "Good evening, I'm Tom Oldenburg, manager of distribution at Lionsgate."


    "Good evening, Mr. Oldenburg!"


    Charles raised his glass, clinking it with the newcomer, and took a sip.


    "Lost in Translation was great. Carpe Productions made a good investment there!"


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "Carpe Productions is just a small production company; we're not like the big companies with distribution channels!"


    Tom Oldenburg glanced at Charles and then asked, "I heard Carpe Productions discovered a horror-thriller short at this year's Sundance Film Festival?"


    Charles nodded. So that was it - they were interested in Saw.


    "Charles, you know Lionsgate loves developing B-grade horror and gore films. We think that short could do well in the DVD market if it were made into a feature!"


    "Really?" Charles understood that Lionsgate only wanted to push Saw to the DVD market.


    "Mr. Oldenburg, the script for the short is already complete. It's called Saw. Carpe Productions is set to produce it, and the short's director, James Wan, is preparing the preliminary work. If Lionsgate is interested, you can distribute it. Not just for DVD, I'm planning to push Saw to theaters!"


    Tom Oldenburg was slightly surprised but quickly composed himself. Lionsgate had no problem distributing a low-budget horror film.


    However, Carpe Productions' two current films had good box office results, and Charles Carpe was known to be bold, always funding his own projects without seeking investments from distribution companies.


    Investing in films meant nine out of ten would lose money. It was either boldness or absolute confidence in the film.


    "We are interested. Lionsgate's focus is on this type of film - political thrillers, gore, violence, and religious taboos," Tom Oldenburg said, smiling at Charles.


    "Find some time and bring the script to Lionsgate; we can discuss it in detail!"


    "No problem, I'll definitely visit!"


    With that, the two shook hands.


    Not long after, star Brad Pitt and his wife Jennifer Aniston found Charles.


    "Charles, I found your mom. She said you were here, so we came over. Good evening!"


    Brad Pitt, still quite handsome, said with a big smile.


    "Oh, good evening, Mr. Pitt, Mrs. Pitt!"


  




  Chapter 41: Brokeback Mountain


  

    In the Vanity Fair dinner party, men and women of all kinds made various deals - roles, magazine covers, and advertising endorsements.


    Charles drove his Corvette with Scarlett Johansson straight to a beachfront villa in Santa Monica.


    As soon as they entered the house, they couldn't wait to embrace, tearing the plain evening dress under external force.


    "Aw, I only wore this once!" Scarlett Johansson seemed a bit heartbroken about the dress.


    "Forget about it, it's just a dress," Charles said as he lifted the girl and carried her into the bedroom.


    The night continued with passion!


    Three days later, Carpe Films and Hong Kong's Media Asia Group signed the agreement to purchase the script of Infernal Affairs.


    They bought the remake rights of Infernal Affairs for 1.5 million USD in cash, with a clean cut, straightforward.


    As a result, Carpe Films' available funds were down to 3.5 million USD. However, the Netflix shares bought by the Carpe Fund were rising, almost reaching the initial public offering price.


    Netflix's stock truly began skyrocketing, bringing much joy to Charles.


    In Santa Monica, at the Lionsgate Entertainment headquarters, Charles enjoyed his coffee while sitting in the meeting room.


    Tom Ortenberg, the manager of Lionsgate Films' distribution department, was reading the script of Saw.


    "Whew, Charles, the scenes in this movie are indeed innovative," Tom Ortenberg put down the script and imagined the scenes in his mind. "The gore is the main selling point!"


    "How about it? Released during Halloween, it would surely attract a specific audience," Charles said with a slight smile.


    "Halloween, the timeline is tight," Tom Ortenberg chuckled, "Charles, your movie's budget is only about a 1.5 million USD. The scenes and characters are simple. I suggest going directly to DVD distribution!"


    Alright, Lionsgate wasn't ready to sign a distribution contract yet.


    "Then, after the movie is done, your company can review the final cut, and we can discuss further?" Charles didn't want to sign now anyway, as he couldn't secure a good distribution deal.


    "That works!"


    Leaving the Lionsgate building, Charles got into his Mercedes A and drove off.


    In the following days, Charles and James Wan discussed the production process of Saw. Given the low investment, they had to save every penny.


    They hired a producer who rented an abandoned warehouse in Toronto as the main filming location. Toronto's tax incentives made it an even more attractive choice for Saw.


    "Everything is ready now, we can start filming," James Wan was eager to fly to Toronto and begin shooting.


    "Yes, everything is ready, we can indeed begin," Charles patted James Wan on the shoulder, "Don't worry about the distributor, I'll handle it!"


    After James Wan left, Dona brought over the script for Wedding Crashers.


    After five months of work, the adaptation of Wedding Crashers was completed. But Charles didn't have the funds or manpower to develop it right now.


    Because Ang Lee's Brokeback Mountain was still in the preparation stages.


    "How's the casting for Brokeback Mountain going?" Charles asked.


    Dona thought for a moment, then responded, "Aside from Heath Ledger, the other male role was chosen to be Jake Gyllenhaal. Several actresses have been recommended as well."


    "Jake Gyllenhaal, the whole family works in the film industry, right? Parents, sister, director, screenwriter, and actor," Charles reviewed the information. Jake wasn't well-known yet but had considerable acting skills with a lot of independent film experience.


    "He just finished filming a disaster sci-fi blockbuster, The Day After Tomorrow, co-produced by Lionsgate and 20th Century Fox!" Dona explained further, noting that actor selection was not random and involved various considerations.


    Finding actors for Brokeback Mountain was tough. Famous male actors wouldn't take on such roles. Many directors had hoped to develop the script, but big names like Leonardo DiCaprio, Brad Pitt, Matt Damon, and Edward Norton had all declined.


    The sensitive topic of homosexuality, despite its strong artistic value, wasn't enough to attract such famous male actors due to the sensitivity of the subject.


    The novel Brokeback Mountain was written because of an actual event in Wyoming in 1998, where a college student suspected to be gay was tied to a pole and beaten to death.


    "Director Ang Lee is currently looking for suitable locations for Brokeback Mountain," Dona Williams continued to report.


    "Looking for locations?" Charles thought for a moment, then said, "Canada, Alberta, the Rockies. Beautiful scenery: blue skies, white clouds, prairies, and picturesque peaks that resemble the Wyoming farms of the 60s and 70s."


    "Got it, I'll let them know!"


    The foothills of the Alberta Rockies were indeed the filming location for Brokeback Mountain in a previous life, saving the trouble of searching.


    "Mel Gibson's Icon Productions sent a message that The Passion of the Christ will start shooting next month in Matera, Italy, and they invited the boss to attend."


    Charles nodded. The Passion of the Christ was low-key. Among the cast, the only name Charles recognized was Monica Bellucci.


    One movie, Malena, indeed made this Italian beauty famous, earning a reputation in Europe alongside Sophie Marceau, "The French Kiss."


    "Keep an eye on Saw's progress, and have Ang Lee expedite Brokeback Mountain," Charles felt overwhelmed by the number of projects at hand, "And make arrangements for the trip to Italy."


    Without any surprises, Saw, Brokeback Mountain, and The Passion of the Christ were all expected to be R-rated movies.


    The Passion of the Christ would definitely face backlash from the Jewish community, and Brokeback Mountain would surely meet opposition from American conservatives and traditional religious groups.


    Right now, the most normal one seemed to be the gory horror Saw. Once these three movies were released, Carpe Films' reputation will certainly raise - well, who knows if it will be good or bad!


  




  Chapter 42: Miami


  

    Florida, Miami.


    In the restaurant of the five-star Fontainebleau Hotel on South Beach, Charles was sitting next to the window, having lunch.


    "Charles, let's enjoy the sun and the waves on the beach after lunch," Megan Fox said softly.


    "Sure. I also need to head over to Italy later. You went to Los Angeles right after graduation, didn't you?" Charles had come to Miami for vacation. After all, he hadn't seen the sexy Megan Fox in ages.


    "Yeah, Mrs. Carpe helped me find a few roles in comedy movies over the past couple of years. It'll be more convenient once I get to Los Angeles," Megan Fox had no hope of getting into college right after high school anyways.


    "Let's go!"


    After they had lunch, they headed to the beach - sunshine, bikinis, waves, and delicious drinks.


    Charles lazily reclined on a beach chair under a sun umbrella, while Megan Fox, in her bikini, lay beside him soaking up the sun.


    "Miami is indeed a great place," he said, noticing the beach filled with enthusiastic Latin women and non-stop lingerie shows.


    "Charles, why don't you buy a house in Miami? Then you could come over anytime to vacation and enjoy it," Megan Fox asked without even opening her eyes.


    "I will, of course, I will!" Real estate is always one of the top choices for investors.


    Charles then went to the filming location of The Passion of the Christ in Matera, a historic town in the Basilicata region of southern Italy.


    First, he landed at the international airport of Bari, a port city in southern Italy, 60 kilometers from Matera. He then drove to Matera.


    Dona had already arranged everything earlier. Matera, a small town built in a canyon with dwellings dug into rocks, was mainly visited by tourists for its cave houses.


    "Mel Gibson's movie will definitely advertise this small town again," he thought as the car approached the center of Matera, and the stony town became clearer.


    "Matera has traces of human habitation since the Paleolithic era. Until the fifties and sixties, it was synonymous with poverty - rough mountain roads, lack of water making development difficult. It's driven by the tourism industry," Dona explained with a smile.


    Charles shook his head. Cave culture? Dusty stone houses, mountaintop churches - what's there to see?


    What did it remind him of? Charles vividly remembered that future James Bond chase scenes would be filmed here.


    After checking into the Civita Cave Hotel on the mountaintop, Charles and the film crew had dinner in the cave hall in the evening.


    Director Mel Gibson, actor Jim Caviezel who played Jesus, and Monica Bellucci who played Mary Magdalene sat on the terrace drinking beer and enjoying Matera's night view.


    "This movie needs a heavy historical and substantial feel. We've gone to great lengths to represent the Romans, Jews - their clothing, artifacts, architecture, and eating habits, even their walking and speaking styles," Mel Gibson said.


    "The dialogue also uses long-lost Latin and Aramaic. I won't add subtitles to the movie. I believe the visual impact alone will be stunning."


    Mel Gibson spoke at length. He was indeed a devout Catholic, very meticulous about the script adaptation.


    However, there were a lot of assumptions. Jesus was his faith, the embodiment of justice, God's spokesperson on earth.


    Latin and Aramaic? They spoke Greek back then. Jesus carrying the cross to the execution ground? That was also a fabrication to highlight Jesus' suffering. People were speaking old Italian dialects, not Latin and Aramaic.


    Of course, the movie is art. These are artistic adaptations, and it's at least strictly following the Catholic Bible.


    As for not adding subtitles, Charles just felt comforted by this idea. The distribution company would surely add English subtitles; how many people understood what was being said anyway?


    "I saw the torture devices you prepared. Can the actors handle it during filming?" Charles asked, looking at Jim Caviezel, who played Jesus and would bear the suffering.


    "I'm fine. Reading the script deepened my faith in the Lord," Jim Caviezel said confidently.


    Charles didn't care. He only cared about the movie's box office performance. Controversy wasn't bad as long as it didn't violate Catholic doctrine. The more controversy, the faster it spread.


    The Italian beauty Monica Bellucci then remarked, "I heard this movie received a lot of flak, being labeled anti-Semitic. It's a fact that Jesus was killed by the Romans, as depicted in the movie. Not the Jews. So why call it anti-Semitic?"


    Mel Gibson shrugged, "Because the truth scares people. The results of the Second Vatican Council didn't eliminate their worries, and my movie dredges up this memory!"


  




  Chapter 43: Charity Gala


  

    Charles didn't return immediately after leaving Matra; instead, he traveled to Rome. Charles stayed at a resort hotel near the Vatican City, located to the west of Rome.


    Standing by the window, Charles watched the long line of tourists in front of Vatican City, the heart of Catholic faith worldwide.


    "Dona, do you know how many Christians there are in the world?" Charles suddenly asked.


    Dona Williams, standing nearby, thought for a moment before responding, "Counting all the Protestants, Orthodox, and Catholics, there are at least over 1.5 billion!"


    "Yeah, 1.5 to 2 billion people, that's roughly a third of the world's population," Charles remarked, a bit astonished. "I heard you're an atheist?"


    Dona Williams nodded. Atheists were still rare, less than 10% of the population in the U.S..


    Charles used to be a Catholic, but now, he wasn't the same. Being religious? Only when it was advantageous. Charles was pretending to be a Catholic now.


    "I think this is my first time in Europe as an adult. I can't remember if I ever came here as a child. What's next on the agenda?"


    "There's a charity gala at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, and the crew for Brokeback Mountain is nearly ready to start filming," Dona began but was cut off.


    "Let's head back to New York in a couple of days!" Charles interrupted.


    The idea of touring Europe had died. It had been two years since Charles had taken a real vacation.


    By late April, after returning to New York, the city had recovered quite quickly economically after two years of rebuilding.


    In Manhattan, the splendid Carlyle Hotel on the Upper East Side along Fifth Avenue was a favorite place for Charles. The Central Park Suite offered a breathtaking view of Central Park and the Manhattan skyline through its massive floor-to-ceiling windows.


    "The Producers Guild? Oh, there are benefits to joining. Carpe Industries will be developing more and bigger projects, negotiating more with the Directors Guild, the Screen Actors Guild, and the Writers Guild!" Evelyn called, informing that Charles had joined the Producers Guild of America.


    "Charles, the Producers Guild always has internal strategies for adjusting the economy of production companies. There are over 300 independent production companies within it, many of which need investments," Evelyn said, her tone somewhat dispirited.


    "After Carpe Industries invested in The Passion of the Christ, it might be hard to get financial support from the Producers Guild."


    "No worries, Wall Street is sure to notice me, and I have ways to raise funds," Charles reassured her while admiring the view of Central Park from his suite.


    "Good, attending more business parties and fashion events in New York can help you meet people. It doesn't hurt to know more people," Evelyn suggested.


    "Got it!"


    The Producers Guild of America, the Directors Guild of America, and the Screen Actors Guild were the three major associations in the American entertainment industry. These associations played a crucial role in ensuring agents couldn't take more than a 10% commission.


    At the same time, the Producers Guild acted internally, countering the Directors Guild, the Screen Actors Guild, and the Writers Guild.


    The charity gala at the Metropolitan Museum of Art was considered the Oscars of the fashion world, started in the seventies and held annually.


    It attracted people from politics, business, fashion media, and entertainment from all over the world.


    In the evening, Charles Carpe attended with Scarlett Johansson, who was also invited.


    This year's theme was "Goddess: The Classical Mode," and all the actresses, female singers, models, and socialites brought their most diverse looks.


    From the red carpet entrance to the main hall, it was a masquerade of wild and fancy outfits.


    Charles chuckled internally but managed a slight smile. Thankfully, his Gucci suit was elegant and proper; he couldn't handle something too flamboyant.


    "Charles, I need to hit the restroom!" Scarlett needed to touch up her makeup.


    "Go ahead, I'll be sitting over there waiting!" Charles planned to wait at his table.


    Many stars attended that night, including the new Oscar winners Adrian Brody and Nicole Kidman, who came together.


    However, Charles did spot British soccer star David Beckham's wife, Victoria. Although a casual fan of soccer and basketball, he mostly watched after 2008 since he was only ten years old in his previous life around this time.


    He remembered Beckham was moving to Real Madrid and the infamous flying boot incident. He also recalled that Greece would win the European Championship next year, a dark horse. He also remembered last year's World Cup winner, but he didn't bet on due to low odds.


    If he bet a few hundred thousand on Greece winning the European Championship next year, Charles would make a fortune, but he needed to stay low-key. Winning too much might cause betting companies to refuse to pay or fix matches, so he had to remember to bet when the time came.


    Just as Charles was thinking about betting next year, a middle-aged man approached him.


    "Charles, good evening!"


    "Oh, Tom!" It was Tom Ford, the creative director of Gucci and the women's creative director at Saint Laurent.


  




  Chapter 44: Britney Spears


  

    Throughout the charity gala, Tom Ford and Charles Carpe talked a lot about filmmaking. Tom Ford also had plans to establish his namesake fashion brand and agreed to let Charles invest.


    "This guy wants to be a movie director!" Charles laughed to Scarlett Johansson after Tom Ford left.


    "He's the dreamboat of countless women," Scarlett, who also liked Tom Ford's designs, replied.


    Charles casually glanced around the hall. There were at least 500 guests at the event, many of whom had bought expensive invitations.


    Fashion, it truly is an incomprehensible visual experience!


    Scarlett Johansson was wearing a sexy low-cut dress tonight, showing off her stunning figure.


    "I'm going to the restroom," Charles said, giving the lady a kiss before getting up.


    There was a lounge area outside the restroom where many people were smoking and chatting. After returning from the restroom, Charles decided to stay there and lit a cigarette.


    Blowing out white smoke, Charles found a quiet spot to sit down.


    "Can I borrow a light?"


    Charles turned around, surprised, but handed over his lighter. It was none other than America's sweetheart, Britney Spears, asking for a light.


    "Have a seat," Charles made some room. At this point, Britney Spears was still very sexy and beautiful, and not yet troubled.


    However, she had just broken up with her boyfriend, Justin Timberlake, at the end of last year.


    "Thanks!" Britney said as she sat down. "Boring banquet, eh?"


    "Heh, it's alright. I've never been to this kind of event before," Charles smiled and then looked at Britney Spears, asking, "Do you know me?"


    Britney nodded, smiling, "Of course, I know you - you're the young Hollywood producer. 


    Last year, I was in a romance film, Crossroads. Too bad it flopped. Sadly, the reviews were terrible. It'll be hard to get another movie role." Britney's first attempt at acting ended poorly, despite her fans contributing nearly 20 million dollars at the box office.


    "When's your new album coming out?" Britney was still at her peak, sexy and beautiful, with a lot of fans.


    "End of the year, my fourth album. I'll be doing a tour in the second half while recording," Britney responded.


    "I'm a fan of yours; a lot of young people love you," Charles said, putting out his cigarette and throwing it into the ashtray.


    "The VMA awards in August and September should be fun. I can get you an invitation, sound good?"


    "VMA awards? That sounds interesting," Charles didn't refuse. Last year's VMAs were memorable, where Britney Spears and Michael Jackson had a mix-up during the awards.


    Charles glanced at Britney again, thinking to himself how simplistic her mind seemed.


    "What's up?" Britney asked, seeing Charles staring at her.


    Charles shook his head, "No, your look today is great, very beautiful, very sexy!"


    "I'll be in New York for a few days. We could hit up a bar together."


    Charles nodded, and the two exchanged contact information before he left.


    Britney Spears was indeed beautiful, but she wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed, and her manager probably wasn't much better.


    The tedious charity gala hadn't ended yet, but Charles decided to take Scarlett Johansson back to their suite at The Carlyle Hotel.


    ...


    While Charles and Scarlett were busy in their New York hotel suite, James Wan was excitedly announcing the wrap-up of filming for his first feature, Saw, in Toronto.


    The entire shoot had taken less than 20 days, and they were ready to head back to Los Angeles to start editing at Carpe Films.


    Early in the morning, at The Carlyle, Charles was holding Scarlett in the suite's bedroom when he was woken up by a phone ringing.


    "Who calls this early?" Scarlett asked, waking up as well.


    "It's not that early, it's past ten!" Charles checked his phone; it was Dona calling from Los Angeles.


    With the current daylight saving time, Eastern Time in the U.S. is about two hours ahead of Pacific Time, making it just past 8 AM in Los Angeles.


    "What's up, Dona?" Charles asked.


    "Saw has finished filming. Director James Wan is already back at Carpe Films and ready to start editing!"


    "Hmm, that quickly?" Charles was a bit surprised as he began to sit up. Scarlett, however, wanted more affection, clinging to Charles' neck.


    "Saw wrapped up in just 18 days," Dona Williams seemed a bit surprised on the other end of the line as well.


    Lost in Translation took at least 28 days to film.


    "Got it," Charles acknowledged, knowing the film's simple production would be quick. The speed was indeed impressive.


    "We need to start looking for a distributor," Charles started to think, absentmindedly patting Scarlett's head.


  




  Chapter 45: Actress


  

    Los Angeles, Burbank, Carpe Films.


    Charles had a meeting in the company's conference room with Ang Lee, the director of Brokeback Mountain, and the film's executive producer, Diana Ossana.


    "Jake Gyllenhaal and Heath Ledger have both undergone cowboy training, but we still haven't decided on the two crucial supporting actresses," Diana Ossana explained.


    Charles looked at the profiles of the actresses on the table. They've reviewed quite a few!


    "Michelle Williams, Liv Tyler, and Anne Hathaway, Charlize Theron..." Charles glanced through the profiles, slightly surprised.


    "What's the current status?" he asked.


    "Michelle Williams' audition went well. She could play Heath Ledger's wife," Ang Lee explained. "As for Jake Gyllenhaal's wife, we contacted Anne Hathaway. She's interested but has a scheduling conflict with another film this year."


    The shooting schedule for Brokeback Mountain was from June to August, and the film was set to start next month.


    "Well, what about Charlize Theron and Liv Tyler? Have they been contacted?" Charles asked. Since Anne Hathaway wasn't available, they couldn't wait for her. After all, she was still primarily known as the sweetheart princess with The Princess Diaries being her main claim to fame.


    Charlize Theron was still seen as just a pretty face, not yet an Oscar winner; Liv Tyler, however, had significant name recognition.


    The elf princess in The Lord of the Rings was indeed stunningly beautiful.


    "We haven't confirmed yet. We sent the script to their agents and scheduled auditions for today," Diana Ossana said, glancing at Charles.


    "Alright, let's see how things go," Charles understood why they had both come to Carpe Films together.


    Not long after, Liv Tyler arrived. Ang Lee personally conducted the audition while Charles and Diana Ossana watched from the side.


    When Liv Tyler appeared in cowboy attire, Charles was impressed. The role in the movie wasn't extensive but did include some breakthrough scenes.


    "So, what do you think?" Charles asked Ang Lee.


    "Her performance was solid. As long as she's comfortable with the film's boundaries, it's good," Ang Lee said with a smile.


    "Let's wait and see Charlize Theron this afternoon," Charles felt Liv Tyler's fee might be higher. Even though it was an art film with limited scenes, saving money where you can is always wise.


    "The scenery at the foot of the Canadian Rockies in Alberta is perfect for the movie. Brokeback Mountain will primarily be filmed in Calgary, Alberta," Diana Ossana mentioned, noting that both she and Ang Lee had scouted the location, which fit the director's vision for the story's setting.


    "That's great!"


    Charles hoped the filming of Brokeback Mountain would begin as soon as possible. Carpe Films needed more productions.


    In the afternoon, Charlize Theron also arrived at Carpe Films, but her appearance seemed different.


    She looked a bit bulked up; was this really the South African diamond, Charlize Theron?


    After asking around, Charles learned that Charlize Theron had just finished filming a crime drama based on real events, Monster.


    She had gained thirty pounds for the role. Filming for Monster had just wrapped up at the end of March, and Charlize Theron was still in the process of losing weight.


    With Brokeback Mountain set to start filming next month, it was clear this wouldn't work out in time.


    "Let's go with Liv Tyler then, Diana. Talk to her agent, and let's get this movie started as soon as possible!"


    Charlize Theron was indeed impressive. Monster was the film that earned her an Oscar for Best Actress with her transformative performance.


    Diana Ossana nodded. From a commercial perspective, Liv Tyler seemed to have more box office appeal than Charlize Theron at the moment.


    Charlize Theron had come alone for the audition. As she was about to leave and get into her car, Charles stepped out and hurried over.


    "Hey, Charlize!" Charles called out.


    "Care for a cup of coffee?" he asked.


    "Mr. Carpe, sure!" Charlize Theron was momentarily taken aback but agreed.


    After getting into Charlize Theron's car, Charles pointed out a route, and they both headed to a nearby coffee shop.


    "What's this about, Mr. Carpe?" Charlize Theron curiously asked the young producer sitting across from her.


    "Just call me Charles," he replied, taking a sip of coffee, "I just wanted to meet you and maybe make a friend."


    "Oh," Charlize Theron responded, somewhat surprised by his straightforwardness.


    "So, I'm not right for Brokeback Mountain?" she asked.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Your current physique doesn't fit. Brokeback Mountain starts filming in Canada next month."


    Charlize Theron looked down at herself. Although she'd lost some weight, it would take more time to get back to her original shape.


    "It's too tight a timeframe. I have to join another production in September, Head in the Clouds, and need to be in top shape for that," Charlize Theron said without much disappointment.


    "You're really impressive. I checked out Monster before coming out. Biographical films based on true events are captivating for critics and cinephiles alike," Charles praised, watching her. "Your transformative performance completely overshadowed your looks - that takes a lot of resolve! There aren't many like you in Hollywood. I have a lot of faith in you."


    "Thank you!" For Charlize Theron, who initially broke out as a sexy bombshell, Monster was a big leap, aiming to showcase her acting abilities.


    "When does Monster come out?"


    "December, through Newmarket Films. It's just a small indie film."


    "Aiming for the Oscars - smart move. Your groundbreaking performance definitely deserves a nod for Best Actress," Charles expressed his admiration for hard-working, talented actresses.


    "Oscar," Charlize Theron chuckled.


    "I'm sure we'll have the chance to work together in the future. I've got some things to handle now, so let's chat again next time," Charles said, getting up to leave after paying the bill.


    "Absolutely. I look forward to working with you!" Charlize Theron was also glad to make a connection with a rising producer.


    After finalizing the main cast for Brokeback Mountain, the arrangements for minor roles became simpler, delegated to a casting director.


    As Carpe Films was busy with the editing for Saw and submitting it for MPAA rating, the summer film season kicked off.


    20th Century Fox's X2: X-Men United led the summer charge, opening in 3,800 theaters across North America and raking in $85 million in its first weekend.


    Compared to Daredevil released earlier in the year, X-Men had the upper hand in both box office performance and critical reception. The X-Men series had become 20th Century Fox's flagship franchise.


    With the success of X-Men and Spider-Man movies, Marvel Comics' influence surged alongside its cinematic expansion, vying for global dominance with DC Comics.


  




  Chapter 46: Workplace Novel


  

    When Saw was sent to the MPAA for rating, Charles also started negotiations to find a distributor for the movie.


    Thanks to the good box office results of low-budget films like My Big Fat Greek Wedding and Lost in Translation, Carpe Films' Saw also attracted the attention of several independent distributors.


    Lionsgate and Rogue Pictures were both interested in distributing Saw, and after seeing the rough cut, they thought it could be released on Halloween.


    However, both Lionsgate and Rogue Pictures initially wanted to buy out the North American theatrical and DVD rights for the film, which Charles definitely couldn't accept.


    Moreover, Charles himself was a shareholder in Netflix; the DVD market would definitely involve a partnership with Netflix for long-term revenue, or he could directly sell the DVD rights to Netflix as a guarantee.


    Since James Schamus, the head of Focus Features, was also interested in Brokeback Mountain, they discussed the distribution of both films together.


    There were always disagreements over the distribution commission between the two parties, with Focus Features wanting a minimum 15% commission while Charles couldn't go higher than 12%.


    Negotiations would take time; if Focus Features didn't work out, there was still Lionsgate.


    Artisan Entertainment was also a prospect. New Line Cinema, with its high-and-mighty attitude, wasn't worth negotiating with anymore.


    In Beverly Hills, Charles' luxurious mountaintop villa was newly renovated, and he officially moved into the mansion named Carpe Manor.


    His mother, Evelyn, specifically came over to help Charles with the move.


    "This place is too big. You're going to need a few servants to help out," Evelyn commented as she toured the house.


    "It's alright, it's quiet enough!" Charles wasn't thinking too much about it; his mind was filled with news about Lionsgate's acquisition of Artisan Entertainment.


    "Lionsgate is buying Artisan; have they made an offer yet?" Charles asked, no wonder Artisan Entertainment wasn't interested in business now.


    Evelyn shook her head, "The exact offer is still unknown. They have internal quotations, but Artisan Entertainment owns a library of over 6,000 films and 1,800 TV show episodes, valued at over $200 million!"


    "Does Artisan have high debts?" Charles hadn't heard of Artisan having high debts; those 6,000-plus films and over 1,800 TV episodes were all B-movies and non-mainstream stuff.


    The quantity was large, but their worth wasn't guaranteed. However, Lionsgate focused on niche markets, and DVDs and video tapes were their main business.


    After all, when DreamWorks was acquired by Paramount in a previous life, Paramount used the rights to DreamWorks' live-action films to get over $800 million in funding from investors.


    Of course, Paramount retained the distribution rights for those films.


    A film company's value lies in its library of rights; the more popular the mainstream films, the more valuable the rights. Hollywood's Big Seven Studios were valued in the tens of billions of dollars, and each of their rights libraries was like a treasure trove.


    "The three investors in Artisan Entertainment suffered heavy losses during the tech stock crash and now want to sell Artisan Entertainment to raise funds," Evelyn explained to her son.


    "Ah, Artisan!" Charles sighed. Not to mention the huge library of non-mainstream film and TV rights, its North American distribution channels were exactly what Carpe Films needed.


    With a strong library of film and TV rights, Charles could deepen his cooperation with Netflix and gradually control Netflix's development.


    "Lionsgate has already begun the next step of financing on the NYSE and is also preparing to issue a batch of corporate bonds to raise funds," Evelyn told Charles all the information she had.


    "$200 million!" Charles sighed. What a great opportunity, especially with the fast-developing film market now.


    "Lionsgate must have tasted the benefits of acquiring film companies," They were playing the game right, having gone public via a reverse merger on the NYSE.


    "Paramount expressed interest in acquiring Lionsgate two years ago and made another offer early this year," Evelyn explained.


    "Lionsgate's chairman, Frank Giustra, came up with a poison pill plan to counter Paramount's acquisition."


    "Forget it, let's focus on the present," Charles waved it off. The more he listened, the more frustrated he felt. Carpe Films still needed time.


    Evelyn shrugged and smiled, "Another thing, a novel about women in the workplace is set to be published; The story revolves around a young female college graduate working as an editorial assistant at a fashion magazine, dealing with workplace difficulties. The plot is quite good; I think the novel will sell well once published."


    Charles frowned and asked, "What's it called?"


    "It's called The Devil Wears Prada. Do you want to see the manuscript? I have it!"


    "Let me have a look!" Charles thought this was probably the novel adapted into the movie The Devil Wears Prada.


    Evelyn took the manuscript out of her bag, and Charles sat down to read it.


    The novel, written by Lauren Weisberger, was indeed the one adapted into the movie The Devil Wears Prada.


    However, the novel wasn't as exciting as the movie. The movie elevated the story, making it more interesting, while the novel felt much duller.


    Of course, Anne Hathaway's performance in the film was also a standout, along with Meryl Streep as the fashion editor-in-chief.


    "Carpe Films should get the movie adaptation rights to this novel!"


  




  Chapter 47: Universal


  

    "NC-17 rating, MPAA rated Saw as NC-17?" Charles received feedback from the MPAA at Carpe Film Productions.


    "James, they're saying the film's scenes are too gory and violent," someone informed him.


    James Wan nodded and asked, "So, should I cut some scenes and resubmit it?"


    "Handle it, I'll talk to the distributors," Charles frowned. The MPAA is really tough.


    Warner Bros., Sony Columbia, 20th Century Fox, Disney, Universal, Paramount, and MGM - these seven companies were the current MPAA members.


    Independent film companies not only faced pressure regarding ratings but also competed with large theater chains, which often signed exclusive agreements with the Big Seven to target smaller art house theaters.


    What is the MPAA's role? Rating films is just part of it. Its main functions are political lobbying, strengthening ties between Washington and Hollywood, promoting American culture and commercial expansion, and fighting film piracy to protect Hollywood's interests.


    Each MPAA member paid at least $20 million in annual fees. Who would the association protect if not its members?


    Only by becoming a full MPAA member could a company be considered a top-tier Hollywood player. Full membership wasn't easy to obtain.


    Sony inherited its membership by acquiring Columbia Pictures. RKO was also a member in the early days until it went bankrupt.


    The Big Seven memberships had been stable for many years and would not increase.


    "Duna, set me a meeting with Mr. James Schamus in Los Angeles this afternoon," Charles instructed.


    The quickest way to solve issues was within the framework of the Big Seven, reducing many complications.


    Of course, Carpe Films could submit multiple reviews and eventually get an R rating, but it would take more time.


    At a high-end cafe on the second floor of Universal CityWalk.


    Charles met James Schamus, the head of Focus Features at Universal, and Donna Langley, the head of production at Universal Pictures.


    "Charles, Carpe Films is doing well. Why not find a long-term distributor? Universal has always supported independent film companies," Donna Langley, originally there to discuss the distribution of Saw and Brokeback Mountain, brought up long-term cooperation.


    Charles looked up and asked, "What kind of cooperation?"


    "Universal Pictures and Carpe Films sign a four-year distribution contract, with Universal deciding the investment amount based on the budget. Universal takes a 15% box office commission for each film, and profits are shared based on the investment ratio," Donna said, taking a sip of coffee.


    "Additionally, Universal will pay Carpe Films $1.5 million annually for operating expenses."


    This was essentially a hiring offer. Major distributors often used this approach, which could at least solve funding and distribution issues.


    However, Carpe Films had gained considerable attention after its success. Distribution wasn't a major problem, only the conditions mattered.


    As for funding, Charles believed that after several successful films, financing wouldn't be an issue.


    "Four years, 15% distribution commission, and Universal decides the investment amount based on the budget?" Charles shook his head. "My films progress quickly and won't wait for Universal's funding approval. Even without external funding, I can invest myself!


    15% distribution commission is too high. Lionsgate only asked for a 12% box office commission for Saw," Charles noted to Donna Langley.


    "Ms. Langley, you underestimate me. I have confidence in my films!"


    "Charles, with Universal's support, you could save a lot of time on financing and distribution, giving you more time to develop your films. I've heard you haven't taken a vacation in two years," James Schamus added.


    "Charles, producers as young as you are rare in Hollywood. Sometimes a film's loss is too much for you to bear," Donna Langley genuinely wanted to bring Charles Carpe on board.


    "I think we should sign a regular distribution agreement. Carpe Films can still offer Universal an investment share of 25% to 50% in our films," Charles clearly did not want to be tied to Universal for four years.


    Donna Langley frowned, understanding Charles' thoughts, and glanced at James Schamus beside her.


    James Schamus, catching the hint, said, "Focus Features and Rogue Pictures will distribute your Brokeback Mountain and Saw with a 12% distribution commission, deducting the marketing costs from the revenue."


    This was a good offer. Donna Langley then proposed, "Alright, Carpe Films and Universal Pictures will sign a distribution contract for five new films."


    "Five films?" Charles shook his head again, "No more than three films, and the contract will last for three years starting next year. I'll provide film projects for Universal to choose or reject for cooperation."


    "Only three films? And only three years? Charles, that's not good," Donna Langley was clearly displeased.


    "I haven't finished. For these three films, Carpe Films will take on at least half of the investment budget, and they won't be low-budget films, but large productions with budgets in the hundreds of millions," Charles continued, ignoring the surprise on the faces of the two people across from him.


  




  Chapter 48: The Devil Wears Prada


  

    After Focus Features took over the rating review for Saw, Charles felt relieved. James Wan would make cuts to meet the R-rating standards for release.


    As for refusing long-term cooperation with Universal, it was simply to avoid being a labeled brand by Universal, although being labeled would mean not worrying about funding and distribution.


    It's like Tom Cruise's Cruise/Wagner Productions working with Paramount or Brad Pitt's Plan B Entertainment partnering with Warner Bros. Studios.


    A bit different, perhaps more like Jerry Bruckheimer's production company working with Disney, helping develop movie projects, earning profits without bearing risks.


    Jerry Bruckheimer and Scott Rudin, these Hollywood golden producers, were not Charles's targets.


    "Boss, Miss Lauren Weisberger and her agent are here at the company," Donna reported.


    "Take them to the reception room," Charles wanted to negotiate the movie adaptation rights for The Devil Wears Prada.


    Lauren Weisberger was only 25 or 26 years old, a new author having graduated just two or three years ago.


    Hearing that Carpe Films wanted to adapt The Devil Wears Prada, of course, she was supportive. No reason not to be.


    Charles didn't waste much time and negotiated with her agent to buy the movie adaptation rights for The Devil Wears Prada for $1.45 million.


    However, Carpe Films spent $150,000 on a deposit to sign the priority purchase rights with Lauren Weisberger. If Carpe Films didn't develop the novel within three years after publication, the author would have the right to reauthorize it to other film production companies.


    Within three years, Charles could choose to spend $1.45 million to buy the adaptation rights or not develop and lose the $150,000 deposit.


    The agreement was reached, and both parties were satisfied.


    Charles's offer wasn't low, but buying it before the novel's publication meant the other party's agent would definitely set the price appropriately.


    The three-year priority purchase right was also the agent's request because there wasn't a large market for workplace films at the moment.


    However, Charles had more important things to address, like which movie to choose as the first project in the three-movie deal with Universal - Infernal Affairs or Mr. & Mrs. Smith. 


    Both seemed viable, but since the Infernal Affairs series filmed in Hong Kong was releasing its second part this year and the third part next year, Charles decided to present the Mr. & Mrs. Smith project to Universal for review first, then develop the remake of Infernal Affairs. 


    As for the third movie, Charles had the script for Wedding Crashers. It was a romantic comedy. Would Universal accept it?


    Los Angeles, Hollywood, Universal City.


    Since Vivendi acquired Universal, movie performance hadn't significantly improved, and high debt made Vivendi uncomfortable.


    Universal Studios, a subsidiary, was very optimistic about the movie market, and Vivendi was negotiating with General Electric, which owned the American network NBC, about the acquisition of Universal's film and entertainment group.


    Universal Studios' CEO Ronald Meyer had been in charge since 1995. Now, Universal was again on the brink of a new ownership.


    In the office, Production Chief Donna Langley was discussing cooperation with Carpe Films with Ronald Meyer.


    "Over a hundred million dollar budget? Charles Carpe is only 21 years old this year, right?" Ronald Meyer was surprised.


    "He's developed two films with very low budgets but achieved surprising box office results. Lost in Translation alone earned him over $6 million in North American theaters with Focus Features in charge!" Donna Langley had to give credit.


    "Unfortunately, Carpe Films sold overseas distribution and DVD rights to Sony Columbia Pictures," Ronald Meyer sighed.


    "What's Stacey Snider's and Adam Ferguson's opinions?" Ronald Meyer asked.


    Stacey Snider was currently the president of Universal Studios, one of Hollywood's top women executives, second only to Paramount's Sherry Lansing and Sony Columbia's Amy Pascal.


    However, Universal Studios President Stacey Snider's name wasn't as well-known as Sherry Lansing and Amy Pascal.


    Adam Ferguson was the marketing chief at Universal, on par with Donna Langley, both executive vice presidents of Universal Studios.


    "Stacey rates Charles highly but is skeptical about a hundred million dollar budget unless Carpe Films can initially invest at least half of the budget. Universal Studios would then join.


    Adam believes we should wait to see the performance of Saw first. We can let Carpe Films develop a mid-range production to start our collaboration!"


    Donna Langley's message was clear: everyone believed cooperation with Charles Carpe shouldn't be missed.


    "The three-movie deal, Carpe Films responsible for at least half the budget, his terms show confidence," Ronald Meyer had no objections, "Let's wait until Saw releases and see if it succeeds. Then have him bring that mid-range budget project over!


    If he can gather a forty to fifty million dollar investment budget, a hundred million dollar project is worth considering."


    With a budget over a hundred million, it would definitely be a commercial blockbuster. With Universal Studios' operational capabilities, pre-selling overseas and budget contracts as collateral for bank loans, funds could easily be raised from overseas and banks.


    Combined with Carpe Films' capital, Universal wouldn't have to invest much. It just depended on whether Carpe Films' project was attractive.


    "However, Charles insists that we can only take a 10% distribution commission on the new films we collaborate on!"


    "If Charles can have three consecutive hit films, 10% distribution commission is what he deserves!"


    Ronald Meyer didn't mind. A filmmaker using his capital to make movies would certainly have risks and rewards proportional.


    "By the way, Carpe Films seems to have invested in The Passion of the Christ," Donna Langley reminded.


    "First Brokeback Mountain, now The Passion of the Christ. Charles Carpe has quite the eye for projects," Ronald Meyer shook his head,


    "Don't worry about that. Universal Studios won't be distributing The Passion of the Christ. Carpe Films invested their own money. This film's impact is too significant, so we don't have to be involved!"


    Universal Studios had no obligation to distribute his film, especially such a controversial one offending Judaism.


    Religious-themed films in Hollywood often end up being flops, don't they?


    "Alright, I will find an opportunity to discuss the cooperation agreement with Charles Carpe," Donna Langley actually believed in Charles's continued success in romantic films since he had already succeeded with two romantic films.


    Why insist on making big-budget commercial blockbusters? Aren't low-budget romantic movies good enough?


  




  Chapter 49: Chapter 49


  

    "Henry, join Carpe Films and help me manage the production department. The company has grown to over twenty people. We've set up the framework for production, marketing, and finance," Charles Carpe invited Henry Winston, the producer of Underworld, to join Carpe Films.


    Charles believed that Henry Winston had ample production experience and was good at set management, something Carpe Films needed.


    "Charles, thank you for your trust. I think I will repay you with my work," Henry Winston accepted the offer without much surprise. For a producer focused on production management, joining the company was a good choice.


    Although Carpe Films was small at the time, it had a lot of potential.


    Charles smiled. With Henry on board, things would be easier for him. Henry had been in the industry for many years and must have some connections.


    Carpe Films was working on a project directed by Ang Lee, Brokeback Mountain. After Liv Tyler signed the performance contract, the crew was off to Calgary, Canada, to begin filming.


    In June, after a media meeting at the Hilton Hotel in Los Angeles with the main cast of Brokeback Mountain, they all flew to Canada.


    At the same time, Carpe Films signed an agreement with Universal to co-produce three movies.


    Charles drove a BMW Z8 convertible from Beverly Hills, taking his mother, Evelyn, to 100 Universal City Plaza, the headquarters of Universal Studios.


    "Will Universal agree?" asked Evelyn, who was not only Charles's mother but also his manager, joining him for lobbying efforts.


    "We'll find out. Universal needs influential blockbusters now," Charles was in a good mood, not least because Brokeback Mountain had begun filming.


    Upon arriving at Universal's headquarters, Charles passed by Steven Spielberg's office at DreamWorks.


    Due to Spielberg's long-term relationship and achievements with Universal, Universal Studios had specially built a luxurious office for him on their premises. Even after establishing DreamWorks, Spielberg's office remained here rather than at DreamWorks' headquarters near Burbank in Glendale.


    Glendale served as the main production base for DreamWorks Animation, while the live-action film office area was inside Universal City, in Spielberg's office.


    Of course, DreamWorks had to pay substantial rent annually. Universal wasn't going to provide office space for DreamWorks for free.


    They knew how to play the game! After all, the money was going into their own pockets, and the expenses were paid by DreamWorks. No complaints there.


    In a small meeting room at Universal Studios, production department head Donna Langley, President Stacey Snider, and CEO Ron Meyer were present.


    "The script idea for Mr. & Mrs. Smith is about two assassins who get married, live a mundane life for seven years, and then suddenly discover each other's identities..." Charles presented the project plan while Evelyn handled the lobbying from various angles.


    "As a modern thriller action film, it also carries metaphors about marriage. The seven-year itch in a marriage is portrayed perfectly. Life needs passion!" said Evelyn.


    Charles marveled at his mom's eloquence. He hadn't thought of some of the points she made. Essentially, it was just an action-comedy with a handsome couple.


    Being an agent did require some salesmanship.


    "The story has some novelty, and the planned scenes are grand. It needs powerful actors!" Stacey Snider commented, noting the numerous action scenes involving explosions and gunfights.


    Charles smiled, "We do need top stars with strong influence. I have Brad Pitt in mind for the male lead, with Will Smith and Johnny Depp as alternatives.


    For the female lead, the hottest right now is Nicole Kidman, who just won an Oscar. Alternatives include Catherine Zeta-Jones, who excelled in Chicago and won Best Supporting Actress, and Lara Croft: Tomb Raider's Angelina Jolie.


    As for the director, Doug Liman, who directed last year's The Bourne Identity, is very suitable."


    "Doug Liman is indeed a good fit," Ron Meyer agreed.


    "Using influential stars is necessary too!" Donna Langley concurred.


    With Doug Liman as the director, and stars like Brad Pitt and Nicole Kidman, it indeed qualified as a commercial blockbuster.


    Charles had found someone to adapt the script, but even if it got the green light, the director would still study it and make some changes.


    Getting a movie project off the ground was never as quick as people thought. Universal still had to conduct its own risk assessment and profit forecast report.


    Large projects like these required significant funding and took a long time, but Carpe Films committing to covering half the budget helped a lot.


    It was a long process, and Charles didn't have much money at the time.


    "Charles, we will consider it, but we hope you'll first bring us a mid-budget film project, preferably a romance," Donna Langley reminded him of the internal discussions. Charles still needed to prove himself.


    "Sure!" If that's the case, then let's kick off Wedding Crashers. After that, they should greenlight his projects!


    After Charles and Evelyn left, Ron Meyer asked, "What do you think, can Mr. & Mrs. Smith make it?"


    Stacey Snider smiled, "I think it's pretty good, but the budget is too high. According to his plans, the production budget would be over a hundred million dollars!"


    Donna Langley nodded, "He said he would cover half the budget, but where would he get 60 million? He spent his previous earnings on a big villa, invested in The Passion of the Christ, and started Brokeback Mountain. He must be out of money."


    "But he doesn't seek investments; he funds his own movies, which is quite unique!"


    "This script is actually good. Let's do a benefit-risk assessment report first, and then wait for Charles to bring in a mid-budget project!" Ron Meyer couldn't make the decision alone; he needed the committee's approval for funding.


    Unless Charles really came up with a significant amount of money himself, they would need to find other partners.


    Actually, not many people at Universal's higher levels were concerned about Saw. It was a horror movie with a budget of just over a million dollars. Hollywood produced countless such films every year.


    Out of hundreds of them, how many could make waves? But Charles started with low-budget films. If Saw succeeded, then Charles's judgment would be proven right, and his projects would have a much easier time getting approved.


    Capital always gravitates towards profit. As long as someone could make them money, they were willing to believe.


  




  Chapter 50: College Students


  

    The hot summer movie season was in full swing, but Charles was just a spectator.


    Outside the theaters in Los Angeles, large movie posters drew crowds inside. Blockbusters like The Matrix Reloaded, Bruce Almighty, Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl, Terminator 3, and Hulk were either already showing or scheduled to be released soon.


    The Matrix Reloaded had premiered more than half a month ago. It grossed $92 million in its North American opening, and by now, it had already made more than one hundred and fifty million.


    Since the second and third movies were filmed back-to-back, the third installment, The Matrix Revolutions, was also set to premiere in November of that year.


    Charles knew that Keanu Reeves had earned $75 million from the Matrix trilogy. While he got paid $10 million for the first movie, the subsequent two added up to more than $60 million!


    Who could have predicted that the Wachowski Brothers would become the Wachowski Sisters later on?


    Charles drove his vintage BMW Z8 to the Staples Center in downtown, even though the Lakers had been eliminated by the Spurs in the Western Conference finals.


    He just wanted to take a look at the Staples Center. In the past two years, he had been too busy to attend any Lakers games either. The Los Angeles Lakers were like a gold mine, and the Staples Center had become one of the most popular arenas.


    This year, Michael Jordan had retired for good. He wasn't coming back this time.


    Gazing at the Staples Center, Charles felt a twinge of envy. Los Angeles was a big market without a football club but had a baseball team.


    "Someday, when I'm rich enough, I'll buy a team just for fun. The NFL is the biggest moneymaker, but I'd also get a basketball or soccer team to satisfy my casual fandom," Charles mumbled to himself.


    Given a second chance at life, everything had become a game, and with his future knowledge, he could fulfill many of his past dreams.


    After another glance at the Staples Center and the tourists, Charles got back into his car and drove away.


    Not far away was the main campus of the University of Southern California (USC), home to the School of Cinematic Arts, the School of Architecture, the School of Journalism, and the School of Dance, among others.


    The schools of Education, Pharmacology, and Medicine were located in the eastern part of Los Angeles.


    The location of USC was ideal, surrounded by attractions like the War Memorial Museum, History Museum, Staples Center, and MacArthur Park. Food, drinks, and entertainment were all within easy reach.


    Charles drove his $160,000 BMW Z8 past the entrance of USC, dressed casually in a T-shirt and trousers.


    With the abundant California sunshine, it was easy to see why people loved driving convertibles.


    As he drove, his eyes occasionally wandered towards the beautiful women around. It was summer break, and many college students were on vacation or doing internships.


    However, this was before the internet boom, so USC wasn't yet a popular check-in spot for influencers.


    Suddenly, a scantily clad, sexy girl waved at his car.


    "Need something?" Charles lowered his sunglasses and asked as he pulled over.


    "Hi there, are you heading towards Santa Monica on the 10 Freeway? I'm going to the beach. Can you give me a ride?" The sexy girl wearing a white USC T-shirt asked. She was clearly a USC student.


    "Hop in," Charles replied. He was indeed heading back to Beverly Hills, and the 10 Freeway ended at Santa Monica.


    "Thanks," she said, flipping her blonde hair as she got into the passenger seat.


    "Nice car! I'm Elizabeth, a junior majoring in journalism at USC, looking for a summer internship job."


    She pointed to the letters "USC" on her T-shirt.


    "Just call me Charles," he said. His BMW Z8 had a long hood and a protruding nose. It looked a bit ugly from the side, but the front and rear views were sleek.


    Most girls didn't like it, which explained why only about 5,000 units had been produced before it was discontinued.


    Elizabeth seemed quite interested in the handsome guy driving the sports car. "Charles, what do you do?"


    "I work in the movie industry, behind the scenes. There are a lot of entertainment jobs in LA," said Charles Carpe, who had never attended college in his current life but had gone to university a decade later in his previous life.


    "Movies? That's so cool," Elizabeth said, brushing her hair aside. "I've been thinking about that too, but right now, I'm struggling to find an internship at a news agency!"


    "Having a hard time finding one? Reporter, editor, PR, or advertising?" Charles was puzzled. USC's School of Journalism and Cinematic Arts was top-ranked; how could she not find an internship?


    Man, these kids these days don't want to work hard! Charles recalled the early days when he did all sorts of odd jobs on movie sets, from gopher to assistant.


    "Oh, Charles, I just want to find a job I like, with enough free time," said Elizabeth.


    Los Angeles had a booming economy, with industries like shipping, aerospace, petrochemicals, electronics, and a strong entertainment industry, all underpinned by a warm climate.


    California could be considered wealthy enough to rival a country. It was the most populous state, known for its diversity and inclusivity.


    In less than half an hour, Charles drove to Santa Monica.


    "Charles, my friends and I are playing volleyball on the beach, and tonight we're hitting a bar with a rock band performing. Come with us!" Elizabeth invited Charles.


    "Oh, are they all as hot as you?" he teased.


    "Big boobs and tight butts, all cheerleaders!" laughed Elizabeth.


    With such an invitation, of course, Charles decided to join Elizabeth.


    After parking at Santa Monica Pier, the iconic end of Route 66 was right there before them.


    Next, there was a large amusement park and a long pier extending into the ocean, with over 15 miles of scenic beachfront on either side.


    Charles, holding Elizabeth close, licked an ice cream cone, grumbling, "I don't really like coming here in the summer. It's too crowded."


    "Venice Beach, Manhattan Beach, and Redondo Beach down south are less crowded," Elizabeth didn't mind, saying crowds made it more lively.


    "Let's go find your friends!" Charles was eager to see what American college students were like these days.


  




  Chapter 51: Novel About Pants


  

    "Oh, damn it, you're just too late, Elizabeth!" an angry complaint sounded.


    The game was already over by the time she got there.


    "Hey, Theresa, what's up? Just you three here?" Elizabeth walked up and asked her classmates.


    "Oh, right, this is Charles, my friend!"


    Elizabeth introduced Charles to them, and Charles stepped forward to greet them.


    "This is Theresa. The one reading a book with short hair is Camille. And the one with the big chest is Lilith!"


    Charles looked around and found that Camille with the brown short hair was the prettiest; although her figure wasn't as good as Elizabeth's, the proportions were quite nice.


    As for Theresa and Lilith, Charles wasn't really interested. Their wild build and looks weren't to his taste.


    "Jack and the others are up there," short-haired Camille put down her book and pointed to the Pacific Park amusement park on the pier.


    "Ladies, how about we hit a bar first and relax a bit, then continue tonight?" Charles clapped his hands and suggested.


    Along the beach road heading north, the group arrived at Sonny's Bar and got a table.


    "Order anything you like," Charles didn't mind; beer, whiskey, champagne, tequila - all were fine. However, he didn't prefer vodka and rum.


    Theresa, Camille, Lilith, and Elizabeth cheered and black beer and tequila were immediately ordered.


    Enjoying the beautiful Pacific Ocean view through the glass while drinking iced drinks, the earlier disappointment of losing the beach volleyball game quickly vanished.


    Before long, a group of four men led by Jack arrived as well.


    "Elizabeth, why are you only getting here now?" The towering Jack, at least six foot three, walked over and saw Elizabeth sitting with Charles, which made him a bit unhappy.


    "Jack, this is Charles, my friend!" Elizabeth stood up and tugged at Jack.


    Camille pulled Charles' arm and quietly reminded him, "Jack's on the basketball team. He likes Elizabeth!"


    Charles got it; a basketball player, no wonder he looked so strong! He figured he likely couldn't win in a fight with him due to Jack's large build.


    Charles had grown up in the chaotic East Los Angeles community and had been in many fights; if he fought, he'd fight to the end.


    "Come on, everyone drink up. Tonight we'll hit A Cup bar for their electronic music themed party," Charles stood up and had the waiter bring more bottles.


    "A Cup! Cool," Jack's three companions were excited to hear this. A Cup was one of the best clubs in the area, known for its hot girls!


    The atmosphere was set; with booze and hot girls, these guys could solve anything.


    Charles accidentally knocked Camille's bag to the floor.


    "Sorry, let me pick that up for you!"


    "No worries."


    Charles bent over, and a book fell out from her bag. It must have been the one she was reading before.


    He picked it up casually; it was The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, published by Ann Brashares in 2001.


    "Camille, this novel!" Charles said while holding up the book.


    "A great novel. Charles, have you read it too?" Camille didn't expect to meet a young guy who liked this kind of book.


    Charles shook his head, remembering only the movie adaptation The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, which had two installments.


    One of the main characters was played by Blake Lively.


    "Is this novel really popular?"


    Camille hesitated, but a chubby guy nearby mocked, "It's a boring novel. How did it stay on the bestseller list for so long?"


    "Camille, how boring, just a story about four high school girls and a pair of jeans!"


    Facing the ridicule, Camille raised a middle finger and retorted, "Damn it, Roger, it's a meaningful book about friendship and growth among four girls!"


    The chubby guy continued, "It's only popular among female readers. We guys wouldn't read it."


    Charles stroked his chin, glancing back and forth between the novel and Camille. This type of youth literature about friendship and growth among young women?


    Charles understood that Elizabeth and Camille were both from USC's School of Journalism and Communication, with Elizabeth in public relations and Camille in media studies.


    The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants didn't make much at the box office. He watched the movie mainly for Blake Lively's performance.


    Why did they make two films then? Anyway, the movie reviews seemed pretty good.


    "Camille, let me have a look at that book!"


    Charles snapped his fingers and called for the waiter, handing him a credit card.


    The message was clear: drink as you like and charge it to the card later.


    Charles wanted to find a quiet place to read this book properly. As for the hot girls, making money was more important.


    "Sir..."


    "I'm going to read for a bit. Take good care of them!" Charles said as he got up with the book.


    "Guys, I really want to finish this book now, so excuse me for a bit, I'll be back later!" Amid their surprised glances, Charles left.


    They all looked at Elizabeth, who shrugged helplessly and smiled, "Charles said he works behind the scenes in the movie industry. Maybe his parents are big shots in Hollywood."


    Charles found a quiet spot near his car, sat down, and started reading The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants.


  




  Chapter 52: Chapter 52


  

    As night fell, street lamps lit up, and neon lights flickered on the Santa Monica Pier. The Ferris wheel shimmered with a vibrant display of colorful lights.


    Elizabeth walked along the beach path to the parking lot where Charles was sitting in his car, talking on the phone.


    "Boss, the movie adaptation rights for the novel The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants are with the producer. Warner Brothers is interested in developing it, but they haven't greenlit the script yet."


    After reading the novel, Charles called Dona at the office to check the records of the rights transaction for the novel. Rights for various literary works post-1970s are stored in the copyright database established in the USA, making it easy to find.


    All transaction information and rights holders are recorded.


    "Warner Brothers, huh?" Charles thought. "It's always the case with a bestseller; the movie adaptation rights get snapped up."


    Dona analyzed, "Warner Brothers may not be too optimistic about it. The producer is probably still trying to persuade investors. If other capital joins in, it will speed up the process."


    "Got it," Charles replied and hung up. Did he need someone to tell him that? The average development time for a movie project is two and a half to three years. The process of screenwriting and seeking investment takes time.


    Forget it. The budget for The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants wouldn't be less than 20 million dollars, considering they'd need to shoot in many different locations.


    "Charles, finished reading the novel?" Elizabeth asked as she saw Charles hang up the phone and walked closer.


    Charles nodded, rubbed his forehead, and spread his hands, "Read it thoroughly. It's already dark."


    He opened the car door for Elizabeth to get in, then smiled and asked, "How about the others? Still at the bar?"


    Elizabeth adjusted her tight, low-cut T-shirt and responded, "Yeah, just chatting and drinking!"


    As Charles kept one hand on Elizabeth's thigh while looking into the distance, he said, "The nightlife in Santa Monica is way more enticing than the day!"


    Elizabeth leaned in closer, "More enticing than the Santa Monica night view?"


    Charles turned and kissed the woman, the sea breeze of Santa Monica couldn't disperse the hormones in the air.


    By the time they drove back to the small bar, half an hour had passed. Charles took his card back and led the group towards the A-cup Club.


    Nine people spent 355 dollars, and Charles wrote a bill for 400, leaving a 45-dollar tip, making the waiter very happy.


    The A-cup Club was located in the northern Santa Monica mountains near Palisades, and Charles' beach house was also on the Santa Monica Palisades coast.


    Once inside the A-cup Club, the hot atmosphere could be felt immediately. A California-style band played on stage and three dance floors of varying sizes were scattered indoors.


    Men and women were swaying their hips to the music under the dim lights, with the intoxicating scents of alcohol and smoke filling the air.


    Vodka, champagne, tequila, and whiskey got the students excited again.


    Watching them excitedly rush to the dance floor, Charles finished his whiskey in one gulp. These guys didn't seem to drink much this afternoon!


    "Camille, your book!" Charles returned the borrowed novel to the short-haired beauty.


    "Why aren't you dancing?" Charles poured Camille a glass of champagne and himself a glass of whiskey.


    "Neither are you," Camille replied, winking at him.


    "Taking a break?"


    "Huh?"


    "Elizabeth came back without wiping her lips clean," Camille pointed out, noticing Elizabeth had touched up her makeup.


    Charles leaned in and said, "When she came to find me, she insisted on having ice cream. I was reading!"


    Charles shrugged, whether you believe it or not, that's what happened, and he believed it himself.


    "So, how was the novel?"


    "The novel?" Charles smirked, "Definitely for the ladies - deep friendships in the midst of growing up, expressed through a pair of jeans, pretty novel concept!"


    Was Camille someone who enjoyed quiet and liked literature?


    "Well, definitely can't talk about these types of novels with you guys!" Camille changed the subject.


    "What do you think of the Iraq War?"


    Wow, Camille had quite a few interests! From literary novels to current politics?


    "War, huh?" Charles took another sip of his drink. "Let me tell you a story: An Iraqi civilian dies, and his soul meets God. God asks him, 'Did you see clearly who killed you?' The man replies, 'I couldn't see. They stood on the moral high ground, shone in holy light, radiating like you. I couldn't make out their faces!'"


    Camille looked seriously at Charles, a bit surprised, "Charles, you should take a philosophy course!"


    "Come on, let's drink to those damn war initiators going to hell!"


    Camille raised her glass and clinked it with Charles', tossing her head back to take a swig.


    "Phew, don't they need freedom? The Iraqi leader is very brutal?"


    "Freedom?" Charles said mockingly, "If I break your legs and give you crutches, I'm the one who made you stand and gave you freedom!"


    "Alright, let's dance," Charles didn't want to talk politics with these freedom-obsessed folks anymore.


    Holding Camille, they entered the dance floor. Her sexy denim shorts and fitted top clung to Charles as they danced.


  




  Chapter 53: Camille


  

    On the bed of the Hilton Ocean Resort, Charles woke up from a hangover and looked at Camille lying beside him. Beneath her brown hair was a hint of blonde.


    "What's up?" Camille also woke up and noticed Charles looking at her hair with a puzzled expression.


    "Did you dye your hair blonde?" Charles asked as he gently played with Camille's short hair. Blonde didn't look bad either.


    Camille sat up, unconcerned about her bare body, and laughed, "I don't want to be called a dumb blonde!"


    Charles glanced at his watch; it was already noon! He had drunk too much the night before and then had a rather intense time with Camille.


    The clothes scattered on the floor silently testified to their owner's lack of care.


    "Let's get up and eat," Charles said, rubbing his face. Falling into decadence!


    After lunch, Charles drove Camille back to her home in Long Beach.


    "Thanks, Charles!" Camille kissed him for a moment and then got out of the car.


    "Call me later!"


    Charles waved goodbye and drove to Burbank Carpe Productions.


    After James Wan re-edited and cut down some scenes from Saw, the MPAA finally rated the movie as R.


    "Releasing it on Halloween gives us two to three months to promote it. Focus Features wants to screen Saw at the Toronto International Film Festival in September to build some buzz," Henry Winston was discussing in Charles' office.


    Charles nodded, "The Toronto International Film Festival is a significant international indie film festival now, attracting many visitors and media!"


    The Toronto International Film Festival didn't grant awards because it didn't have a jury, only screenings, and a single Audience Award.


    It's an excellent platform for film trades, where many independent filmmakers and studios exchange insights and seek distribution deals.


    There are so many film festivals, and there are a dozen international A-grade ones, plus numerous national and city film festivals. It's countless.


    Charles handed Henry Winston the script for Wedding Crashers, saying, "This is my idea turned into a script, a romantic comedy project. Universal is still reserved about Mr. & Mrs. Smith. The budget for Wedding Crashers is less than half of Mr. & Mrs. Smith."


    "I will look into it seriously!"


    Charles nodded, "No hurry, the most crucial thing now is filming Brokeback Mountain."


    "I understand!" Henry Winston chatted a bit more with Charles before leaving the office.


    Last July, the EU announced that the Euro was the sole legal currency in the Eurozone, and with the addition of Greece, the Eurozone now had 13 members.


    The Euro started appreciating this year, and Charles knew that the Euro-to-Dollar rate had room to increase.


    It might go up a lot, and one could invest heavily in Europe!


    Charles shook his head, thinking too much. After all, he had no money now. Besides, there was significant news in California at the moment: the first-ever gubernatorial recall election in history.


    The current governor of California was Gray Davis, a Democrat, and the state's $30+ billion fiscal deficit was alarming.


    "Arnold Schwarzenegger's performance is coming!" Charles smirked. Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines opened in over 3,500 theaters in North America and grossed $44 million despite poor reviews. After nearly 20 days, it had just crossed $100 million at the box office.


    Schwarzenegger's future political career in California was headed for a significant leap. After all, he had been preparing for the gubernatorial run for two to three years.


    A week after Terminator 3 was released, Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl opened in 3,300 theaters and grossed $46 million in North America. It had better reviews and ratings, and the box office had already crossed $100 million in North America.


    The budget for Terminator 3 was $200 million, with Schwarzenegger's salary alone reaching a record $29 million.


    The budget for Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl was $100 million, and including marketing expenses, it barely matched the cost of Terminator 3.


    In the evening, Evelyn Carpe arrived at the Sunset Tower Hotel where Keira Knightley was staying.


    "How is the promotion going? After this, there will be more promotions in Europe and other cities. No need to go to Australia, but focus on the UK," Evelyn discussed work with Keira, who was promoting Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl.


    "In September, you'll need to start filming the historical war film King Arthur. The shooting location will be primarily in the UK, so at least it's closer to home for you!"


    Wearing a simple long dress, Keira sat on the sofa, exhausted, and smiled, "It's not that tiring, I just need to adjust."


    Pirates of the Caribbean catapulted her to fame, and she needed some time to adapt.


    "You'll get used to it. King Arthur is also a Disney and Jerry Bruckheimer film. They must be already preparing for the sequel to Pirates of the Caribbean," Evelyn said, smiling at Keira. "It looks like you'll be busy!"


    "This film just released, and they're already working on the sequel?" Keira asked.


    "Never underestimate a film studio's speed in developing sequels for high-grossing movies! Neither Jerry Bruckheimer nor Disney would pass up such a profitable IP," Evelyn sighed with envy. "Since the film came out, the pirate ship ride attendance at Disneyland has skyrocketed."


    Charles' My Big Fat Greek Wedding was successful too, but its impact was far less compared to the blockbuster Pirates of the Caribbean.


    "Don't worry, the sequel won't come out that quickly. The first film had a complete story, so they will need time to develop the scripts," Evelyn explained.


    "Charles also mentioned that Disney and Jerry Bruckheimer would likely prepare scripts for both the second and third films for back-to-back shooting! The filming duration will be extensive!"


    Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl was a pirate movie, and few expected much from it at the time. Disney never planned for sequels.


    Many of the set pieces were already dismantled, which wasn't cheap to reassemble. The actors had signed contracts for just one film.


    Developing sequels meant increased actor salaries, but shooting the next two films back-to-back could save money by reusing many set pieces and reducing actor salary increments. However, it required a longer filming commitment.


    "Got it. I'll return to the UK to shoot King Arthur first. We'll deal with future matters as they come!" Keira said.
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    A coffee shop in Beverly Hills.


    "Got something to discuss with me?" Charles was called over by his mother.


    "Charlize Theron, she parted ways with her long-time agent," Evelyn suddenly said.


    "And? You signed her?" Charles wondered if his mother was now so adept at poaching talents.


    Evelyn took a sip of her coffee. "Theron's agent was the one who discovered her. For years, Theron has been seen as a pretty face, and she's not happy about it. She's been wanting more artsy films, roles that showcase her acting skills.


    Monster, you know, that role required her to undergo a drastic transformation. Her agent was strongly opposed, but Theron insisted."


    Evelyn spread her hands, clearly indicating that the two had a falling out, leading to the termination of the contract.


    Sexy and beautiful have always been labels associated with Charlize Theron. As an agent, showing off her sexiness and beauty would obviously bring in numerous advertising endorsements.


    But Theron's desire to shed those labels led her to part ways with her first agent since her debut.


    Charles understood his mother's intentions. After all, Charlize Theron was quite well-known now, and his mother intended to bring her under their wing.


    "I've said it before: if you sign her, she might just win an Oscar for Best Actress next year," Charles said casually.


    "Go persuade her and sign her. That way, Mom, your status at ETA will be something else entirely. Becoming a partner won't be a problem!"


    Evelyn smiled. "Naomie Watts and Keira Knightley have both gained a lot of influence. Plus, with Sofia Coppola and others, I'm quite popular among Hollywood's female artists now.


    If Charlize Theron truly gains Oscar recognition through Monster, ETA will surely promote me to keep me; the partner position should be secured."


    "Of course, there's also your influence. The distribution contract between Carpe Productions and Universal Pictures for a hundred-million-dollar budget film isn't a secret!"


    After all, Charles wouldn't forget the artists managed by his mother when he developed movies at Carpe Productions. The opportunity was near.


    Charles nodded. It was all minor stuff.


    "CAA is quite strong. You need to be well-prepared to convince Theron," Charles advised, knowing his mother's agency, ETA, was smaller in scale compared to CAA.


    "We can support her choice of art films, just by reviewing more scripts. Commercially, we can capitalize on her beauty with high-end brand endorsements," Evelyn had this idea since learning about Theron separating from her agent.


    "Just tell her you'll fully campaign for her Oscar nomination. Monster is slated for a year-end release, perfect for awards season!" After all, she would win Best Actress with Monster, making the timing impeccable.


    "Ha, I don't have those resources, and ETA won't invest that much!"


    "Oh, come on! Host a few media events, get a few newspapers to report about it, make it look good but not extensive," Charles continued to remind her.


    "Alright, got it," Evelyn said as she stood up and then reminded Charles, "Megan is coming to LA. You're still messing around with Scarlett all the time. God, do you want your mother to take care of your girlfriend?"


    Charles froze for a moment, then awkwardly chuckled. "It's not like that. I asked you to sign only those with potential stars, balancing low investment with high future returns, didn't I?"


    "If it wasn't for that, would I be taking care of every artist you fancy?" Evelyn rolled her eyes and was about to leave. She then turned back and asked, "Next month, I'm heading to Venice. Both Lost in Translation and Naomie Watts' 21 Grams are entered into the Venice Film Festival. Are you going?"


    Lost in Translation was produced by Carpe Productions, and Charles was the producer, so he was supposed to go.


    However, Charles shook his head. "I won't go. Lost in Translation is being distributed overseas by Columbia TriStar. They have people for that. I'm heading to New York in a couple of days for the premiere of Underworld, which Screen Gems is distributing next month."


    "Carpe Productions doesn't have distribution channels. I don't like attending festivals only to watch great films I can't buy for distribution," Charles said.


    "Alright then!" Evelyn didn't mind. The overseas distribution rights for Lost in Translation had been sold, so Charles didn't want to waste time on promotion and recruiting investors, which was somewhat of a loss.


    Megan Fox was the earliest acquaintance of Charles, and as for Scarlett Johansson, Evelyn knew that the Lost in Translation project had sparked something between the two youngsters.


    Evelyn was unaware of Naomi Watts' fling with her son. Otherwise, what would her reaction be? But right now, Naomi Watts' boyfriend was Heath Ledger.


    Charles leaned back in his chair. Megan Fox was currently the least known artist under Evelyn's management, almost unheard of.


    "Should I consider discussing with Hasbro about developing a live-action Transformers movie? This franchise could be a cash cow," Charles thought, but the current capabilities didn't allow for it.


    As he left the coffee shop and just got into his Ferrari 360, the phone rang.


    "Hello, this is Charles!"


    "It's Britney. Charles, you haven't contacted me in months!"


    Charles was taken aback. How long had it been? They met at the Met Gala in May, and it was now the end of August. He really had forgotten.


    "Haha, dear Britney, I've been so busy lately. The new movie development, plus a film about to be released," Charles, of course, couldn't say he had forgotten. "How about you? Have you been doing well?"


    "On the last day of the month, the VMAs are in New York. Join me?" she asked.


    "Oh, sure, no problem!" Charles was heading to New York anyway. Britney Spears, one of the top pop stars in America, had great visibility. Going to a movie premiere with her would be perfect.


    "Okay, I'll be waiting for you!" she said.


    After hanging up, Charles started his car. He thought about getting some limited edition sports cars once he had more money. Currently, his cars weren't too expensive.


    The Ferrari 360 was bought for $150,000, the BMW Z8 was around $130,000, the Corvette Z6 under $100,000, and the four-door Mercedes GT also a bit over $100,000.


    He hadn't purchased any limited editions yet.
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    New York, midtown Manhattan, 50th Street and 6th Avenue, Rockefeller Center.


    Radio City Music Hall in New York, a theater that can hold more than 6,000 people, was packed to the rafters.


    The 2003 MTV Video Music Awards were held here, with American singers like Madonna, Britney, Beyonce, Jay-Z, 50 Cent, Linkin Park, and Justin Timberlake in attendance.


    The red carpet outside buzzed with countless media reporters and fans, creating an electric atmosphere even before the main event.


    Britney walked in with Charles and led him to the seats on the third floor of the hall. Charles wore jeans, a t-shirt, and a blazer.


    Compared to the Oscars, music award shows were less serious and more laid-back.


    "Music awards are different from film awards. This place is going to light up soon. Many artists will perform on stage," Britney chatted casually with Charles.


    "Do you have a performance too?" Charles asked.


    "Yeah, I'm performing the opening act with Madonna and Christina," said Britney, wearing a low-cut mini skirt that accentuated her curves.


    "Which artists do you like?"


    "Well, right now, I really like your songs and Avril's. I also enjoy Shania Twain's country music and for male singers, Michael Jackson and Snoop Dogg!"


    "I like Michael too," laughed Britney Spears.


    "Are you just a guest performer tonight?"


    "Yeah, just the opening act," Britney said, giving Charles a hug. "I'll go backstage to prepare. I'll come find you after my performance!"


    After Britney left, Charles got ready to enjoy two hours of live performances by top stars.


    At 8 PM, the awards show officially began. Charles saw the host was Chris Rock, the guy who would famously be slapped by Will Smith at a future Oscars ceremony.


    Soon, Britney Spears walked out from backstage, dressed as a bride and holding a microphone. Christina Aguilera followed in a similar wedding dress, and the hall's atmosphere heated up.


    The audience got even more excited when Madonna, in a black suit and top hat, joined them.


    The three stars sang and danced, delivering a powerhouse performance that set the tone for this year's MTV Video Music Awards.


    When Madonna and Britney shared a kiss, the hall erupted in cheers, and Charles stood up to applaud.


    This was the legendary "kiss of the century" between the two queens at the MTV awards!


    While Charles was engrossed in the performances, Britney, now wearing a baseball cap, returned.


    "Your opening act was amazing, and the duet with Madonna was fantastic," Charles praised.


    "Thanks!" Britney replied, sitting beside Charles to enjoy the show.


    When the Best Male Artist award was announced, it went to Britney's ex-boyfriend, Justin Timberlake. She clearly felt something.


    Justin won for the song he used to publicly stir up rumors about Britney's infidelity and even cast a lookalike actress for the music video.


    Since their breakup, Justin and the media had been abuzz with negative coverage about Britney.


    Charles glanced at Justin on stage and then at Britney beside him.


    Though not yet embroiled in marriage and divorce drama, Britney was at her peak, yet the breakup and intense media scrutiny weighed heavily on her.


    Switching from America's sweetheart to a sexier image unsettled many. The governor's wife from Maryland even said she'd shoot Britney if she could, accusing her of corrupting young children.


    "Let's leave," Charles suggested, patting Britney on the shoulder.


    "Okay," Britney nodded and smiled. She was very needy for love, which perhaps explained her impulsive marriage early the next year.


    Charles took Britney to his suite at the Rosewood Carlyle Hotel after leaving Radio City Music Hall.


    They took the elevator from the underground parking lot to the suite.


    Britney took off her hat and jacket, slumped onto the sofa, and asked lazily, "Did I make you miss the awards ceremony?"


    Charles waved it off, "I'm not that into music; I'm more into film and TV."


    Britney still had that angelic face and a body to die for. Her future transformation seemed unreal.


    Charles brewed two cups of coffee, handed one to Britney, and sat beside her.


    "Thanks," Britney sipped the coffee, feeling better.


    "You know I run a film company in Hollywood, right?"


    "Yeah, I know. You've been quite successful, a new-wave producer in Hollywood!" Britney was unsure why Charles brought this up.


    "Do you know that my mom is now a senior executive at ETA, one of Hollywood's top five talent agencies?"


    Britney shook her head.


    "Do you trust me?" Charles asked, looking into Britney's eyes.


    "Yes, why?" Britney looked back, her eyes clear and deep.


    "Since your breakup last year, your manager hasn't helped stabilize your image. The PR has been a disaster. Switching to a racy image and taking on bad movie roles is depleting your popularity," Charles continued, "and many media outlets keep attacking you. Your management team has taken no effective measures to handle it. You need to know that public opinion can be terrifying."


    Uncontrollably, Britney hugged Charles and cried, "They say I'm a promiscuous woman, that I corrupt children, and that they should shoot me. What can I do? I just want to be a star; I can't educate their kids for them! There are always reporters blocking me, at my home, near my office, always asking me disgusting questions!"


    "Go ahead, cry it out!" Charles comforted Britney, gently patting her back. Emotions need to be released; if suppressed for too long, they can lead to mental issues.


    "I just love singing, but now it feels like everyone hates me," Britney vented, sobbing, "My parents only want my money; they don't care about my feelings."


    Being from a small town with a troubled family - parents who fought, drank, and were violent - Britney had significant family issues.
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    Charles leaned back on the sofa, thinking while letting Britney release her emotions in his arms.


    After crying for about half an hour, Britney finally calmed down, wiping her tears and hugging Charles tightly, not wanting to let go.


    "Charles, I asked about you. Some people told me you were a young prodigy producer in Hollywood, nearly snagging an Oscar with two low-budget films and making sixty or seventy million dollars," Britney said, quoting her team manager. "What should I do now?"


    "Ah, let me think," said Charles, who had been pondering, "The first step is definitely to rebuild your image. You need a good PR team. In terms of career, personal life, and so on, everything needs to be arranged properly!"


    "Okay," Britney lifted her head and then leaned in to kiss Charles.


    Earlier it was emotional comfort, now it turned into physical comfort, comforting each other all night long.


    In the morning, sunlight streamed into the room through the gaps in the curtains. The autumn weather in New York was quite pleasant.


    In the bedroom, Britney clung to Charles with a face full of satisfaction.


    "Aren't you hungry?" Charles patted Britney's back.


    "Let's lie down for a while longer. Do you have anything to do?" Britney asked lazily.


    Charles shook his head, "No rush, I'll be in New York for a while. The vampire and werewolf movie I produced, Underworld, is about to be released in the next few days."


    "Underworld? I saw the trailer. Kate Beckinsale looks really cool in it!" Britney said, not forgetting the main topic.


    "By the way, Charles, last night you said I need to rebuild my public image. How should I do it?"


    "Manager. You need to replace your manager with a professional one to handle your affairs," Charles said firmly. "Otherwise, the negative reports will keep coming, and you won't be able to handle it mentally!"


    "But my parents..."


    Before Britney could finish, Charles interrupted her again, "Also, you must have professionals handle your business contracts, and professionals manage your assets. For your parents, just buy them a house, give them good food and drinks, and take care of them. Don't let them handle your professional matters!"


    "My attorney thinks so too!"


    Britney, who wasn't very educated, didn't understand much. She often ended up being a puppet on strings.


    "In short, trust me. You can go to Los Angeles next month and consult my mother, Evelyn Carpe. She is a professional!"


    "Can Mrs. Carpe be my manager directly?"


    "Well, this..." Charles didn't know what to say for a moment. Was that even possible? You're an A-list celebrity, don't you need to understand more about your new manager?


    Charles still nodded. After all, someone at Britney's level usually had a whole team of managers. His mother wouldn't need to handle her music production, dealing with her media marketing, record contracts, crisis PR, endorsements, etc.


    "But still, you should have a good talk with my mom first. But first, you need to fire your current manager!" Charles felt a bit like he was pimping.


    "I got it," Britney, who was naturally carefree, got convinced by Charles' detailed explanation last night, especially given her current negative news cycle.


    It's easy to believe someone when you're at your lowest. Maybe people need something to cling to during tough times.


    "Next, I need to record and shoot a duet song with Madonna, so I can't go to Los Angeles at least until November!"


    Charles nodded, "Don't worry. Just keep a low profile and avoid doing or saying anything out of line for now."


    Thankfully, Britney wasn't familiar with Paris Hilton yet, nor did she know Lindsay Lohan.


    The legendary trio wasn't formed yet.


    Maybe Britney was starting to rely on Charles, staying at the hotel with him all day.


    It was not until night that Charles drove Britney back to her place.


    Meanwhile, the release of Underworld was fast approaching, set for a North American premiere on Friday.


    On Wednesday night, at the Richard Rodgers Theatre near Times Square on 46th Street in Midtown Manhattan, the North American premiere was held.


    The gentle, pretty nurse image from Pearl Harbor still lingered in people's minds, and the sexy vampire with dual pistols played by Kate Beckinsale drew a lot of media attention.


    Charles was chatting with Peter Schleicher, the head of Screen Gems, in the theater's lounge.


    "Opening in over 2,900 theaters, not bad!" Charles hadn't expected them to have such huge confidence in this movie.


    "We received a lot of positive feedback during the test screenings, and the viewership stats for the trailer gave us a lot of confidence," Peter Schleicher was quite optimistic about the film.


    "Kate's star power, we believe in it."


    Charles nodded and smiled, "The live-action Resident Evil was quite a success. Screen Gems indeed has a say in distributing this type of film."


    The two shared a knowing smile. Screen Gems had struck gold with the female-led action film Resident Evil, and Kate Beckinsale was no less a star than Milla Jovovich.


    "However, Resident Evil's production rights belong to Constantin Film, while Screen Gems has the distribution contract!"


    "Still, it's pretty good. Resident Evil, as a game-adapted movie, performed well. Tomb Raider: The Cradle of Life didn't do so well this summer, with its box office and reviews not up to par. The third one is definitely out of the question. Resident Evil's budget was only a third of theirs." First Tomb Raider was the highest-grossing game-adapted movie, but unfortunately, the second one, with a production cost of $95 million, only grossed a little over $60 million domestically, and just about $100 million overseas.'


    "Resident Evil: Apocalypse is scheduled for next year. We hope to maintain the good momentum," Peter Schleicher naturally hoped to turn it into a successful film series. If Underworld does well, the same could apply.


    Soon, a staff member came in to remind them about the interviews.


    Producers, directors, and main actors went on stage together for the media interview and questions.


    "Kate, you look stunning tonight!" Kate Beckinsale, dressed in a low-cut white gown with wavy long hair, was quite the eye-catcher.


    "Thank you, let's catch up later tonight!" As they embraced, Kate whispered in Charles' ear.


    Charles smiled but said nothing. Everything was obvious without words, and the reporters presented their microphones.


    Director: We based our film on science rather than mysticism.


    Charles: Wiseman's talent surprised us all, and the actors' performances were exceptional.


    Kate Beckinsale: I have been looking forward to this role for a long time. Trying my hand at action films has been a different experience for me!
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    Underworld began its full North American release last Friday, opening in 2,915 theaters and grossing $23 million in its first weekend, making it the box office champion of the week.


    For a low-budget film with a production budget of just $22 million, this was quite an achievement.


    In its second weekend, it brought in $9.5 million. Based on the buzz, it was clear that Underworld was rapidly cultivating its own audience.


    The film's dark, decadent aesthetic, the heroine's cool look and action sequences, and the vampire-werewolf culture itself had a certain appeal.


    Commercially, Underworld was definitely a successful film. As the producer, Charles Carpe was required by the studio to participate in the promotion alongside the cast and crew.


    They attended TV talk shows, gave professional media interviews, and hosted Underworld themed interactive events.


    They traveled from New York to Los Angeles, and the crew was also set to head to Europe, with London and Berlin being the two most essential stops for promotion.


    Early morning, in Charles's beach house in Santa Monica Palisades.


    Kate Beckinsale kissed Charles lightly to wake him up. "It's getting late, I need to head to the airport!"


    Charles opened his eyes, looked at Kate Beckinsale, then glanced outside the window.


    "You'll lead the promotion in the UK, then the director's team will go to Berlin, and there are also stops in Rome and Paris!" Charles said as he sat up, thinking about how the next few days the crew members would spend a lot of time on planes.


    "London and Paris, I'll be there, but I won't be staying long. I'm a supporting actress in Martin Scorsese's new film The Aviator, and I need to shoot my scenes," Kate Beckinsale explained.


    "The Aviator, the Howard Hughes biopic starring Leonardo DiCaprio and Cate Blanchett?" Charles remembered, but not too clearly.


    Kate Beckinsale nodded, "I'm playing Ava Gardner, and Cate Blanchett is playing Katharine Hepburn," implying Leonardo DiCaprio would obviously be Howard Hughes.


    Martin Scorsese and Leonardo DiCaprio were indeed long-time collaborators. However, back then Leo's acting skills were still in need of development, with his performances often marked by hysterical outbursts.


    He had a keen eye for picking scripts and worked with top directors and actors, but his acting needed to mature.


    With Scorsese already in semi-retirement, there wasn't a more suitable director for Charles's script of Infernal Affairs.


    "Take care," Charles embraced and kissed Kate Beckinsale for a while, and then she left for Los Angeles International Airport.


    Upon arriving at Carpe Productions, Charles received a call from his mother.


    "I did it! I met Charlize Theron in Venice, and she agreed to let me be her agent!"


    "That's great, but be careful while selecting scripts. Most pretty actresses don't have a good eye for scripts!" Charles responded, pondering whether to bring up Britney Spears.


    But for now, Britney hadn't called his mother yet, so he decided to wait until she did.


    Of course, if Britney didn't call, there wasn't much Charles could do.


    "By the way, your Underworld is doing well at the box office. Where are you now?"


    "Oh, I'm back in Los Angeles. The others went to Europe for promotion. We also did a bit of promotion for Saw at the Toronto Film Festival recently; it's set for release next month!"


    After hanging up, Charles went to his office.


    "Dona, has there been any news from Universal about Wedding Crashers?"


    Dona Williams shook her head. Universal hadn't given any instructions yet.


    "The Passion of the Christ has finished filming and is in post-production. Mr. Gibson wants to discuss the film's marketing with you. And Brokeback Mountain will wrap this month and enter post-production too!"


    Charles nodded. The Passion of the Christ was indeed a tricky film; no major distributors wanted to handle it.


    Hollywood distributors generally avoided religious films - they weren't profitable and tended to provoke religious protests.


    Charles pulled out the phone number of David Bruce, one of the producers of The Passion of the Christ, and dialed it.


    "Charles, congratulations, Underworld is a successful movie!"


    "Thanks, David. Is there still no distributor for The Passion of the Christ?" Charles asked.


    "We've approached all seven major studios, but the feedback hasn't been good. Even independent film divisions of major companies have declined!"


    "Here's an idea - after editing, send copies of The Passion of the Christ to each Catholic diocese in America for them to watch and give feedback. Focus on key dioceses like Los Angeles and New York," Charles had to play the Catholic card.


    "Screen the film in dioceses, inviting archbishops and parishioners. Approach a few independent distributors; they're less concerned about controversies and more about profits."


    "The story of The Bible, the bishops will definitely support us. Amen!"


    No matter what, Charles wanted the film to hit theaters soon given its big box office potential.


    With the support of Catholic churches, Jewish opposition would be manageable. Religious-themed movies always faced some moral watchdogs.


    "I'll arrange it as soon as possible!" David Bruce was also eager for the film's release.


    Ah, dealing with Jewish opposition in America was always tough, given their significant influence in finance, politics, and media.


    Wall Street, Washington D.C., and Hollywood were powerful hubs, especially Wall Street and Hollywood, which had high concentrations of Jews.


    Charles didn't want to be too deeply involved with The Passion of the Christ, preferring to just offer some strategic advice. With his role primarily as a financier, he needed to maintain a certain distance.


    Hollywood's major studios, except Sony, had significant Jewish shareholders; it was understandable they wouldn't distribute a film like The Passion of the Christ given its sensitive depiction of Jewish history.


    Sony, being Japanese-owned, generally avoided American domestic sensitive topics, striving to please all sides.


    Independent distributors like IFC Films, Magnolia Pictures, Newmarket Films, and Summit Entertainment were the real targets.


    Lionsgate Films, with its Jewish big shareholders, was also unlikely to release the film.


    "Universal is waiting for my funds?" Charles smirked. With a budget of just over $40 million, Universal was being really stingy indeed.


    "Forget it!"
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    Evelyn Carpe went to Italy and her biggest achievement was signing Charlize Theron, as neither Lost in Translation nor 21 Grams had garnered any awards for her current actors.


    21 Grams was a contender in the main competition category, but it was Sean Penn who took home the Venice Film Festival Best Actor.


    Lost in Translation was in a secondary category, the Controcorrente section. Sofia Coppola won the Lina Mangiacapre Award, and Scarlett Johansson won the award for Best Actress.


    These were more of consolation prizes, but at least Lost in Translation had been validated at the Golden Globes and the Oscars in the USA.


    Back at Evelyn's Beverly Hills mansion, Naomi Watts returned with Evelyn.


    "21 Grams is very artistic, the film's quality is high, and Sean Penn did well. But your performance was good too," Evelyn remarked as they had just returned from a screening at Universal City. "The critics had good things to say."


    "The story is solid, the director and the other actors were quite talented, so it gave me a platform to showcase my acting," Naomi Watts said, satisfied with 21 Grams.


    Evelyn nodded and asked, "What do you think of the King Kong script sent over by Universal?


    Peter Jackson actually started discussing a King Kong reboot with Universal back in 1996. Jackson wasn't very well-known back then, and there were concerns about aesthetic fatigue from Sony's Godzilla or 20th Century Fox's Planet of the Apes, so Universal halted the project during development.


    So Jackson went on to direct The Lord of the Rings trilogy, and now backed by the success, Universal invited Jackson to reboot his beloved King Kong.


    This King Kong has a huge budget, Peter Jackson is requesting $200 million, and Universal isn't skimping at all!"


    Evelyn definitely wanted Naomi Watts involved; after all, it was a $200 million commercial blockbuster.


    "I've never performed with monsters before!" Naomi Watts was a bit hesitant, as such films didn't place high demands on actors.


    "The producer and director appreciated your terrified performance in The Ring. They believe you can excel in this role! There aren't many blockbusters of this caliber. You shouldn't miss this chance."


    Naomi Watts nodded; big-budget movies were a good way to boost fame and influence.


    After all, the artistic film circle was too small, and the commercial value wasn't high. As a star, commercial value definitely trumped artistic merit.


    "I will prepare well for this role!"


    Evelyn felt gratified. Naomi Watts had become famous, had no shortage of film projects, and now she was joining Peter Jackson's epic production.


    If she had some standout moments in the movie, it would significantly boost her influence, which in turn represented increased income.


    With more actors from Evelyn's faction in the eta agency, her status was also elevated, and not just eta wanted to utilize her.


    Other talent agencies were worried about poaching Evelyn away, as the consequences would be severe.


    Meanwhile, Charles was attending a fundraising event hosted by Arnold Schwarzenegger at his colossal mansion in Santa Monica.


    After arriving, Charles entered with Dona Williams, who was dressed in a gown, holding his arm.


    "Welcome, Charles, Hollywood's youngest producer, good evening!" The Schwarzeneggers greeted Charles and Dona with a handshake.


    "Good evening, Governor!" Charles said, then realized and corrected himself, "Almost there!"


    "Hahaha," Arnold Schwarzenegger laughed.


    Maria Shriver, his wife, also laughed and said, "Charles, you are so humorous. The election is on the 7th of next month!"


    "It's less than half a month away. Seems like Hollywood will have a Governor soon," Charles winked, "The support rate is clear now!"


    "However, many Hollywood stars are against Arnold running for Governor. Today's guests number no more than 50," Maria Shriver added with a smile.


    "Is that so?" Charles glanced around and continued, laughing, "If Hollywood stars could decide, there wouldn't be any Republican officials in America!"


    Charles and Dona moved into the main hall after a few more pleasantries.


    Hollywood was a stronghold of the Democratic Party, and the Democratic influence in California was substantial. Arnold Schwarzenegger ran as a Republican, so he didn't get much Hollywood star support.


    Maria Shriver's powerful family also didn't support him much, as they were Democrats.


    However, Maria Shriver, being from a political family, was adept at campaigning and getting votes. Thanks to her influence, many female voters in California were voting for Schwarzenegger.


    "Am I that famous now?" Charles wondered aloud, seeing how quickly Schwarzenegger recognized him.


    Dona Williams smiled, "Three days back you confirmed your attendance. Plus, boss, a lot of people in Hollywood know you."


    Charles nodded, not minding too much. He figured it was beneficial to know the future Governor. The event ticket cost $5000, but Charles donated a total of $30,000 to the campaign.
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    Underworld started to slowly fade from theaters about four weeks after its release in North America. It made over $50 million at the box office in North America and over $20 million in the overseas market.


    As the producer, Charles Carpe earned $1.9 million. Once the overseas market settles, he'll likely earn another $1 million.


    Carpe Pictures had about a million dollars in operating funds left, so Charles paid for the film adaptation rights of the novel The Devil Wears Prada.


    "Why so fast?" Evelyn Carpe called after receiving the funds from her son to ask.


    "Not a big deal. It's just the remaining $1.3 million. The company still has enough funds to operate. By paying promptly, Carpe Pictures can secure future novel adaptation rights more easily." Carpe Pictures didn't have many scripts stored, so acquiring new ones was a continuous effort.


    "Alright," Evelyn agreed, thinking it was good her son had his own plans.


    "Lionsgate has made an offer to buy Artisan Entertainment: 160 million in cash and assuming $60 million of Artisan's debt, totaling 220 million."


    "Will Artisan agree?"


    "They're likely to. The three shareholders of Artisan need to liquidate their shares for cash! Lionsgate's offer is quite sincere."


    "I see," Charles hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair. Artisan Entertainment, sigh.


    In the evening, Charles received a call from Naomi Watts inviting him to dinner.


    It wasn't far from Beverly Hills, so he drove his Corvette there. Charles was confused since the newspapers said Naomi Watts was with Heath Ledger.


    When he arrived at Naomi Watts's house, she was busy in the kitchen, and two dishes were already prepared on the table.


    "Naomi, are we celebrating today? Anyone else coming?" Charles asked, standing at the door.


    Naomi Watts turned and smiled, "Just you. Wait a moment, I'm almost done with two more dishes!"


    "Oh," Charles nodded, noticing Naomi Watts's blonde hair looked even more striking.


    Soon, Naomi Watts took off her apron and brought over the two dishes. Then she fetched a bottle of wine and poured them each a glass.


    "What's today?" Charles asked, thinking it had to be a celebration, perhaps a birthday?


    "Universal's new movie, King Kong. I got the lead role. The production budget is $200 million, and Peter Jackson is directing," Naomi Watts had signed the contract with Universal today.


    "Oh, that makes sense. King Kong is definitely a big movie; good for your career," Charles agreed.


    "You should take more commercial films to boost your market influence."


    "Congratulations! Cheers!"


    They clinked glasses, and Naomi Watts took a sip of wine before asking, "Evelyn thinks I should learn from Nicole Kidman. What do you think?"


    "Nicole Kidman is great. She had three movies released this year, The Human Stain, Dogville - both low-budget art films with decent reviews. The other one, Cold Mountain, had a high budget but didn't meet expectations at the box office, causing significant losses for Miramax. 


    Still, she landed a deal for $17 million for The Stepford Wives, the highest for a foreign actress," Charles commented, knowing Nicole Kidman's string of box office failures started this year.


    Naomi Watts was definitely envious of the $17 million payday, but she knew she couldn't compare in terms of commercial success and Oscar accolades.


    "I can't compete with her," Naomi Watts admitted, self-aware.


    "And what about you and Heath Ledger?" Charles asked curiously.


    "We broke up. Heath and I weren't quite right for each other. Now he's with Michelle Williams, his co-star from Brokeback Mountain," Naomi Watts said nonchalantly.


    "Oh, I see," Charles laughed. So Brokeback Mountain brought them together.


    "It's normal. Hollywood is full of such stories," Naomi Watts remarked, noting the age gap and Heath's flirty nature.


    Hollywood stars' private lives were chaotic, and Charles was tired of commenting on them.


    "Let's not talk about that. Dinner's ready!" Charles appreciated Naomi Watts's cooking skills, adding to her appeal.


    "I heard King Kong is complicated to film?"


    "Yes, Peter Jackson is scouting locations in New Zealand. Unable to find the right one, he's planning to build a Skull Island set, along with 1930s New York streets," Naomi Watts recalled.


    "Universal Studios has some old New York sets, but they're too small. Jackson wants to build a larger one in New Zealand," Naomi Watts explained.


    Charles nodded, understanding why the budget was $200 million. He had watched King Kong, and felt that over half an hour of the film set in 1930s New York was overly long and unnecessary.


    The production cost exceeded $200 million, plus a hefty distribution budget. King Kong made around 550 million dollars worldwide, but only about 200 million in North America.


    It wasn't a loss, but recouping and profiting relied on subsequent DVD and TV broadcast revenues, which took time. It wasn't a successful commercial film.


    "The success of The Lord of the Rings boosted Peter Jackson's ambitions, and Universal has great confidence in him," Charles noted. His peak was The Lord of the Rings, and future The Hobbit installments weren't as good, though they still drew in massive audiences for a box office hit.


    "This year, the last installment will be released. The first two have combined box office earnings of over $1.8 billion worldwide, and the third will surely surpass $1 billion globally!"


    Peter Jackson was now a top-tier director, and King Kong was another major sci-fi production.


    Naomi Watts agreed with Charles's assessment about The Lord of the Rings, finding little to criticize in its plot, scenes, action, characters, and emotional expression.


    "So, are you developing any new movies now?" Naomi Watts asked.


    Charles shrugged, "Universal hasn't given the green light. Waiting for Saw to release. I don't have the funds, so the work is slow."


    "You know, producers often take years to develop a film without funds. You're already doing well, releasing two movies within a year. By comparison, many would envy your efficiency!" Naomi Watts laughed, recognizing Charles's ambition.


  




  Chapter 60: Self-Preparation


  

    After finishing dinner, Charles turned on the TV to watch some commentary on Fox News.


    Naomi Watts, who had just cleaned up, also came over to sit on the couch and watch. "Arnold Schwarzenegger is actually running for governor of California? Unbelievable!"


    "This guy, always thinking about becoming the President of the United States!" Charles quipped.


    "A star and a politician, what a difference," Naomi shook her head.


    "His approval ratings are really high though. Most of the opposition comes from Hollywood stars!"


    "Why are his approval ratings so high?"


    "Ha, people always think politicians are lying, black-hearted tricksters. Suddenly, a movie tough guy wants to enter politics, the contrast makes his approval ratings skyrocket!"


    Fox News supported the Republican Party and praised Schwarzenegger to the hilt. Charles felt a bit embarrassed watching the host speak.


    No surprise, CNN and NBC were likely promoting the Democratic Party.


    Another presidential election was coming up the next year, so America was gearing up for another lively event.


    Charles joked, holding the girl by the shoulder: "Everyone just love being part of this stuff, even though a lot of them probably can't even name how many states the country has! If you ask them to name some historical figures, they might mistake Bismarck for a British Prime Minister and Churchill for a cigar salesman."


    Naomi Watts had been in America for a long time and understood it quite well. Compared to Europe, America was much more brash.


    "The wealth gap is too big, creating a class divide between elites and the lower class. Liberalism makes a lot of ordinary people too lax!"


    Charles nodded and chuckled at Naomi Watts' assessment: "Reagan-era neoliberalism probably liberated everyone's nature. But Hollywood stars should thank Reagan; he made their incomes skyrocket!"


    "By the way, who's the lead actor in King Kong?" Charles suddenly asked, feeling like he had forgotten.


    "It should be the recent Oscar Best Actor winner, Adrien Brody, but everything has to wait for the official announcement from the producers," Naomi Watts, who had signed a contract, couldn't confirm her role as the lead actress yet because the preparation for King Kong was extensive and the set design alone would take a long time.


    Naomi Watts' blonde hair caught Charles' eye as he reached out to stroke it.


    "Is this for the movie?"


    "Yes, during the audition, the director wanted me to have bright blonde hair," Naomi Watts explained, though she was naturally blonde, the shiny blonde hair seen in movies was usually dyed.


    Typically, it would have some brown in it. Charles himself had blonde hair with a bit of brown.


    "King Kong, with a budget over $200 million, Universal is going big," Charles noted, recalling that Hulk also had a huge investment but didn't perform well in terms of box office and reviews.


    Van Helsing was another big film, with a budget over $100 million. Universal had scheduled its release for next year and was now preparing King Kong with an even bigger budget.


    "What are you thinking about?" Naomi Watts leaned on Charles and asked.


    "Mm," Charles looked down, just catching a glimpse of the scenery inside the girl's low-cut camisole.


    He laughed and said, "It's getting late, let's rest!"


    Next morning, Charles, fresh from washing up, started eating breakfast in high spirits.


    "Why aren't you eating?" Charles asked, seeing Naomi only drinking coffee and not touching the eggs and ham on her plate.


    Naomi Watts shook her head, "It's all protein. I don't feel like eating much first thing in the morning."


    "Uh, makes sense! Alright, I'm off to the company!"


    ...


    In October, the California election votes came in, and the current governor, Gray Davis, was directly recalled, while a new governor was chosen.


    "Now, the 32nd Governor of California is Mr. Arnold Schwarzenegger, an Austrian immigrant who became a bodybuilding champion before entering Hollywood to become a movie star..."


    At the Carpe manor in Beverly Hills, the TV in the hall was broadcasting live from the state government capitol in Sacramento, as the presenter reported the election results.


    "Mr. Arnold Schwarzenegger defeated 146 candidates..."


    "And now, President Bush is making a speech..."


    Charles pressed the remote control and turned off the live broadcast.


    He got up to grab a beer from the fridge and went out to the garden, sipping the beer while overlooking Los Angeles.


    Saw was set to release this month, a golden cash cow.


    He took out his phone and called Dona, "Get the company to compile data on small theater chains in North America, those with fewer than 1,000 screens. We're looking for acquisition targets."


    "Got it!"


    Setting up a distribution channel was urgent. After acquiring Artisan, Charles could recruit some experienced distribution personnel.


    As for theater chains, all the big Hollywood companies had some controlled channels. The Paramount Decree prevented movie companies from monopolizing vertical integration, thus dividing the distribution sector.


    Now, the decree was virtually nonexistent. Movie companies didn't run theaters due to profit and cost reasons. Running large-scale theater chains wasn't suitable along the supply chain.


    Of course, antitrust laws still existed, but almost every movie company had its own theaters now, just on a smaller scale.


    The relationship between movie companies and theaters was mainly one of cooperation and opposition.


    Charles needed a distribution channel and planned to acquire a small theater chain to start. Distribution required a lot of funds and content to sustain it.


    Distributing three to four films a year, promotional costs weren't small, and buying films also required cash flow.


    Charles wasn't in a hurry, taking it step by step. With Carpe Films producing more movies, establishing the brand, cooperation with theaters would become more convenient.


    However, for Wedding Crashers, Charles wasn't planning to wait around foolishly. If Universal wasn't interested, he would either develop it himself or collaborate with other film companies.


    As for Mr. and Mrs. Smith, Charles believed Universal would make the right choice since General Electric was in talks of acquisition.


    Did General Electric not have money now? That was impossible; it was just a matter of time, likely starting next year.


    "Mom, I'm planning to start the Wedding Crashers project!"


    Receiving a call from Charles, Evelyn wasn't surprised as Carpe Films still had many collaborations with ETA.


    "Universal invested?"


    "Not yet, but I won't wait anymore. The preliminary preparations won't cost much. If Universal continues to waste my time, I'll find another company to collaborate with!"


    "You plan to rely on the revenue from Saw?"


    Evelyn understood her son, knowing he was very decisive, given his experience.


    "Confident?"


    "Yes!"


  




  Chapter 61: Investment Funds


  

    The inauguration of California's new governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger, had a significant impact not just in California but across the entire United States.


    Such big news about a screen tough guy leaving the entertainment industry to enter politics wouldn't die down quickly.


    However, at the company, Charles was focusing on another piece of news. Isaac Palmer, the Vice President of Commercial Operations at Paramount Pictures, had spearheaded a movie investment fund in cooperation with Merrill Lynch.


    Named the Melrose Fund, it raised over 100 million dollars to invest in 25 Paramount films over three years, covering an 18% share.


    Paramount would first take a 10% box office cut as a distribution fee for each movie, and the remaining proceeds would be split with investors.


    "Henry, what do you think?" Charles asked Henry Winston, who was sitting next to him.


    "According to various bank data, hedge fund returns generally range between 10% and 18%, and the return rate of major Hollywood film companies has also reached about 15%. Merrill Lynch's fund this time is investing in multiple movies, which helps spread the risk!" Henry explained.


    Charles nodded and smiled. "The publicly announced movies include Tom Cruise's Mission: Impossible 2 and War of the Worlds with Steven Spielberg and Tom Cruise, which certainly gives the fund's private investors and institutions confidence. Wall Street is shifting from single-film investments to multiple-film risk-spreading investments."


    "Charles, do you have any thoughts?" Henry Winston asked.


    "This kind of mixed investment is only suitable for big Hollywood distributors. As for us..." Charles shook his head, thinking about how many movies his company could produce in a year.


    Moreover, he had absolute confidence in his films; getting a bank loan directly was sufficient.


    Wall Street was forming film funds, attracting capital from private and institutional investors, and then partnering with major Hollywood distributors to invest in multiple films, with the investment ratio determined by the strength of their negotiations.


    As for the film lists, one side would definitely want established IP sequels or forward-looking projects, while the other side would want to include more undervalued projects.


    It was a game between the two sides!


    Legendary Entertainment and Relativity Media seemed poised to bring large sums of money into Hollywood soon.


    "Is the director for Wedding Crashers confirmed?" Charles asked.


    "David Dobkin, the director of Shanghai Knights. He has the script," Henry Winston replied.


    "The comedy film directed by the one who worked with Jackie Chan and Owen Wilson this year?" Charles glanced at the information - comedy director.


    Shanghai Knights, was a sequel to the 2000 action-comedy film Shanghai Noon.


    "He thinks Owen Wilson is good and can be one of the male leads," Henry continued.


    Charles nodded and said, "For the female lead, let's use Scarlett Johansson. She's beautiful. The other actress can be Isla Fisher. Let's have the director call them in for auditions."


    Henry Winston nodded. In a romantic comedy, having a beautiful female lead was paramount; the rest wasn't as crucial.


    "Charles, what about Universal?" Henry asked.


    "Ignore them. Just start the preparation. Universal will understand soon enough," Charles said, confident that after Saw was released, they wouldn't doubt his judgment anymore.


    Vivendi was in talks with General Electric about acquiring Universal Entertainment, possibly reducing their attention to Universal Pictures' projects.


    After Henry Winston left, Charles called Dona Williams in.


    "Contact Morgan Stanley's Film and Entertainment Division. I want to use the rights to Brokeback Mountain as collateral for a 15 million dollar loan," Charles instructed.


    Dona Williams nodded. With the current favorable economic situation and the Federal Reserve's ongoing interest rate cuts, securing a bank loan wasn't difficult.


    Aside from the distribution contract with Focus Features, Brokeback Mountain had a production budget of 15 million dollars.


    Carpe Productions also had Saw ready for release, so there were no concerns about Carpe Productions not being able to pay the interest or principal later.


    The distribution contract for Brokeback Mountain alone could secure a 10 million dollar loan, and with the ongoing revenue from TV and DVD rights, it was a solid loan guarantee.


    Wall Street's five major investment banks - Lehman Brothers, Morgan Stanley, Merrill Lynch, Goldman Sachs, and Bear Stearns - all had entertainment investment funds targeting Hollywood.


    Additionally, JPMorgan Chase, Bank of America, Wells Fargo, Deutsche Bank, HSBC, Citigroup, Credit Suisse, Barclays, among others, constituting over 40 large international banks, also had entertainment investment departments.


    Hollywood had always been inseparable from Wall Street.


    Saw gained a lot of attention at the Toronto International Film Festival in September, receiving significant viewer recognition.


    Rogue Pictures also planned a major public charity promotion called "Blood Drive."


    Judging by the promotional strategy and scale, Saw's marketing was effective. Whether it was pre-screenings or special viewings, the word of mouth was good, backed by Universal's industry giant status.


    Rogue Pictures had already indicated that many theaters were interested in showing Saw.


    Eye-catching posters filled with savagery and gore promised a must-see event for Halloween.


    In October, several low-budget horror-thriller movies were scheduled to release. Saw was set for the Friday before Halloween.


    On the same day, Dimension Films would release Scary Movie 3. As Miramax's division specializing in horror-thriller B-movies, the Scary Movie and Scream series were their flagship franchises.


  




  Chapter 62: Miramax


  

    Scary Movie 3, released by Dimension Films, opened in 3,505 theaters in North America, grossing $49.7 million on its first weekend, securing the top spot in the weekly box office.


    Meanwhile, Saw, distributed by Roger Films, opened in 2,310 theaters in North America and earned $18.3 million on its first weekend, placing third for the week.


    The second place went to a Disney animated film.


    The following weekend, Scary Movie 3 grossed $21.1 million in North America, with almost 60% drop. Saw earned $11.1 million the following weekend, with almost 40% drop.


    No one was surprised by the success of Scary Movie 3; it was almost certain to exceed $100 million in North America.


    However, the fact that the low-budget film Saw grossed $35.4 million in just ten days was undoubtedly a huge success.


    The Hollywood Reporter: A pathological and insane murderer, bizarre and horrifying killing methods, and a profound central theme made James Wan's outstanding directorial debut.


    Empire: Bloody and brutal, yet irresistible.


    San Francisco Evening Post: Crazy and nauseating killing techniques.


    "Pop," James Wan opened a bottle of champagne, spraying it around.


    In a bar in West Hollywood, Charles specially booked the place for the film crew and company staff to celebrate.


    "Charles, Universal wants to develop Wedding Crashers and Mr. & Mrs. Smith together!" Henry Winston exclaimed with excitement.


    "Figures," Charles shook his head and added a reminder, "Prepare the sequel to Saw as soon as possible. We need to release it next Halloween. I want the Saw series to become a unique scenery during Halloween!"


    Carpe Films was celebrating, but this Saw made many other horror and thriller film companies restless.


    Hollywood doesn't avoid imitation at all.


    Miramax, the king of independent film distribution companies, had released many artistic films since its founding by the Weinstein brothers.


    Founded in the late '70s and acquired by Disney in 1993 for $83 million, it became Disney's independent art-house label.


    In the past ten years, Miramax had released many good films for Disney, but there were definitely more money-losing bad ones.


    Last year was a bountiful year for Miramax, but the three consecutive years prior were loss-making.


    Shakespeare in Love, The Hours, The English Patient, and Chicago were all highlights.


    However, Miramax's unrestrained approach was very different from Disney's brand. Investing in and distributing the religious homosexuality-themed Priest and the highly controversial religious film Dogma were contrary to Disney's family-friendly image.


    Investing $80 million in Cold Mountain was forced through despite Disney's objections, and the bloody violence in Kill Bill seriously impacted Disney's family-friendly image.


    Now, Miramax wanted to release the political documentary Fahrenheit 9/11. Disney directly issued a firm order forbidding it.


    Harvey Weinstein, overweight, was walking out of the break room, putting on his pants while his disheveled assistant looked terrified, following behind him.


    Harvey Weinstein sat on the sofa, hugging the company's female assistant, "Honey, tomorrow I'll promote you to a full assistant. You'll see how much better it is compared to being an intern assistant. Now, go home and get a good night's sleep!"


    The young female assistant, who had been working for less than a month, walked out of the company in a daze.


    Harvey Weinstein lit a cigar, not worrying at all about what had just happened. Even if young people could resist temptation, if anything happened, a lawyer would fix it.


    After two puffs, Harvey's brother Bob Weinstein walked in, fully aware of what had just occurred with the assistant.


    However, he didn't concern himself with that. He only cared about making money. "Harvey, Michael Eisner issued a firm order: Miramax absolutely cannot release Fahrenheit 9/11!"


    "Fuck it, Disney says no to this, no to that, what are we supposed to release?" Harvey Weinstein's conflict with Michael Eisner was growing.


    "Harvey, give it up. You know what kind of documentary Fahrenheit 9/11 is. You know why Michael Moore wants it released next year. Do you really think Disney would allow such a politically controversial documentary, especially one targeting the current President?"


    Next year was an election year, and the intention behind releasing Fahrenheit 9/11 was too obvious. The President was only in his first term!


    Did Disney want to maintain its tax exemption in Florida's Disney World? Was Disney's brand reputation important?


    Miramax was already involved in bloody violence and religious taboo. If they also engaged in political sensitivity, Disney would truly be furious.


    Michael Eisner was not someone the Weinstein brothers could mess with.


    Harvey sighed deeply, blowing out a puff of smoke. "I'm just sponsoring the documentary with my private money; it shouldn't be a problem, right?"


    Bob Weinstein, exasperated, changed the topic, "Have you seen Saw, released by Roger Pictures?"


    "Kept an eye on it. Got super high box office returns for a low-budget film. Very successful!"


    Bob Weinstein nodded, "You should pay attention to Carpe Films. Ever since My Big Fat Greek Wedding, their movie production budgets haven't been high, but the box office returns have been!"


    Harvey Weinstein nodded as well. He had paid attention and wanted to collaborate but hadn't found the opportunity.


    "That young man is promising. Miramax should definitely consider working with him," Harvey Weinstein couldn't ignore the potential.


    Bob shook his head, "Universal signed a three-film distribution deal with him. Saw was released by Roger Pictures and next year's Brokeback Mountain is being handled by Focus Features."


    "I heard there's a big-budget commercial blockbuster over $100 million produced by Charles Carpe. Universal hadn't greenlit it before, but now..."


    Bob didn't have to say it. Harvey understood. Carpe Films now had other options. If Universal didn't want them, other companies certainly would.


    Successions of three or four films made Charles Carpe fully capable of negotiating for status and benefits. After all, Lost in Translation and Saw were clear investments and productions by him.


    "Look, a young producer new to Hollywood made a few low-budget films and now wants to develop a high-budget commercial blockbuster. We have so much film experience, but Michael Eisner always says our film budgets are too high and keeps cutting them back and back," Harvey was furious at Disney, at Disney's chairman and CEO, the king of Disney, Michael Eisner.
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    If anyone regretted the success of the release of Saw, it was Lionsgate.


    At the beginning of the year at the Sundance Film Festival, the buyers from Lionsgate noticed that nine-minute short film.


    They had already reported to their higher-ups to support James Wan in making it into a feature film. But by the time the production manager approached James Wan, Carpe Films had already bought the script and signed him on as director.


    Moreover, Lionsgate also lost to Focus Features' subsidiary, Rogue Pictures, in the battle for the distribution rights for Saw.


    A film that was clearly capable of becoming a horror franchise slipped through their fingers, leaving Lionsgate CEO Jon Feltheimer quite displeased.


    ...


    In Beverly Hills, at ETA headquarters, Evelyn Carpe received a call from top star Britney Spears about joining ETA.


    Ari Emanuel, as the CEO of ETA, took this very seriously. ETA's current big stars included Adam Sandler, Matt Damon, Ben Affleck, Hugh Jackman, Jude Law, and Christian Bale.


    However, compared to the influence of Britney Spears, they were not enough. Britney's endorsements were more numerous than all of theirs combined.


    "Britney, if you really decide to join ETA, we promise to treat your career with the utmost care and service," Ari Emanuel said with a wide smile.


    Evelyn Carpe was slightly puzzled because Britney had specifically asked for her on the phone.


    Seeing Evelyn's confusion, Britney Spears smiled and said, "I met Charles at the Met Gala in May and later attended the VMAs together. My current manager can't satisfy my career and life needs, so I decided to take Charles' advice and join ETA. Charles said Ms. Carpe's professionalism is impeccable."


    "I see," Evelyn was thrilled. With Charles' help, managing Britney would be fantastic.


    "Haha, that's great! Evelyn is our ace manager. We've had several great collaborations with Charles," Ari Emanuel felt relieved. Evelyn had delivered many surprises over the past two years thanks to Charles.


    Keira Knightley, Naomi Watts, director James Wan, and other behind-the-scenes or technical personnel provided by Carpe Films.


    Now, convincing Britney Spears meant ETA could rival CAA, which had Madonna.


    The conversation was pleasant. Britney needed some image restoration, and ETA, as one of Hollywood's top five agencies, had PR capabilities far beyond smaller agencies.


    Evelyn was tasked with leading Britney Spears' management team, responsible for her career investments and daily life.


    Naturally, Charles was the first to receive this news. It seemed Britney Spears had made a wise and decisive choice.


    Britney had just released a single titled Me Against the Music, in collaboration with Madonna. It was also the lead single from Britney's fourth studio album.


    ...


    "Charles, the Morgan Stanley loan has been credited, and Universal gave the green light on your project after discussions," Henry Winston came to Charles' office, looking pleased.


    "Alright then, let's officially start the Wedding Crashers project. Saw has made $55 million at the box office; it's been a month, and most theaters have ended its run," Charles had recently been looking for small independent theater chains to acquire, and the loan was part of the preparation.


    "Universal is also thinking about the overseas market, DVDs, and TV right distribution," Henry reminded.


    Shaking his head, Charles replied, "I've already talked to Netflix about handling online rentals and sales. We've also initiated discussions with Blockbuster for in-store sales and with Carrefour and other supermarkets for gradual entry. Universal can handle overseas distribution, and North American theaters can manage the box office releases."


    Whether it was DVDs or TV networks, Carpe Films' movies were very popular and could negotiate directly.


    "Let's have a detailed discussion with Donna Langley about the new film's investment after meeting, and we'd also discuss the box office revenue of Saw."


    In the afternoon, Charles drove to Oxnard in Ventura County, north of Los Angeles, also known as Thousand Oaks.


    Britney Spears had a luxurious vacation villa there. Since her debut, Britney had owned mansions in her hometown of Louisiana, New York, and Los Angeles.


    However, she sold her Hollywood Hills mansion in Los Angeles last year after breaking up with Justin Timberlake.


    "I want to buy a long-term residence in Malibu," Britney told Charles after he arrived in Thousand Oaks.


    "Malibu is a great choice! Real estate has been a preferred investment for many," Charles wasn't too concerned. Such top-tier luxury villas wouldn't see sharp declines, even if a future subprime mortgage crisis occurred.


    "I might buy a residence in New York, definitely in Manhattan, or purchase a seaside estate in East Hampton on Long Island," Charles thought aloud. Staying in hotels constantly was inconvenient and lacked privacy.


    "Last year, I bought a penthouse in New York's Silk Building, a four-story penthouse, it's not bad. You should stay at my place when you're in New York next time!" Britney suggested, as she spent most of her recording time in New York - after all, all the major record labels had their headquarters there, with the best recording studios and musicians.


    "We'll see. I go to New York mainly for film-related business. It's the hub for independent films in the U.S. and close to several major Canadian cities for easy filming," Charles replied.


    After 9/11, the newly appointed mayor Michael Bloomberg had introduced various film tax incentives to attract the entertainment industry.


    "By the way, your collaboration with Madonna was fantastic, so cool!" Charles praised. It was a partnership between two pop icons.


    The kiss at the VMAs was still hotly talked about, and now the song collaboration would keep the buzz going.


    Putting his arm around her, Charles found Britney incredibly captivating.


    "Charles, Mrs. Carpe said I need to be low-key for a while. My reputation took a hit from the breakup," Britney said.


    Charles nodded, "Absolutely, you should focus on singing and your career now. We can't go public; it wouldn't be good for your image."


    After all, Charles himself wasn't keen on going public either; Britney Spears had way too much media exposure.
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    Charles stayed in Thousand Oaks for two days and told Britney to cooperate with the PR of the management team and not to worry about anything else.


    By the end of November, Lionsgate Entertainment completed its acquisition of Artisan Entertainment for a total of 220 million dollars. Since Lionsgate already had its own North American distribution system, the first step was layoffs.


    The marketing and operations departments of Artisan Entertainment were mainly affected by the layoffs. Charles intended to use this opportunity to expand Carpe Productions.


    He planned to establish a distribution department and also expand the advertising and commercial operations staff. Carpe Productions was preparing to distribute movies on its own.


    The Wedding Crashers was quickly approved, with a production budget of $42 million. Universal invested 30% and would handle global distribution, splitting the profits proportionally.


    Carpe Productions would handle the rest because Universal saw Mr. & Mrs. Smith as the potential blockbuster.


    Charles' producer fee, along with the script's initial investment, needed to be accounted for, resulting in Carpe Productions needing to invest $25 million.


    Although Charles had taken out a $15 million loan, it was not yet fully utilized. Saw had grossed $55 million in North America, with Rogue Pictures' 12% distribution fee and theater cuts, leaving $22.55 million in profits.


    Rogue Pictures also had advertising expenses, but those would not be calculated until after the overseas box office revenue was settled and promotions costs deducted.


    The North American box office profits of Saw were almost enough, and Carpe Productions only needed to invest about $2.5 million.


    "Charles, we've finished talking about the project for The Wedding Crashers. Let's discuss the project for Mr. & Mrs. Smith. A budget of $100 million shouldn't be a problem!" Donna Langley exuded confidence about the current situation.


    Today's Charles Carpe was different; his vision really showed promise.


    "Like with The Wedding Crashers, Universal needs the global distribution rights, will charge a 10% fee, and will invest half the funds. We'll also fully cooperate with Carpe Productions to make this film. You choose the actors!" Universal, as the co-producer, let Charles take the lead.


    "The director's opinion is also important; we need to discuss with Doug Liman," Charles knew he needed to talk with the stars too, considering their schedules.


    "Principal photography should begin in March next year, right? Changing hands won't have a big impact on Universal, will it?"


    Donna Langley shook her head, "No, it won't. General Electric's acquisition of Universal Entertainment won't cause significant internal changes."


    "When do we sign the contract?"


    "Psh, Charles, you worry too much! Both Mr. & Mrs. Smith and The Wedding Crashers are projects I'm leading. Don't worry, I'm very optimistic about their prospects," Donna Langley found Charles' concern amusing.


    Charles nodded helplessly, thinking he wasn't worried about that but rather about the stage of the acquisition negotiations.


    "Ms. Langley, looking forward to working with you! Carpe Productions will make you proud!"


    "Hope so!"


    They shook hands and Charles left Universal Studios.


    Donna Langley sat in her chair and lit a cigarette after Charles left.


    Her assistant asked, "Why didn't you discuss the distribution of the Saw sequel with Charles just now?"


    "James has already inquired; Charles has his own ideas for the sequel. Universal should only aim for the overseas market in the future." Donna Langley and Charles hadn't discussed the Saw sequel during their conversation.


    "Carpe Productions wants to distribute it themselves?" The assistant was puzzled, "Can Carpe Productions meet the large personnel and financial needs for distribution?"


    Establishing distribution channels required maintaining relationships with theaters, handling theater distribution, TV stations, DVDs, online streaming, hotels, and more, which involves the entire downstream industry.


    Purchasing advertising costs for movies without substantial financial backing was difficult for small companies.


    After all, many independent distribution companies were subsidiaries of theater companies whose main business was running cinemas, rarely self-producing films.


    "Young people, you know how it is. He probably wants to try distributing some low-budget films himself. With his current box office record, it's not too difficult; many on Wall Street will support him!" Donna Langley, who had worked at both 20th Century Fox and Paramount, saw few young people like Charles Carpe.


    In the evening, Charles met Camille, whom he hadn't seen in months.


    "Hey, Charles!"


    Charles stopped his Corvette and saw Camille waving.


    After Camille got in the car, Charles drove her to an Italian restaurant.


    Charles quickly ordered a few dishes and then said with a smile, "I've been here many times."


    "This one is good. By the way, I heard you work in the film industry. What exactly do you do?"


    Camille, with short blonde hair, had dyed it back to her natural color.


    "My name is Charles Carpe. Carpe Productions is my company. Saw is a movie I developed," Charles did not hide it anymore. Producers worked behind the scenes, and who cared about them?


    "Wow, Saw!" Camille stood up excitedly, "A lot of theaters near our school are showing it. Many students think it's great! The creative kill methods, although scary, make people want to keep watching."


    "Graduating next year, right? What job are you looking for? I could help," Charles shrugged as he spoke.


    "I'm very interested in law right now, planning to apply to Southwestern Law School in Los Angeles. I want to become a lawyer," Camille smiled, "My dad is a lawyer, and my mom is a ballet dancer!"


    "A lawyer, not bad!" Charles decided to stay in touch with Camille because she not only was beautiful, fitting his aesthetic, but also smart, with a good life plan.


    As for Elizabeth, she was completely out of Charles' mind.


  




  Chapter 65: Chapter 65


  

    In late November, the nighttime temperature in Los Angeles had dropped quite a bit. Charles and Camille left the restaurant, heading west.


    When their car reached Hancock Park, they saw police cars parked ahead and officers standing around.


    "Officer, what's going on up ahead?" Charles rolled down the window and asked.


    "There was an accident up ahead. Two African Americans hijacked a business vehicle, then crashed while trying to escape. Several people are injured! If you want to go through, it's better to take another route!"


    Charles stuck his head out and saw several car parts scattered on the road, and three people lying on the ground.


    "Thanks," Charles prepared to take a detour, deciding to cut through Hancock Park via Beverly Boulevard.


    They took North Highland Avenue to reach the Hilton Garden Inn in Hollywood, where Charles took Camille into a room.


    Inside the room, Charles stood by the window, seemingly lost in thought. Someone had just been robbed, and then there was a car crash during the escape.


    The movie Crash, which dealt with racial discrimination - it wasn't ringing any bells for Charles.


    "Charles," Camille, freshly out of the shower, hugged Charles from behind, "what are you thinking about?"


    "Nothing," Charles turned around. Camille's silk nightgown highlighted her perfect figure, and her short blonde hair gave her a unique charm.


    Kissing her neck a few times, Charles embraced Camille from behind and whispered, "Sweetheart, you don't know how irresistible you are right now!"


    The next day, Charles dropped Camille off at USC. The university was about to go on winter break.


    "Keep in touch!" Camille reminded with a goodbye kiss before getting out of the car.


    Charles waved and smiled.


    Directed by David Dobkin, Wedding Crashers starred Owen Wilson and Vince Vaughn, while Scarlett Johansson and Isla Fisher were among the potential lead actresses.


    Scarlett Johansson was working on about four or five movies a year, in lead and supporting roles alike. Last year and this year, only Lost in Translation and Girl with a Pearl Earring had made an impact.


    Most of her projects were low-budget independent films, but Scarlett Johansson had now received an invitation to perform in a film by renowned art-house director Woody Allen.


    Simultaneously, Carpe Productions had also invited her to star in Wedding Crashers. Both parts were female leads, and the shooting schedules clashed.


    Evelyn Carpe had no choice but to let Scarlett Johansson decide for herself which one to take.


    Scarlett Johansson went directly to Charles Carpe's office at Carpe Productions in Burbank.


    "Scarlett, what's up? Got time to visit me today?" Charles handed her a glass of wine as he poured two. "Girl with a Pearl Earring seems to be getting good reviews, similar to Lost in Translation!" 


    Girl with a Pearl Earring had been released in September of this year.


    Scarlett took a sip and said with a hint of frustration, "But the box office isn't great; it's totally underperforming compared to Lost in Translation."


    Charles sat down next to her, smiling, "But you're the leading lady. You had a lot more screen time in this film than in Lost in Translation!"


    "Charles, I have two scripts right now. One is your Wedding Crashers, and the other is Woody Allen's Match Point. I'm the leading actress in both, but the shooting schedules clash!" Scarlett was clearly torn.


    "Woody Allen, Match Point!" Charles knew about that movie. Woody Allen had the talent, but the art film circle was messier. Unlike commercial films, which prioritized profits, messing around in art films could hurt financial interests and would be tough to bear.


    "Wedding Crashers is a commercial film, with little artistic ambition, an R-rated romantic comedy. But as for Woody Allen, his directorial skills are proven, and his films receive good reviews. It's an art film genre, so it's up to you," Charles didn't say much more. If she wanted to continue focusing on art films, he'd have to find someone else.


    Scarlett knew the difference as well. Just looking at the two scripts, Woody Allen's was a drama with room for exploration.


    Charles' script was purely a commercial romantic comedy.


  




  Chapter 66: Crash


  

    "There's a movie called Crash by a new director discussing racial discrimination. It was directed by Paul Haggis, who not only directed but also wrote it himself!" Dona Williams handed the information to Charles.


    "He's brought together stars like Sandra Bullock, Don Cheadle, Matt Dillon, Brendan Fraser, Terrence Howard, and Thandie Newton to act in this indie film!"


    "The budget is very low, only $6 million. A lot of the stars either didn't take any pay or took very little, and some even paid for their own flights."


    Charles nodded. He knew about Crash; it had been released in Canada in 2004 in his past life but didn't screen in Los Angeles, so it hadn't been part of the Oscars for the 2004 films, which is the ceremony held in early 2005.


    After Lionsgate purchased the distribution rights, it was released in 2005, thus participating in the 2006 Oscar Awards. That year, Brokeback Mountain competed and lost the Best Picture award to Crash.


    One of the Oscars' biggest misses? Charles shook his head internally. Brokeback Mountain couldn't have won Best Picture. There's no way the conservative, old white men at the Oscar committee would give the Best Picture award to a movie about gay men.


    Perhaps ten years later, with a shift in America's political direction, it might have a chance.


    "Paul Haggis also wrote the script for Million Dollar Baby!" Charles was a bit surprised. Was that his script too?


    "Yes, the script for Million Dollar Baby was completed three years ago. Paul Haggis adapted it from a short story, and producer Albert Ruddy had started preparing to have Paul direct it. They cast Sandra Bullock and Morgan Freeman, but there were disagreements over the director, so Sandra dropped out."


    "Then the producer cast Hilary Swank for the lead role. Unfortunately, they couldn't find funding for the film. The producer then got Clint Eastwood for the male lead, with Morgan Frerman as a supporting role."


    "Clint Eastwood had no confidence in the director and wanted to drop out. So, the producer asked him to direct it, and he agreed."


    "Unable to find investment in America, the producer went to Japan and Europe, raising $20 million through overseas distribution presales. This year, Warner Bros. acquired the remaining investment to secure the North American rights."


    Dona Williams explained it very clearly. This is the arduous process of making a Hollywood movie, from concept to script to filming.


    Hundreds of thousands to millions of dollars in investment aren't handed out easily. Individuals like Charles who personally fund movies are rare.


    "The movie hasn't started filming yet, has it?" Charles hadn't heard any external reports yet.


    Dona shook her head, "It's already on Warner Bros.' schedule to start filming next year. The production team is currently in preparation."


    Clint Eastwood, along with Oscar-winning actress Hilary Swank and Morgan Freeman.


    At that moment, Charles didn't care about either Crash or Million Dollar Baby. Building his own distribution channels was more important.


    "Pay attention to Pacific Theaters. They have a total of 46 theaters with over 300 screens, mostly multiplex cinemas spread across California!" This was a suitable target Charles found in the theater information he collected.


    In the evening, at the Chateau Marmont Hotel on Sunset Boulevard in West Hollywood, it was Hollywood's party time.


    Peter Jackson, Ang Lee, Nicole Kidman, Orlando Bloom, and Johnny Depp, along with several Hollywood directors and stars, attended.


    The Chateau Marmont Hotel was quite famous in Hollywood, known for its debauchery, wealth flaunting, and various sensational news, including deaths.


    In his past life, Scarlett Johansson's infamous elevator scandal happened here, but that was after she attended the Oscars for Lost in Translation.


    Now, with Lost in Translation releasing earlier, she attended this year's Oscars. Would it still happen?


    Charles felt different now compared to before. After several consecutive box office hits, his status had completely changed.


    The announcement by Universal of the hundred million-dollar blockbuster Mr. & Mrs. Smith had also boosted his profile.


    More people actively greeted him; more women approached him, and, naturally, more smiles were directed his way.


    "Lee, good evening!" Charles shook hands with director Ang Lee.


    "Good evening, Charles!"


    "I heard Brokeback Mountain has faced a lot of distribution resistance. James was complaining to me," Charles said with a smile.


    "The subject matter is a bit bold, and the promotional strategy needs careful planning. I believe James will sort it out. I heard you also made some suggestions. Starting the promotion at next year's European film festival sounds like a good idea," Ang Lee responded with a smile.


    "Compared to Europe, American conservatism is much stronger. Europe might be more accepting. In America, it could face some resistance, but it shouldn't impact the big picture," Charles said. Next year, he had another sensitive film, The Passion of the Christ, pressing upon him.


    After chatting with Ang Lee for a while, Charles got to know other Hollywood stars in the hall, including Johnny Depp and Robert De Niro.


    "My fair elven princess, may I have the honor of this dance?" Charles extended his hand like a gentleman to Liv Tyler.


    "Of course!" Liv Tyler smiled, taking his hand as they moved to the dance floor.


  




  Chapter 67: The Controversy Begins


  

    "Charles, you need to change your car!" Liv Tyler said weakly, lying on top of Charles.


    In a Ferrari 360, Charles held Liv Tyler as he reclined in the seat and nodded in agreement, "I'll get an SUV tomorrow. It's more convenient!"


    He regretted not driving the Mercedes A GT; at least it had more space than this 360.


    "Uhh," Liv Tyler kissed Charles again before turning and sitting in the passenger seat, her disheveled clothing showing how fiercely they had been engaged.


    "My boyfriend and I are planning to get married in the Caribbean for Christmas!"


    "Oh, this is your pre-wedding indulgence!" Charles immediately understood.


    Later, Charles drove Liv Tyler to the villa in Santa Monica Palisades. After that night, they might not contact each other anymore, so he treasured the moment.


    Meanwhile, Charles' investment, The Passion of the Christ, finally found a distributor, a small independent company called Newmarket Films.


    Newmarket Films planned to release The Passion of the Christ next year, about three months from now.


    However, controversy had already begun, with IB leading the charge, calling it "full of errors and bizarre."


    Mel Gibson, facing enormous controversy, started to defend himself: "Christ became human, and we became executioners. The Passion of the Christ is the greatest hero story ever told, and also the greatest adventure and love story."


    The Passion of the Christ sparked significant religious controversy between Catholics and Jews. After Newmarket Films took over distribution, the film remained highly talked about.


    Jews and Catholics started large-scale debates, with some Jewish groups even accusing the film of being anti-Semitic.


    However, Charles had already had the producers made religious authorities to view the film. They confirmed it didn't go against teachings and stayed true to the Bible, endorsing the movie.


    Initially, Charles was just an investor and rarely participated formally in the film. However, relentless reporters blocked him at the entrance of the film company.


    "What the hell did Entertainment Weekly write!? Accusations of anti-Semitism and sparking Hollywood's religious wars?" Charles ripped up the newspaper in his office. He would never dare wear the label of anti-Semitism.


    "Okay, Charles, it's just a tabloid, like the World Journal, always reporting fake news," Evelyn Carpe consoled from the side.


    "Look, serious publications like the Denver Post, the Dallas Morning News, and the San Francisco Chronicle reported that The Passion of the Christ respected the Bible."


    "The Christian Science Monitor has numerous positive reviews from Washington's elites and Christian authorities!"


    Charles walked to the office window and pulled open the curtains, able to see reporters waiting outside the company entrance.


    "Are the Jews afraid of reopening old wounds?" Charles squinted his eyes, the thoughts in his mind growing rapidly.


    "Charles," Evelyn quickly grabbed her son's hand, "don't be impulsive. I know the reporters are annoying, but you must not say these things outside."


    "The dirty deeds they've done, they don't want others to mention. They always place themselves in a vulnerable position," Charles was angry but also somewhat admiring their strength. 


    "Charles, reporters are just chasing news. Just ignore them," Evelyn was worried Charles' young and fiery temperament might lead him to say something inappropriate in response to reporters' provocations.


    "Don't worry, I'm fine. This won't affect me in any way. I just..." Charles shook his head helplessly. "When the movie is released, the results will shut them up!" Charles said calmly.


    What were the reporters mocking? Just that filming a potentially loss-making film risked offending the Jews. It was like when Martin Scorsese offended Christians with The Last Temptation of Christ, which was a box-office flop.


    "It's almost Christmas. Why don't you take a vacation to Miami, the Caribbean, or Europe? Get some rest. What do you think?" Evelyn, worried about her son's temper, feared he might say something he shouldn't under the reporters' provocations.


    "Is that necessary? My two movies, Wedding Crashers and Mr. & Mrs. Smith, are in pre-production, not to mention I'm preparing to acquire Pacific Theatres right now," Charles frowned.


    "Besides, the central figure of controversy is Mel Gibson. The film is his project. Then there's James Caviezel playing Jesus. I didn't discuss much with him or other supporting cast members."


    Evelyn Carpe lightly patted her own forehead and advised, "Will you not be upset by the reporters' interviews? If you lose control, it will affect your image."


    "Come on, lose control?" Charles looked puzzled. "You don't think I'd react like I used to, do you?"


    With a shocked expression, Charles spread his hands and said, "Now I'm a millionaire, why would I cause trouble for myself over such matters?"


    "Alright then," seeing that Charles was logical, Evelyn let it go.


    A little later, when the reporters seemed to have left, Charles went home.


    "Charles, why did you choose to invest in The Passion of the Christ? Aren't you worried about sparking another round of religious debates?" As soon as Charles stepped out of the door, a reporter blocked him at his car, asking questions.


    "Folks, The Passion of the Christ was viewed by Evangelicals from Colorado Springs, religious leaders from Pennsylvania, and church leaders from Southern California. The film adheres to the teachings and is entirely loyal to the Bible.


    Like many believers said, The Passion of the Christ is a film ultimately about love, with no intention of sparking debates with Judaism, just about the greatest story of love!"


    "Okay, okay, excuse me, I'm heading home now. Goodbye!"


    Reporters persisted: "So does this film contain anti-Semitic ideas?"


    "Religious-themed films have seldom been valued in Hollywood. Why did you choose to invest?"


    Charles was too lazy to respond, honking as he drove away from the entrance. He shouldn't have paid attention to those reporters.


    Fortunately, he was just an investor. Charles couldn't imagine what it would be like for Mel Gibson, the project leader, dealing with the reporters.


    Sigh, such is fate.


  




  Chapter 68: Buy


  

    The more controversial The Passion of the Christ became, the more attention it garnered, and it turned out to be great publicity for the movie.


    As a result, when Newmarket Films released it, they were able to secure more theaters. Moreover, the overseas release of Underworld was almost done, grossing hundred million globally, presenting a satisfactory outcome.


    After receiving the overseas dividends, Carpe Diem Pictures had made about $3.1 million from Underworld, which was quite sufficient.


    More importantly, Saw had achieved $48 million in the overseas box office, plus $55 million in the North American market, grossing a hundred million globally.


    How much did Saw cost? Just $1.5 million for the production and $6 million for marketing expenses.


    In the overseas market, box office revenue was split 35%, minus a 12% distribution commission. Carpe Pictures had $11 million, and after paying Universal $6 million for marketing, it had $5 million in revenue left.


    However, in the overseas DVD market, television networks, and online streaming and other downstream markets, Carpe Pictures had sold the rights outright to Universal, earning another $15 million in cash.


    Thus, Saw had made $20 million just from the overseas market alone, $22.5 million from the North American box office, plus ongoing revenue from DVDs, pay television, and other downstream industries in the North American market.


    Facing the pressure and signing only the North American theater rights with Rogue Pictures, who could say it wasn't wise? It was very wise indeed.


    "Excluding the budget for Wedding Crashers, the company currently has $35 million in liquidity left. Of course, $15 million of that is from the Morgan Stanley loan," Dona Williams reported in Charles's office.


    "By the way, what's the situation with Pacific Theatres? Are they willing to sell?" Charles didn't forget his primary agenda.


    "The head of Pacific Theatres is asking for over $30 million. They have a total of 16 self-operated cinemas and 30 franchise cinemas. Two-thirds are concentrated in California, and the rest are in major cities like Chicago, Boston, New York, and Washington," Dona explained.


    "$30 million? But they only have a total of about 300 screens, right? The most valuable assets are the Pacific Cinerama Dome and the Arclight Cinemas in Los Angeles, aren't they?" Charles wasn't pleased. Even the largest Cinerama Dome could only accommodate five or six hundred people.


    "Let Philip handle the negotiations. $25 million is a price everyone can accept," Charles instructed, referring to Philip Davis, the distribution chief hired by Carpe Pictures.


    "How are we doing with the leads for Mr. & Mrs. Smith?" Charles asked next.


    "Brad Pitt is interested in the project. As for Nicole Kidman, she's still considering. We suggested Angelina Jolie, but Universal seems to prefer Nicole Kidman," Dona said helplessly.


    "As if anyone asked me to decide on the actors," Charles smirked. Nicole Kidman was an Oscar winner, and her current film Cold Mountain was receiving good reviews.


    Angelina Jolie's Tomb Raider: The Cradle of Life had low ratings and poor box office performance. Even though Angelina Jolie was a few million cheaper than Nicole Kidman, there wasn't much confidence in her?


    When it comes to filming, if Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie hit it off, the buzz would be tremendous!


    They would be surrounded by reporters everywhere, immensely helping to promote the movie. But if they cast Brad Pitt and Nicole Kidman, would the box office be as high?


    Angelina Jolie was already going through her second divorce, while Brad Pitt was married to Jennifer Aniston at that time.


    Would they still have ended up together if we didn't cast them together?


    "Before the Oscars, we must finalize the female lead for the movie!" Charles didn't care.


    "Brad Pitt is also waiting to see who will be cast as the female lead," Dona Williams added, shrugging. Big stars generally have opinions about their co-actors and directors.


    "Forget it, let the director form the crew first. We can take our time with the leads since it's a production with a budget of over $100 million!"


    During the Christmas holiday, Charles didn't go on any vacations elsewhere but instead spent a few days with Camille and Megan Fox.


    After all, neither Underworld nor Saw would get any attention from the Golden Globes or the Oscars. As for the Saturn Awards and other genre movie awards, Charles had little interest.


    However, under Evelyn's management, Charlize Theron and Naomi Watts received high praise for their performances in Monster and 21 Grams, respectively.


    There was plenty of room for promoting them for acting awards at both the Golden Globes and the Oscars.


    Before Christmas, Charles had already arrived in New York City and purchased a three-story, 5,500-square-foot residence next to the Hudson River in the Tribeca neighborhood of Lower Manhattan.


    He spent $3.5 million, and though the renovations didn't make it a mansion, Charles liked it for its simplicity. The location was near Tribeca Performing Arts Center and Washington Square Park.


    Lower Manhattan was experiencing an economic downturn due to the collapse of the Twin Towers in the 9/11 attacks, slowing its development. However, Charles knew that Tribeca would become one of the top affluent neighborhoods in New York in the future.


    The property values here would triple in the future, and Charles planned to invest more in real estate here, but only after the subprime mortgage crisis in 2007.


    The Tribeca Film Festival, established in 2002 by Robert De Niro and others, was also aimed at boosting New York's economic situation.


    Additionally, Charles spent $460,000 on a luxury limited edition Mercedes-Benz SLR McLaren, which was the most expensive car he'd ever bought.


    Charles stayed in his new lakeside villa until the end of January. The cold in New York was much harsher than in Los Angeles.


    The small sitting room adjacent to the main hall had a wood-burning fireplace, which was Charles's favorite place to lounge, especially since most urban villas nowadays had electric fireplaces.


    Sitting in front of the fireplace, Charles held a book in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other as Dona Williams came over and sat down.


    "A month left until The Passion of the Christ releases. Will Wedding Crashers start shooting at the end of next month?" Charles put down the book and asked.


    "It can start shooting. The main issue now is the situation with Mr. & Mrs. Smith." Dona replied.


    "Did Charlize Theron win Best Actress in a Drama at the Golden Globes?"


    "Yes, and Scarlett Johansson was also nominated for Best Actress in a Drama for Girl with a Pearl Earring!"


    "Have the Oscar nominations been announced?"


    "They've been announced. Charlize Theron and Naomi Watts have both been nominated for Best Actress, but Scarlett didn't make it."


    "Looks like my mother will be happy!" Charles smiled and went back to reading.


  




  Chapter 69: Nicole's Decision


  

    Los Angeles, Beverly Hills, at Nicole Kidman's villa.


    Agent Pat Kingsley was sitting across from Nicole on the sofa. "Carpe Films said they will start filming Mr. & Mrs. Smith in April, with Brad Pitt as the male lead."


    "It's an action film, and with Brad Pitt drawing too much attention, my role won't stand out enough," Nicole Kidman, at the height of her career, preferred films where she had a leading role.


    "Last year, I shot Birth and The Stepford Wives, both of which will be released this year. One is an art film, and the other is a commercial film, both centered on my character!"


    Pat Kingsley then pointed to another script placed nearby, "Look at this one, directed by Nora Ephron, Bewitched, with Sony Columbia offering an unprecedented $17.5 million for a foreign actress."


    "Although its budget of $85 million doesn't quite match Carpe Films' over $100 million for Mr. & Mrs. Smith, it focuses on you. You know Nora Ephron; she has the capability!"


    The writer of When Harry Met Sally..., who went on to write and direct highly acclaimed romantic films like Sleepless in Seattle and You've Got Mail, stood out among female directors.


    In all respects, Bewitched seemed more appealing than Mr. & Mrs. Smith, plus it offered a higher paycheck.


    "Well, let's turn down Carpe Films. I already have another drama, The Interpreter, set to shoot this year," Nicole Kidman decided. Without Bewitched, she might have taken the role, but with one commercial film and one drama, her schedule was already tight.


    Charles Carpe, though young, was no ordinary producer. She had helped get the script for Underworld to Screen Gems Productions, and Charles owed her a favor.


    "Never mind, I'll arrange to meet Charles Carpe for a chat. It's been a while since I last saw him, back at the Chateau Marmont," Nicole Kidman was inclined to trust Charles; after all, he had chosen her as the lead in his first big production, indicating some form of gratitude.


    Pat Kingsley nodded. Charles Carpe indeed was impressive; his rapid rise in the industry was remarkable.


    Building a good relationship with a young Hollywood producer was crucial.


    "By the way, is Tom changing his agent?" Nicole asked suddenly.


    Tom Cruise's agent had been Pat Kingsley's collaborator for years. Nicole Kidman signed with her after marrying Tom Cruise and moving to Hollywood.


    However, after their divorce, their career paths diverged significantly.


    Tom Cruise landed one quality role after another and even achieved his long-cherished Oscar.


    "The Last Samurai only got a Golden Globe nomination for Best Actor in a Drama, and didn't even get an Oscar nod. He's been quite dissatisfied with me these past years. He'll probably announce his change of agents soon," Pat Kingsley admitted reluctantly. But with Nicole Kidman's flourishing career, her focus shifted more towards Nicole.


    Tom Cruise was initially discovered by the experienced agent Paula Wagner. In the '90s, Tom Cruise and Paula Wagner established their own production company, Cruise-Wagner Productions, and Paula had to step back from being an agent.


    She became the head of Cruise-Wagner Productions, and Pat Kingsley became his agent until now, spanning over a decade.


    "I presented the Golden Globe for Best Actor in a Drama. Sean Penn won for Mystic River, and Charlize Theron surprisingly took home Best Actress in a Drama," Nicole Kidman mused. "Charlize is under Evelyn Carpe's management, which might mean she's tied to Charles Carpe too."


    Charles Carpe had a knack for spotting the brilliance in low-budget indie films.


    "Charlize is also a favorite for this year's Best Actress Oscar for Monster, thanks to her transformative performance," Pat Kingsley acknowledged. However, Nicole's Cold Mountain didn't make it to the Oscars, only securing a Golden Globe nomination.


    Pat knew winning the Best Actress Oscar twice was incredibly difficult for Nicole, but it was still on her mind.


    "Did you and Lenny Kravitz already break up?" Pat Kingsley usually didn't meddle in celebrities' love lives, but sometimes PR management required some insight.


    Lenny Kravitz, a talented Black rock star from New York, had a brief affair with Nicole Kidman last year.


    Nicole nodded, "We had different ideas. We broke up before Christmas last year."


    "There were tabloids saying you were engaged, but those are just tabloids, so no big deal," Pat Kingsley didn't press further.


    That evening, Nicole specifically called Charles Carpe.


    "Who is it?" Charles' voice came from the phone.


    "This is Nicole Kidman. Charles, are you in LA?"


    "Oh, Nicole, good evening! I'm still in New York, but I'll be back in LA in two days. What's up?"


    In New York, Charles was chatting by the fireplace with Britney, when Nicole's call came in.


    "I was thinking of inviting you out for coffee. You're a big name in Hollywood now, and we actors need to stay in good terms with producers," Nicole's cheerful voice came through.


    "Sure, no problem. I'll call you when I get back to LA," Charles responded, keeping Britney at bay.


    "Alright, see you then!"


    Charles hung up the phone, understanding Nicole's call likely concerned discussing the Mr. & Mrs. Smith script.


    "Are you close with Nicole Kidman?" Britney asked, wrapped around Charles' neck.


    "Not really, my mom manages an artist named Naomi Watts, who's friends with Nicole. She introduced us, and Nicole has helped me out once. I'm considering her for a role in a movie, so it's probably about that," Charles surmised.


    Given Nicole's close ties with Miramax, especially frequent collaborations with Harvey Weinstein, he pondered his standing.


    Could he really compare with Weinstein, the king of indie films, with no Oscars to his name?


    Harvey Weinstein had amassed numerous Oscars, including major ones like Best Picture, Best Director, and both acting awards.


    "So, you're heading back to LA?" Britney wasn't too pleased.


    Charles kissed her gently, smiling, "I've got a movie premiering next month. It's crucial! I'll spend the next two days with you."


    "Alright then!"


  




  Chapter 70: Gibson


  

    In wintertime New York, blizzards often occurred, with the coldest weather from December to February.


    In the early morning, Charles woke up in bed, with the large picture window offering a view of the snow-covered yard and the distant Hudson River.


    Brittany, who was in his arms, also opened her eyes and glanced outside. "It's snowing again!"


    "Yeah, it has snowed quite a few times," Charles didn't mind, the temperature outside was low, but it remained warm inside.


    Lifting the quilt, he saw the hickeys on Britney Spears' chest. Just how wild had it been?


    However, today he had to return to Los Angeles. Honestly, he didn't want to leave Britney, but he couldn't linger in indulgence!


    "You're going back to Los Angeles?" Britney also sat up, her long blonde hair casually draped, her breathtaking figure fully exposed.


    "This year, I have a world tour, a greatest hits album to release, and plenty of commercials!" she said.


    After walking over and kissing Britney, Charles asked, "Going to a lot of places?"


    "Yeah, cities in the US, Canada, the UK, Germany, France, and about fifty to sixty shows," Britney said, hugging Charles.


    "When the time comes, I'll see if I can find time to catch one of your shows," Charles had spent quite some time with Britney at the beginning of the year, and Britney was indeed quite simple-hearted.


    At least she didn't marry and divorce an old high school mate like in her previous life, causing a media frenzy.


    Under Britney's reluctant gaze, Charles still boarded the flight from Kennedy International Airport to Los Angeles.


    Meanwhile, in Los Angeles, the Oscar awards ceremony had been rescheduled to late February, and lavish parties were constantly happening.


    At times like these, the happiest were the party princesses. Young women endowed with beauty, figure, and knowledge often acted as female escorts to male guests at these balls.


    The hosts needed them as entertainment, and they needed these events to make money or to further network with the rich and powerful.


    After the New Year, Evelyn Carpe officially became the eighth senior partner at ETA and was appointed Executive Vice President.


    Status, power, wealth - Evelyn Carpe was indeed tasting the real fruits of success.


    Evelyn certainly knew she owed much to her son's help, but so what? It was perfectly normal for her son to provide her with such strong resources.


    While Evelyn basked in glory, some were less fortunate. 


    As the release of The Passion of the Christ approached, Mel Gibson was under immense pressure from all sides. His father, Hutton Gibson, had recently given an interview to The New York Times, discussing various political and religious topics at length.


    Old Gibson even believed the death toll of Jews in World War II was inaccurate and not as high as stated.


    In the living room of his Malibu mansion, Mel Gibson sat on the sofa with a bottle of brandy in hand, surrounded by several empty bottles.


    Mel Gibson, known for his drinking problem, had been criticized by Jewish-American lawmakers and Jewish rights organizations for distorting history and defaming Jews in The Passion of the Christ, which they claimed was a threat to Jews worldwide.


    His agent, William Endeavour, walked in and sighed as he saw Gibson drinking again. "You need to get a grip; you're drinking too much!"


    He knew about Gibson's alcoholism, but drinking like this would inevitably lead to trouble.


    As one of the top talents at William Morris Agency, Mel Gibson had a lot of public relations matters to deal with.


    The agency, the oldest of its kind, was founded in the late 19th century. The tradition of working in the mailroom started early and remained dominant.


    Most subsequent agencies sprouted from it, directly or indirectly. In the 1970s, Paramount's revivalists Barry Diller and his two assistants, Michael Eisner and Jeffrey Katzenberg, all started in the mailroom.


    Even the five founders of CAA left this venerable agency to start their own venture.


    Though it still had a rich history, it couldn't compare to CAA, and its influence was declining. But it always valued superstars like Mel Gibson.


    Rising to fame in the 1980s and becoming a superstar in the '90s, Mel Gibson, who could act and direct, remained at the top in Hollywood with a high standing in the industry.


    No way would they let such a superstar slip away; William Endeavour patiently reminded, "Mel, you should take a proper rest."


    "William, they're driving me nuts!" Mel Gibson suddenly smashed the bottle in his hand on the floor, letting it bounce around.


    Perhaps due to the bottle's quality or the carpet softening the impact, the brandy bottle lay on the floor, with the liquor spilling out.


    William Endeavour, accustomed to Gibson's frequent outbursts over the years of working closely, wasn't surprised.


    William Endeavour knew exactly what Gibson meant. During an interview with ABC that morning, Gibson was asked about his father's views.


    Gibson had to dodge the question, stating he could not comment on his father.


    Old Gibson was a typical extreme traditional Catholic with no love for Jews. After moving to Australia when he was young, he founded the Australian Traditional Catholic Church, which often opposed the post-Vatican II reforms of the Roman Catholic Church.


    He also didn't like the Pope, believing he abandoned traditional Catholic beliefs.


    Mel Gibson's fiery temper, alcoholism, white supremacist tendencies, and extreme conservative religious views were largely influenced by his father.


    William Endeavour walked over, picked up the bottle, and put it on the coffee table.


    "Mel, remember, a religious movie can't harm us if you perform well. Capital will always chase you, regardless of who controls it," William Endeavour sincerely hoped Mel Gibson wouldn't be swayed by external reports.


    "The Passion of the Christ is endorsed by religious authorities, unless their faith isn't in the Bible!"


    Mel Gibson stood up, shook his groggy head, and burped, "I won't let them beat me. I've faced so many hardships in Hollywood over the years, and nothing has made me fall. God is always with me!"


    "Alright, get some rest now!" William Endeavour helped Mel Gibson into the bedroom.


    Over the years, Mel Gibson had indeed made many enemies, but he managed to hold his ground in Hollywood.


    "Hope it's the same this time," William Endeavour prayed silently.


  




  Chapter 71: Launch Event


  

    Beverly Hills, Los Angeles Country Club.


    Nicole Kidman arrived at the edge of the track in a sightseeing car while Charles Carpe was riding a horse, running laps.


    "Oh," Charles noticed Nicole approaching, got off the horse, and handed his hat and whip to a nearby staff member.


    "Nicole, good afternoon. Want to give it a try?"


    "Nice riding. But I'm not dressed for riding today," Nicole Kidman said, looking at her dress.


    They embraced, exchanged cheek kisses, and then went to a nearby rest area, ordering a bottle of champagne.


    "Always wanted to ride since I was a kid. Never had the chance before, but now that I do, I come often," Charles smiled.


    "I have a big ranch in Australia and get to ride often. Maybe you should manage a ranch or a farm - vast lands, wide skies, it's quite nice," Nicole suggested with a sip of champagne and a smile.


    "True, there's plenty of land and not many people compared to the vast spaces in both the U.S. and Australia," Charles nodded.


    Nicole brushed her long hair behind her ear and looked at Charles with a smile, "Only two years and you've achieved so much. I started making a movie last year but couldn't reach your level."


    "In the Cut, right? Naomi mentioned it," Charles responded. Nicole Kidman had released three movies last year: Cold Mountain, Dogville, and The Human Stain, aiming for a comeback, but couldn't escape the Oscars curse.


    All three movies had poor box office performance and only decent reviews, with no major awards.


    "So, why did you come to see me today?"


    "Mr. & Mrs. Smith. It clashes with Nora Ephron's Bewitched, so I can't work with you. It's a real pity!"


    Charles looked at Nicole Kidman, unsure whether to say she had poor judgment or was just unlucky.


    She had starred in flops for several years since 2003 but always managed to secure roles each year.


    "You starred in The Stepford Wives last year, right?" Charles asked. Given that Bewitched could also be called Magic Wives, it seemed she had a streak with the "wives" series.


    Nicole Kidman nodded; both were family romance comedies.


    "We have a few candidates for Mr. & Mrs. Smith!"


    "Is it Angelina Jolie and Catherine Zeta-Jones I heard about?"


    Charles nodded, smiling, "It will likely be Angelina Jolie!"


    Nicole understood; Catherine Zeta-Jones' older husband might require script changes.


    Even though scripts are usually adapted to fit actors, changing the overall storyline would be tricky if it were Catherine Zeta-Jones.


    After dinner, Charles and Nicole Kidman went their separate ways.


    As Charles left, he glanced at Nicole's high heels. She couldn't wear them with Tom Cruise, but now--wow!


    No wonder she exclaimed to the media, "Finally, I can wear high heels again!" after their divorce.


    Imagine Tom Cruise's relief.


    A foreign actress reaching Nicole Kidman's height in Hollywood was no small feat; she was very smart after all.


    She knew what sacrifices were needed for certain gains, becoming Mrs. Cruise for a decade to avoid potentially compromising situations.


    After her divorce, she won an Oscar, solidifying her place. Her beauty and talent justified her continued success, even being labeled a box office poison but still securing resources and multi-million-dollar paychecks yearly.


    It wasn't until after 2008 that her pay significantly dropped and resources dried up.


    ...


    Once Nicole Kidman announced her withdrawal, Brad Pitt soon followed suit, prompting Universal's Donna Langley to personally call and inquire.


    Quickly, as per Charles' instructions, Director Doug Liman arranged for Angelina Jolie to audition opposite Brad Pitt.


    It went well, and Director Doug Liman was very satisfied with their chemistry.


    ...


    Shortly before the Oscars, Universal announced that Carpe Productions would produce Mr. & Mrs. Smith for release next summer.


    At the Beverly Hills Waldorf Hotel, Charles, accompanied by Director Doug Liman and lead actors Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, held a grand media launch event.


    "This is a refreshing commercial action film. With Pitt and Jolie's outstanding performances and Doug's understanding of the film, everyone will be delighted!" Charles spoke confidently.


    Pitt: It's exciting to work with Hollywood's youngest producer, one of the best directors, and one of the top actors.


    Director: Pitt and Jolie will undergo firearm and combat training to deliver realistic and sharp action sequences.


    Jolie: I've had many action roles before, but this new attempt is insanely cool!


    With Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, the reporters didn't care about the film rolls.


    "Charles, next Wednesday is the release of Carpe Productions' The Passion of the Christ. What do you say about its controversial reception?"


    Indeed, the controversy surrounding The Passion of the Christ never seemed to die down. Charles was conflicted about whether to be happy or troubled.


    Fahrenheit 9/11 was even more controversial; though it hadn't found a distributor yet, shouldn't you focus on that documentary?


    Charles sighed and said, "I donated $50,000 to the anti-war coalition, yet it didn't stop the Iraq War! The Passion of the Christ is merely a movie about love. Why it's so controversial, only God knows."


    The event host professionally redirected the topic back to Mr. & Mrs. Smith.


    Charles couldn't tell if Pitt and Jolie admired each other, but he did feel sympathy for Pitt's wife, Jennifer Aniston.


    After the release event, it was time for the cocktail party, including movie company executives, celebrity friends, media reporters, and more.


    "Doug, let's start production in April," as Universal's investment funds were already in the production account and ready to roll.


    As for Carpe Productions' funding, it could wait until after the release of The Passion of the Christ, or through loans against the Saw sequel rights, or by finding other investors. Carpe Productions still had over $30 million in cash flow.


    Universal wouldn't doubt Charles' ability to gather the remaining funds.


    Doug Liman nodded, "Necessary script revisions and a month of firearm training for Pitt and Jolie, then we are ready for action!"


  




  Chapter 72: Released


  

    The 2004 Oscars were held at 5:30 PM Pacific Time on Sunday, while Newmarket released The Passion of the Christ four days earlier on Wednesday.


    With its inherent religious controversy, The Passion of the Christ really didn't need much advertisement. The intense debates among religious groups ensured it received extensive media coverage.


    Controversy is a form of publicity, and Newmarket easily secured openings at over 3,000 North American theaters.


    10% distribution commission and $5 million marketing costs - Newmarket didn't spend much.


    On Wednesday, it raked in $26.55 million in North America in one day;


    On Thursday, $14.78 million;


    On Friday, $23 million;


    On Saturday, $33 million;


    On Sunday, $27.8 million.


    By the next Monday, The Passion of the Christ had grossed over $120 million, undoubtedly securing the top spot for the week's box office.


    However, the Oscars were the most globally anticipated awards ceremony, and newspapers heavily focused on it.


    Nevertheless, the momentum of The Passion of the Christ was unstoppable, and Mel Gibson quickly contacted international distributors to promote the film overseas.


    Yet, the Oscars were still a hot topic, with director Peter Jackson's The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King winning Best Picture, Best Director, Best Makeup, among other awards, totaling 11.


    Winning 11 awards, The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King set an unprecedented record, tying the record for the most awards won in a single Oscars ceremony.


    Sean Penn and Charlize Theron won Best Actor and Best Actress for their performances in Mystic River and Monster, respectively.


    Carpe Pictures, Charles' office.


    "Henry, this novel by Cormac McCarthy published last year, No Country for Old Men, we need its film adaptation rights. Go negotiate," Charles said.


    Henry Winchester took the novel, casually flipped through it, and nodded.


    Back in his own office, Henry Winchester began to read. As a contemporary literature pioneer with a powerful and compelling writing style, and a master of thrillers that pierce through your brain cells with suspense and humor, Cormac McCarthy's novels were very popular among certain groups.


    No Country for Old Men focuses on an honest and upright man who, while wandering the Texas border, finds a suitcase containing $2 million in cash. A series of purposeful pursuits ensue due to his imprudent actions.


    Charles was motivated, thinking Carpe Pictures should have an Oscar-winning Best Picture. It's likely that Warner Bros.' Million Dollar Baby would be next year's Best Picture at the Oscars.


    Brokeback Mountain couldn't compete with Million Dollar Baby!


    In the evening, Charles arrived at the Beverly Hills Plaza Hotel. Charlize Theron's agent, Evelyn Carpe, was obviously celebrating Charlize's Best Actress win.


    Evelyn Carpe, now a high-ranking EVP at ETA, had ambitions that grew along with her status.


    Scarlett Johansson came arm-in-arm with Charles. The crew of Monster, some of Evelyn's friends, among others, were there too.


    "Oscar-winner, huh!" Scarlett Johansson, who was preparing for Wedding Crashers, had not attended the Oscars that year.


    Charles hugged the woman's waist, her envy almost palpable in her tone.


    "You go ahead. I need to talk to my mother first!" Charles said, patting Scarlett Johansson before walking away.


    Evelyn Carpe, who was chatting and laughing with company employees, saw Charles approaching and greeted him directly.


    "Charles, you're just getting here?" Evelyn glanced at her son and then at Scarlett Johansson, but didn't bother about her.


    "Ah, The Passion of the Christ has been doing so well these days, just a bit excited," Charles was genuinely happy.


    "You missed a lot of fun last night at the Vanity Fair party," Evelyn laughed.


    Charles shook his head. "I'm not too keen on awards."


    "Alright then. Do you have any issues with the production budget for Mr. & Mrs. Smith?" Evelyn suddenly asked about the funding.


    "What? Do you know any investors?" Charles smiled and then shook his head. "Not in need now, I can always get a bank loan."


    Evelyn Carpe seemed surprised. "You don't know that two Wall Street funds have recently set up movie investment firms with substantial capital flowing into Hollywood?"


    "I know. Legendary Entertainment founded by Thomas Tull and Relativity Media founded by Ryan Kavanaugh. They've been actively pitching their film fund plans to investors and financial institutions," Charles responded, frequently attending Hollywood events and gatherings.


    Evelyn reminded him, "Why not try to secure some investments?"


    "I only make a few movies a year. They're playing venture capital games now, not loan financing. To minimize risks, they invest in numerous movies at once, like a portfolio," Charles shook his head.


    "Right now, I'm still seeking investors primarily for single-film support."


    Charles shrugged. After all, Carpe Pictures didn't have distribution channels nor the credibility of major studios.


    The big players preferred major studios first, and Carpe Pictures, as an independent film production company, wasn't even on the playing field yet.


    "Alright, but your investment in The Passion of the Christ was brilliant. Many distribution companies regret missing out, and Newmarket made a lot of money this time," Evelyn Carpe said while adjusting her son's tie. He looked dashing.


    Charles smiled casually, "Earning over $300 million in the North American market is no problem. Also, the marketing costs were low; we didn't spend much on advertisements, just on replication, production, and some taxes."


    Then he whispered, "Charlize's fee for commercial films should have increased a lot, right?"


    "Last night at the Vanity Fair party, Paramount offered her $10 million for a female-led action sci-fi film, Aeon Flux!" Evelyn replied with a smile.


    "Paramount's been preparing it since last year, initially wanting Rodriguez to star, but now they want Charlize. Of course, Charlize will need a few months to slim down and get into perfect shape for the role!"


    Charles nodded. Aeon Flux was known to be a flop, but a $10 million fee would be the highest Charlize Theron had received in her career.


  




  Chapter 73: Chapter 73


  

    Coincidentally, the distributor of Monster was also Newmarket Films, which also distributed The Passion of the Christ.


    Charlize Theron had already won three Best Actress awards this year for Monster: the Golden Globe for Best Actress in a Drama, the Berlin Film Festival for Best Actress, and the Academy Award for Best Actress.


    Monster was the debut film of female director Patty Jenkins, who wrote and directed it herself. However, Charles's impression of her was that she would be the future director of Warner Brothers' Wonder Woman.


    "Congratulations, Charlize!" This was the transformation from a trophy actress.


    "Thank you! A lot of credits go to the director and other crew members, and Evelyn was a big help too," Charlize said cheerfully. After so many years, she finally proved herself.


    Congratulations to the new Oscar-winning Best Actress, and for those who didn't win, comfort was necessary. Perhaps because they belonged to Evelyn's artist management company, Naomi Watts, who was nominated but lost to Charlize Theron, also came to celebrate.


    "I saw the poster for your role in King Kong. It's stunning!" Charles praised while hugging Naomi.


    Naomi Watts was 36 years old this year, and her condition was surprisingly good. Most European and American actresses age quickly, making Kate Beckinsale and Naomi Watts some of the exceptions.


    "King Kong won't start filming until later in the year. Right now, I'm filming The Ring Two and another movie. It's a busy year," Naomi said. She had been involved in many projects in recent years, but not many were memorable.


    The Ring series definitely counted, then there was her breakout role in Mulholland Drive. Even her Oscar-nominated performance in 21 Grams was in a niche film.


    Charles took a sip of wine. DreamWorks was being split up; DreamWorks Animation was being separated from DreamWorks Group to get independently listed on NASDAQ.


    Jeffrey Katzenberg was the chairman and CEO. The main issue was that DreamWorks' live-action and TV-music segments suffered significant losses over the past two years, while DreamWorks Animation kept the group afloat.


    The company had expanded too broadly, and the high-concept films, featuring big productions, big stars, big marketing, and big markets, had budgets 20%-30% higher on average than the other six majors.


    Vivendi Group was selling Universal Pictures to General Electric;


    DreamWorks was splitting off to form the independent, publicly listed company DreamWorks Animation;


    Disney chairman Michael Eisner and Steve Jobs, the head of their most profitable 3D animation partner Pixar, were at odds.


    MGM was in deep financial trouble due to the massive losses from Windtalkers in 2002, and its debt was escalating. Die Another Day had received poor reviews, worsening its situation.


    Sony Entertainment didn't have many issues, but Sony Electronics was suffering significant losses. Sony Entertainment's Spider-Man was undeniably a major success;


    As for 20th Century Fox, the X-Men series kept them financially secure;


    Paramount was falling behind; their cautious approach to film development and budget cuts hadn't expanded their market share.


    The last free-to-air TV network NBC was merging with a Hollywood film group; after GE acquired Universal, they would form NBC Universal Entertainment Group.


    Viacom owned cable channel V, CBS network, and Paramount;


    Disney owned ABC network and ESPN channel;


    News Corporation owned 20th Century Fox and Fox network;


    The Fox TV channel was already a solid competitor to the traditional Big Three TV networks in the U.S.


    Time Warner owned Warner Bros. and TBS cable channels (including CNN, TNT), not to mention HBO, the leader in pay TV. Additionally, Warner was preparing to merge with UPN (Paramount) to form the CW, the fifth major network.


    As for Sony, as a foreign entity, how could it be allowed to hold a U.S. TV license?


    Charles seemed to realize that disrupting these giants was nearly impossible. It could only be achieved through the internet and online streaming.


    "Charles, what's up?" Scarlett Johansson shook the dazed Charles Carpe sitting in the corner.


    "Oh, nothing," Charles replied, shaking his head. He had been thinking too much and quickly dismissed those distant thoughts.


    First, he needed to get Carpe Films established and acquire Netflix. This would at least solve the issue of home entertainment distribution since Netflix's online DVD rental service already collaborated with numerous TV channels.


    As for online streaming, the current internet infrastructure couldn't support high-definition movies' democratization yet; it required time to develop.


    The DVD market was at its peak in terms of film copyright revenues. Sony and Toshiba were developing the next generation of high-definition DVDs separately, with a looming Blu-ray vs. HD DVD format battle.


    Who could have predicted that Sony, after investing enormous financial resources to win this high-definition DVD format war, would be dragged down by streaming media later on?


    "By the way, did you turn down Match Point?" Charles asked Scarlett.


    Scarlett nodded, "Yes, they were shooting in London, and the schedule conflicted with Wedding Crashers. It was hard to arrange."


    "Actually, I've been wanting to transition to commercial films to increase my influence!" she added.


    Late at night, Scarlett took Charles back to her place in the Brentwood neighborhood.


    Charles had been there before, but only to drop Scarlett off. Now, seeing it from the inside, the place wasn't very luxurious, just over a thousand square feet.


    The layout included one bedroom, two living rooms, and two bathrooms. It was well-decorated and cozy. She definitely needed to take on commercial films to raise her paycheck.


    In the living room, Charles watched Scarlett Johansson, in a lace camisole nightgown, sit on the sofa. She was indeed a sexy stunner.


    "Charles, do you remember our first time?" Scarlett asked with a smile as she sat on Charles's lap.


    Holding the gorgeous woman in his arms, Charles reminisced about their first intimate encounter, "It was at The Ring premiere. My mother left early and asked me to take you home afterward."


    "Too bad you took me to your home," Scarlett teased.


    "Hehe, wasn't it because you were spooked by The Ring?" Charles responded, recalling how she had clung to him at the theater that night.


    Scarlett rubbed against him, teasing, "Your hands were inside my bra back then; who could resist?"


    Charles didn't reply, instead lowering his head to kiss her. Wasn't that what women loved as an expression of affection?


    "Charles, carry me to the bedroom!" Scarlett requested.


    Charles picked her up and took the present he had prepared before heading into the bedroom.


  




  Chapter 74: Dan Brown


  

    In the bedroom, Scarlett Johansson sat in front of the vanity mirror, with a beautiful custom-made Bulgari blue sapphire diamond necklace sitting in a box on the table.


    Charles, standing behind Scarlett, slowly picked up the necklace. "Pretty, isn't it? I'll help you put it on!"


    It cost Charles almost $320,000, not cheap at all!


    "Yeah," Scarlett Johansson nodded. What woman doesn't like jewelry?


    Suspended below the diamond necklace was a beautiful teardrop-shaped sapphire that looked perfect around Scarlett Johansson's neck.


    The sapphire rested attractively on Scarlett's cleavage, moving up and down with her breaths.


    "Do you like it?" Scarlett Johansson looked left and right in the mirror, occasionally brushing her chest with her hand.


    "Of course, it's beautiful," said the 20-year-old Scarlett Johansson. Her smooth, fair complexion and alluring figure left few men untouched.


    No wonder Durant wanted to drink Scarlett Johansson's bathwater. Charles thought back to when they bathed together. Could Durant really drink all that water?


    "Charles," Scarlett Johansson stood up, turned around, and gave him a tender kiss, her sexy nightgown strap sliding off her shoulder.


    Not far behind them was a soft bed, promising another sleepless night.


    Charles was in the phase of capital accumulation and didn't want to spend too much time and energy on women.


    Satisfying their vanity and spending money on them saved a lot of time. Jewelry, bags, and such didn't matter much to Charles now.


    He had given gifts to Megan Fox, Kate Beckinsale, and Scarlett Johansson. Britney Spears, on the other hand, didn't care much, being wealthy herself.


    "How's the Pacific Theaters deal going?" Charles asked his assistant Dona Williams from his office chair.


    "Philip met with them several times. They won't budge from $26.5 million."


    "Fine, settle at that price. Have the lawyers finalize the property registry and the franchise contracts, then complete the acquisition. We need to resolve this ASAP," Charles decided.


    "Understood!" Dona Williams nodded in agreement.


    After buying a house on Manhattan's Hudson River, plus his personal expenses, Charles had around $28 million left.


    However, the DVD of Saw was due for release later this month, bringing another wave of cash flow to Carpe Productions.


    "This year's Saw II will be the first movie independently distributed by Carpe Productions. With the popularity of the first movie backing it, it shouldn't be difficult," Charles decided to build his own distribution channels.


    "Next year, we need more movies!"


    Wedding Crashers and Brokeback Mountain were both distributed through Universal Pictures. Mr. & Mrs. Smith was also under contract, and Charles planned to handle the remake of Infernal Affairs through the Universal contract as well.


    "Boss, regarding the Mr. & Mrs. Smith distribution contract, we can only mortgage half of the revenue rights, reducing the available funds a lot!" Dona reminded.


    "We still have 70% of the revenue rights from Wedding Crashers, which we can also mortgage. Raising $30 million in loans shouldn't be a problem," Charles didn't mind the interest. If the company didn't borrow money, how could it grow?


    "Right, arrange my trip to the Cannes Film Festival in May. Let's see if there are any good movies to buy. Building a distribution channel requires films," Charles needed to personally go to the front line to acquire films.


    "Boss, it's time. Mr. Dan Brown should arrive soon!" Dona Williams reminded, checking her watch.


    Charles nodded. Today, he had a meeting with suspense novelist Dan Brown. His book The Da Vinci Code, published last year, had very high sales, and many film companies wanted to adapt it.


    Price, adaptation plans, and such needed to be negotiated to persuade the author.


    Charles Carpe had arranged to meet Dan Brown at the Bradbury Building in downtown Los Angeles. As a historical landmark and an iconic building in LA, the Bradbury Building frequently appeared in films.


    Charles traveled in a luxurious G-Wagon outfitted for business trips. He had this idea after a one-night stand with Liv Tyler.


    Porsche also launched an SUV called the Cayenne a few years ago, and Charles bought one for personal use.


    He modified the G-Wagon to suit his style for luxurious business travel.


    "Is that Kobe Bryant?" Charles asked as they passed the courthouse, spotting Kobe surrounded by reporters, looking solemn with his wife by his side.


    Dona Williams reminded him, "It's last year's Eagle County assault case hearing."


    "I know that from last year's news. I mean, why hasn't he resolved it yet?" Last June, Kobe was accused of assaulting a 19-year-old hotel staff member in Eagle County, Colorado, during knee rehabilitation.


    Charles remembered Kobe had resolved it with $5 million.


    "Boss, these lawsuits can take a year or two. Maybe the settlement price was unsatisfactory to both sides. One side wants money; the other needs reputation. The initial trial was in Eagle County. Kobe, however, needs to be available for the NBA season. The judge allowed a court session during the games," Dona Williams explained. In the end, it would be resolved with money.


    Charles shook his head. "Caught in a honey trap!"


    By the end of this season, the Lakers' Shaq-Kobe duo would break up, with Shaq heading to the Miami Heat.


    "So, Kobe has to shuttle between Eagle County and LA for court hearings?"


    Dona Williams nodded. "Kobe's a global basketball star. This kind of reputation damage is too significant. An out-of-court settlement is best. The girl probably wants too much."


    Charles looked at Dona beside him. She wore a typical secretary outfit: a pencil skirt, unbuttoned white shirt paired with a small suit, and black-framed glasses.


    He rubbed Dona's thigh, humorously asking, "What's with the outfit today?"


    Dona Williams leaned on Charles's shoulder, licking her lips seductively. "Boss, didn't you say you like me in uniform?"


    Having been with Charles for two years, they'd done just about everything in the office. Dona Williams was an excellent assistant - smart, pretty, and capable!


    Charles peered into Dona's collar. "Black lace, nice!"


    "However, we need to discuss Dan Brown's movie adaptation rights. I'll reward you properly afterward!"


    Charles was determined to secure the movie rights to The Da Vinci Code.


  




  Chapter 75: The Da Vinci Code


  

    The adaptation of novels into Hollywood screenplays had always been significant, while the market for original novels gradually shrank.


    Early on, screenwriters liked to pitch many script ideas to movie companies in a broad investment strategy, hoping to make money if their work was picked up.


    In the 1990s, speculative scripts reached their peak. Japanese foreign capital invaded, Universal and Columbia were acquired, and the development of videotapes, VCDs, and DVDs injected new life into the movie market.


    Speculative scripts that were picked up often fetched prices in the millions of dollars. However, the tech bubble and a sluggish stock market dampened Hollywood's fervor.


    Securing a spot for a speculative script became as difficult as winning the lottery. Meanwhile, adaptations of games and comics started gaining traction.


    The minimum script price set by the Writers Guild was around seventy to eighty thousand dollars, but movie companies were cautious about original scripts.


    Screenwriters' main tasks involved rewriting scripts according to producers' requests or polishing up existing screenplays.


    Of course, top-tier scripts could still fetch high prices, especially those based on famous novels or created by top screenwriters.


    Dan Brown's The Da Vinci Code was his fourth full-length novel and his best-selling suspense novel.


    You could say The Da Vinci Code was a prequel to his 2000 novel Angels & Demons.


    The success of The Da Vinci Code also boosted sales of his previous three novels, placing all four on the bestseller list.


    Charles and Dan Brown had been chatting for a long time at a cafe near the Bradbury Building. The Da Vinci Code being a religious suspense novel was bound to attract some disdain from the Roman Catholic Church.


    "I read it and thought The Da Vinci Code was fantastic. It blends suspense, thriller, religious mysteries, and historical events, making it impossible to put down!" Charles praised.


    "I know Carpe Productions invested in the controversial religious film The Passion of the Christ. I trust you can handle religious themes well," Dan Brown acknowledged, aware that his novel would attract Catholic opposition due to its extensive reinterpretations.


    Charles smiled, "Three million dollars. Carpe Productions wants the film adaptation rights for The Da Vinci Code, with a 10% advance payment. Within three years, Carpe Productions will produce this project. Mr. Brown, you'll participate in the script adaptation and serve as one of the executive producers."


    Three million dollars was no small fee for a novel adaptation, especially not in an era before Amazon, Netflix, or Apple streaming services were driving up script prices indiscriminately.


    Scripts that fetched more than three million dollars annually were few and far between, only emerging in competitive bidding situations among several companies.


    Dan Brown paused, realizing the offer was excellent - three years of first purchase rights, a three-million-dollar adaptation fee, and a role as scriptwriter and executive producer.


    A week later, Dan Brown and Carpe Productions signed the agreement for the film adaptation of The Da Vinci Code and any prequels or sequels.


    Carpe Productions had to start producing The Da Vinci Code within three years. They also secured the first adaptation rights for Angels & Demons and any future sequels.


    The Passion of the Christ continued to rake in box office revenue - $53 million during its second weekend, $32 million on the third, $19.5 million on the fourth, and $12.6 million on the fifth weekend.


    By late March, The Passion of the Christ had already grossed 250 million dollars in North America.


    Meanwhile, Wedding Crashers had been filming for half a month, and Mr. & Mrs. Smith had completed pre-production and entered the filming stage.


    With The Passion of the Christ generating high box office returns, Carpe Productions secured an $85 million loan from Morgan Stanley, adding to last year's $15 million for a total of $100 million in loans.


    "Boss, fifty million dollars has already been wired to the Mr. & Mrs. Smith film account," Dona reported as she stepped into Charles' office.


    "Henry also secured the film adaptation rights for No Country for Old Men at a price of $1.1 million!"


    "1.1 million dollars, sounds good!" Charles agreed without much hesitation before walking over to the window to look at the Hollywood Hills across the Los Angeles River.


    "How about Pacific Theaters? No issues with the investigation, right? Then we can sign the acquisition contract immediately."


    "By mid-next month, the contract should be in place!" Dona replied, meaning just over ten days from now.


    Dona Williams joined Charles by the floor-to-ceiling window to admire the distant mountain view.


    "The Passion of the Christ has already grossed 250 million in the North American market, and two hundred million overseas," Charles said as he hugged Dona from behind and kissed her cheek.


    "We're not bringing the movie income from Europe back to the U.S. We're setting up overseas accounts in the UK and the Eurozone. The Euro is appreciating, and keeping funds in Europe benefits us."


    Dona, a student of economics pursuing a master's degree at UCLA, found these basic financial maneuvers easy to understand.


    Charles trusted her, as she was very close to him and always reliable. He allocated twenty to thirty thousand dollars annually for her expenses, including high-end fashion and sports cars.


    As for living arrangements, she mostly stayed at the Carpe estate in Beverly Hills, as she was Charles' personal assistant.


    Dona was fashionably dressed today in an urban-chic style - skirt, white blouse, and a khaki trench coat.


    "Alright," responded Dona before turning to kiss Charles. She certainly knew that the British Pound was not part of the Eurozone.


    They took off their trench coats and, while embracing, sat down on the sofa. Seeing Dona's Fendi ensemble reminded Charles of something.


    "Remember Lauren Weisberger's novel The Devil Wears Prada? It was published this year and is selling very well," Charles murmured while holding Dona.


    "Are we going to develop it into a film?" Dona asked, paying no mind to Charles' hands roaming under her blouse.


    Charles shook his head. "Not just yet. The novel needs more time to gain traction. But we can start working with the author on a screenplay, just like The Da Vinci Code!"


    "Next month, we better finalize the acquisition of Pacific Theaters. Phillip is also in talks with Empire Theaters, Carmike Cinemas, and other major chains. We're establishing Carpe Productions' distribution channels this year!"


  




  Chapter 76: Pacific Theater


  

    Hollywood, the Dome Theater on Sunset Boulevard.


    Charles finally signed a purchase agreement with Pacific Theater Company for $26.5 million. The deal included equity in 16 theaters and the operational management of an additional 30 affiliate theaters.


    With a total of 325 screens, Los Angeles' Dome Theater and Arclight Cinemas were the flagship locations, often used for movie premieres.


    Built in the 60s and renovated since, the Dome Theater could seat up to 600 people and had hosted many movie premieres.


    Of course, it couldn't compare to the Chinese Theater, Kodak Theater, or Egyptian Theater on Hollywood's Walk of Fame.


    Leaving the theater, the warm California sunshine was incredibly comfortable. A good mood and good weather called for a celebration.


    "Boss, you asked me to keep an eye on Google. They just started their IPO process and entered a quiet period. In three to four months, after the SEC review, they'll be on the market," reported Dona, walking beside Charles. "Regarding the earlier acquisition of Netflix, its stock price surged last year, reaching a peak of $74 in February this year. Netflix then split the stock, 2-for-1."


    Despite a slight decline, Netflix's stock price stabilized around $30 per share.


    The investment had increased more than tenfold. Charles now believed there was no quicker way to make money than the stock market.


    "Keep an eye on it. I want to buy!" said Charles, who didn't elaborate much. If Dona were smart, she would buy some shares too.


    "By the way, what's the update on Michael Jackson's case?" asked Charles. Since last year, Michael Jackson had been embroiled in another child molestation scandal.


    He'd been through it once in '93, spending a lot of money to settle. Now, it was happening again.


    Dona Williams shook her head, "The trial is still ongoing. Michael's spokesperson said he won't compromise this time. His Neverland Ranch was searched by the police last year, and his career has come to a halt. It's such a pity. Boss, do you believe Michael?"


    Charles chuckled and shook his head sarcastically, "Just like Michael said, a bunch of shameless people are trying to extort money by false accusations. Didn't that father and son succeed ten years ago?"


    Charles knew the truth. Michael Jackson's music publishing company, ATV, owned not only his songs but also over 250 Beatles songs and many other artists' music rights.


    ATV merged with Sony Music Publishing, with both parties holding equal shares. How many shareholders were behind Sony, a major force in the record industry?


    From being a singer, Michael wanted to cut a slice of the industry's pie, and he was a proponent of creators owning their own music rights. This threatened the entire record industry. Besides, he was a Black man. 


    Sony Music, representing the interests of the recording industry, became the leading force in suppressing Michael.


    Other major record companies also didn't want Michael Jackson to succeed because he aimed to change the structure of the industry. Hence, no capital came to his aid when Sony was suppressing him.


    In the face of capital, everything else was superficial. Changing the class structure threatened the entire industry. If there was one Michael Jackson, there could be a second Madonna Ciccone.


    The fate of the trailblazer was often the harshest.


    Dona Williams couldn't see the bigger picture yet. Charles shook his head and sighed, "How can an individual fight against capital? Only other capital can fight capital!"


    Defeating the traditional record industry could only be done with new streaming music; just like online streaming was disrupting the traditional film industry.


    Distribution was supreme; it wasn't just talk. Channels were in the hands of capital!


    When online streaming started showing its strength, content would become king.


    Even if Charles started a record company now, which artist would dare say their music rights were their own? Charles would crush them without mercy.


    Returning to Carpe Industries' office, Charles reviewed the project for Mr. & Mrs. Smith. The movie had just begun filming, and the signed advertising contracts already exceeded $8 million.


    The marketing department predicted that ad revenue for Mr. & Mrs. Smith might exceed $20 million. Further collaborations with brands were anticipated upon release.


    However, the marketing budget for Mr. & Mrs. Smith was also substantial, estimated between $50 million and $60 million.


    Charles could only curse Universal in his mind. General Electric had acquired Universal Studios from Vivendi, excluding Universal Music Group.


    Universal Music Group's major shareholder was the Seagram boss, having no relation to Vivendi.


    Now, GE had merged its NBC Broadcasting and Universal Studios into NBC Universal Entertainment. How much of the promotional cost was lining their pockets?


    Shortly after, Dona Williams informed Charles that her mother was coming to Los Angeles. She would be staying with her mother at their home near the Burbank company.


    "Boss, it's not far from Carpe Manor. You can call me anytime," Dona said, hugging Charles.


    Charles smiled, "I thought you were renting. Carpe Manor has plenty of rooms; you could live there for convenience. When did you buy a house in Burbank?"


    "Earlier this year, a 1,200-square-foot, two-bedroom place for $300,000," Dona Williams replied with a smile.


    "Oh, that's good. I often don't return to Carpe Manor myself. My mother has someone maintaining it for me," Charles said. He was grateful to his mother, who had helped his career soar, mainly because she was good to him.


    After all, many single mothers were hopeless deadbeats.


    After leaving Carpe Industries, Dona went to the airport to pick up her mother.


    Charles continued reviewing the company's financial reports and project progress. As the boss, he had to be well-informed about many matters.


    Charles wondered why his mother, Evelyn, didn't have a boyfriend. He hadn't noticed before, but now it seemed odd.


    She was only in her forties, so no reason for it. He hadn't paid attention before 2001, but even after he came here, he didn't see Evelyn with any man.


    It made him curious. Was she too focused on her career? That seemed unrealistic. Or maybe she didn't like men, which was an even more intriguing thought.


    Charles shook his head, deciding to focus on his own life first.


  




  Chapter 77: Chapter 77


  

    Since 2004, there have been various scandals and controversies, not to mention movie The Passion of the Christ.


    In early 2004, during the Super Bowl halftime show, Justin Timberlake pulled at Janet Jackson's top, causing a nip slip on live TV. It tops the list without a doubt.


    The Super Bowl broadcast had millions of viewers, and it was live. Justin Timberlake really dared to go for it.


    Stepping on Britney Spears and then tearing at Michael Jackson's sister, Janet Jackson.


    Not only did Janet Jackson face public outcry, but it also led to the U.S. implementing a plan to delay live broadcasts by a few seconds for major events in the future.


    NBC, the broadcasting network, got dragged into this mess.


    In Malibu, a Ferrari 360 stopped at the entrance of a beachfront villa, then drove inside.


    Charles and Megan Fox got out of the car. Charles introduced the place while holding Megan's hand: "You can stay here in LA; it's my new house. Around 5500 square feet, 4 bedrooms, 6 bathrooms, a game room, a small bar and theater, plus a 2000 square-foot garden area and a pool outdoors!"


    Megan Fox walked inside, gasping in amazement. "This is too beautiful! The villa has two floors and a basement too."


    The second-floor balcony had a breathtaking ocean view, and tall trees around the house provided privacy too.


    The modern European-style decor, featuring a lot of glass, cost Charles five million dollars.


    However, property values in Malibu were rising, and wildfires would not reach this place.


    Megan Fox excitedly hugged and kissed Charles for a while, then said: "I'm planning to settle down in LA to start my acting career."


    Now that Evelyn had been promoted, it was unlikely she'd focus on a budding starlet's career, although she would likely provide some resources.


    Charles wasn't worried. Megan Fox was 18 this year, with a fantastic figure and a pretty face, making her a perfect eye-candy in movies.


    After wandering around with Megan Fox for a while, Charles thought maybe Megan should just be a movie starlet.


    Malibu was a small town under Los Angeles, with few residents but a lot of Hollywood celebrities and wealthy people owning villas there. Its beautiful, elongated beaches and peculiar rocky landscapes were unique features of this seaside town.


    Malibu's education was good too, with Pepperdine University having a branch campus here, boasting top law and business schools.


    In the afternoon, Charles took Megan Fox to buy a car for her. Since she liked American muscle cars, the Mustang was the best choice.


    It wasn't too flashy and perfectly matched American rugged culture, and Charles had no objections. A two-door, four-seat car with storage space in the back.


    After buying a Ford Mustang GT, Megan Fox seemed to fancy a Cadillac Escalade when they passed by a Cadillac dealership.


    "You want to drive an Escalade?" Charles was a little surprised.


    "Don't you think it's really powerful?"


    The Mustang was fine, but the Escalade! Charles himself preferred the Range Rover.


    "Alright," Charles didn't mind. Besides, the Escalade did look pretty fierce, a dominating SUV.


    They might even test its mettle against a Cayenne; German cars probably couldn't match up to American ones.


    "Charles, this feels awesome. I've never experienced anything like this," Megan Fox, holding Charles's arm, couldn't contain her excitement.


    Having grown up with divorced parents, a mediocre family background, and being bullied at school, leading to a solitary character, Megan Fox found her current lifestyle almost dream-like.


    At night, after a workout in the bedroom of their new house, they lay resting.


    "Charles, is there a suitable movie role for me now? The roles I get are all minor ones in teen comedies," Megan Fox wanted to become famous but didn't know how to go about it. "Like my bit part in Wedding Crashers!"


    Charles looked at Megan Fox and said earnestly: "Megan, you haven't taken any acting classes. You started as a model, with a pretty face and a sexy body. But if you want to go far in the entertainment industry, you need to take acting seriously. 


    The entertainment industry requires good networking. I can indeed help you solve many problems, so you don't have to give your all to get a small opportunity like other newcomers. 


    But if you want to go far, you must seriously improve yourself. You've had cameos in quite a few movies by now. If I give you a substantial role, can you handle it?"


    Megan Fox was surprised, "But I haven't had that kind of opportunity!"


    Only eighteen, she was indeed immature!


    "Haven't you auditioned for many roles but got turned down?" Charles countered. "I remember you didn't get a role in Disney's Mean Girls, right?"


    Megan Fox was silent for a while, then awkwardly smiled: "The director said I wasn't nuanced enough."


    "Okay, then you should find an acting school to attend for a while. You've graduated high school now, so study acting while auditioning for roles. I'll also keep an eye out for suitable roles for you," Charles thought it was urgent to contact Hasbro and secure the film adaptation rights for Transformers.


  




  Chapter 78: Ambitious Goals


  

    Every U.S. election year always attracted global attention, after all, it was the election of the president of the only superpower in the world.


    Hollywood never lacked celebrities who loved to get involved in politics. They might not understand much, but they were excellent political figureheads.


    In the evening, Charles went to his mother Evelyn's house to have dinner with her.


    "Carpe Film acquired Pacific Theaters, and you've been recruiting a lot of film distribution personnel. Are you planning to distribute movies yourself?" Evelyn inquired.


    Charles nodded. This wasn't a secret. He had also taken out a loan of $100 million, all of which Evelyn knew.


    "Alright," Evelyn said. There wasn't much she could help with; the primary concern in distribution was cash flow.


    "You're already on the radar of many people now. At least three major studios want to win you over. Independent distribution won't be easy," Evelyn pointed out.


    The Big Six were not easy to deal with and wouldn't let a new company rise up so easily.


    Charles took a bite of food, finished eating, wiped his mouth, and then smiled, "I've been preparing for this. Relying solely on the film market is impossible. Wall Street is also my target, and so is Silicon Valley. The impact of the dot-com bubble has almost dissipated. The future is still the Internet age."


    Evelyn nodded. Being prepared was good. In the process of capital accumulation, everyone would do things that couldn't see the light of day.


    John D. Rockefeller, Henry Ford, J.P. Morgan, and others all did the same.


    "What are your plans?" Evelyn asked.


    "I want Hollywood to become chaotic. Only amidst chaos do I have opportunities," Charles replied. The entertainment world was the most alluring place, but what was the most alluring thing in the entertainment world?


    Scandals. Entertainment scandals were most effective in swaying public attention and opinion.


    "The entertainment industry isn't already chaotic enough?" Evelyn asked without much emotion, uncertain why Charles wanted more chaos in Hollywood.


    Charles shook his head, "Not enough. Right now, Carpe Film's movies are few, and their value isn't enough to make others have specific ideas. But in the future, what if I have IPs like the Harry Potter series or the Jurassic Park series, or even the Star Wars series?


    How much obstruction will I face in distribution? Not to mention the reviews from the media, how much capital will I need to combat media blackouts?"


    Evelyn understood. This was a tactic often used by many capitalists and politicians. When a scandal appeared, a new scandal from the entertainment world would quickly cover it up because, for ordinary people, politicians and capitalists were too distant.


    "Hollywood is controlled by a few key members of the MPAA, and they need stability for greater benefits. If there are internal problems and you're stirring things up with your movies, they won't have time to deal with you?" Evelyn quickly grasped the idea.


    "But have you considered that small companies have weak resistance to storms? Major studios have risk-resistant capabilities that small companies can't match!" Evelyn warned.


    Charles responded, "Small companies are weak because they have fewer chances to make mistakes. Just don't make mistakes during the development process!"


    "You..." Evelyn shook her head, finding it a bit far-fetched.


    "Alright, it's still early. These are just plans in my mind," Charles interrupted, planning to tell his mother more specifics in the future.


    Charles aimed to stand on the moral high ground; feminism, for example, was a card he could fully utilize.


    Charles wanted his dazzling aura to shine over Hollywood, to rise above it and become the true King of Hollywood.


    That night, Charles and Evelyn had a long conversation because Charles was Evelyn's only son.


    As the second generation of European immigrants, Evelyn indeed had no other relatives. Her son was her only family!


    The arrival of the summer movie season had no impact on the U.S. election. Hollywood, as the flag bearer for the Democratic Party, spared no effort in its promotional campaign.


    Documentary filmmaker Michael Moore's Fahrenheit 9/11 was filled with scandals about the Bush family. Big Hollywood stars like Leonardo DiCaprio and veteran sex symbol Sharon Stone traveled everywhere to campaign and promote.


    Of course, the impact of Fahrenheit 9/11 was significant, but no American distribution company dared to take it on at the time.


    Passion of the Christ was not picked up mainly because religious films weren't seen as profitable. However, for Fahrenheit 9/11, the situation was such that no one dared to touch it.


    As for Leonardo DiCaprio and Sharon Stone, they were only seen as clowns performing for others.


    How much campaign funding had the Bush team raised now? Their approval ratings were higher than those of the Democratic candidate.


    On the day of the event, in the western time zone of the U.S., Universal Pictures held the premiere of the fantasy blockbuster Van Helsing at Universal City.


    Charles was also invited and sat with Universal Pictures President Stacey Snider.


    "Charles, has the third film project been decided?" Stacey Snider asked.


    "I have an idea. This time it's a remake of a Hong Kong crime thriller involving undercover cops and gangsters infiltrating each other's organizations," Charles explained. "The film's budget is also substantial. I plan to make it an epic cop thriller. Apart from Martin Scorsese, I don't know who else could direct it. Of course, if Francis Ford Coppola is willing to direct, that would be even better!"


    Shaking her head, Stacey Snider said, "Francis probably won't direct another gangster film, but Martin should be suitable."


    "No problem with the shooting of Wedding Crashers and Mr. & Mrs. Smith?" Charles reminded Universal to give them good release dates next year.


    Stacey Snider laughed, "Don't worry. Universal has just completed its acquisition. This year, we still need to complete the merger with NBC. The number of competitive films NBC Universal has next year isn't many.


    Your films are very important to Universal!"


  




  Chapter 79: Universal Blockbusters


  

    Van Helsing was an ambitious production by Universal Pictures, with a total production cost reaching up to 160 million dollars.


    The cast wasn't very expensive either. Hugh Jackman had garnered some fame from X-Men, but he wasn't a top-tier superstar, capping his salary at ten million dollars.


    As for Kate Beckinsale, she had just gained some attention from Underworld, with a salary ranging between five to six million dollars.


    A large amount of the budget was spent on special effects, sets, and action sequences. Building sets in Eastern Europe, among other things, definitely required money.


    Stacey Snider, although not the top head, served as the president of Universal Pictures, second only to the chairman Ronald Meyer.


    Ronald Meyer also was the COO of Universal Pictures, overseeing Universal Studios and consumer markets.


    Stacey Snider wielded significant power in production and distribution at Universal Pictures, with Donna Langley and Adam Fogelson reporting directly to her.


    Universal Pictures had faced a sluggish market in recent years, and with General Electric acquiring Universal Pictures, there was bound to be some shakeup at the top. Stacey Snider, not performing up to par, seemed the most likely candidate for this.


    Movies were the engine driving the entertainment media group, capable of propelling a range of industries. Although films didn't constitute a significant portion in terms of profit, they were highly important.


    "Mr & Mrs. Smith had a massive investment and a summer release was very appropriate. Wedding Crashers also had potential for a summer release since Universal had some open slots. I had a lot of confidence in this movie."


    Charles glanced at Stacey Snider, the president of Universal Pictures sitting beside him, and whispered a reminder.


    Stacey Snider smiled slightly and nodded, "I will arrange it well! I hope you will continue to surprise me."


    "Surprises need someone who appreciates them!" Charles flattered her, and both of them laughed.


    "Is Carpe Films setting up its own distribution channels?"


    Stacey Snider's casual comment caught Charles off guard, making him wary.


    Charles nodded and said, "Yes, I'm planning to distribute some low-budget indie films in North America. One should always have some dreams."


    Stacey Snider laughed, "Don't worry too much about it. Independent distribution companies have always been Hollywood's market balancers, but most art films lose money commercially, causing many indie distributors to go bankrupt. 


    If you can truly develop Carpe Films, then you might be the next Harvey Weinstein!"


    Charles smiled silently. The next Harvey Weinstein?


    Did he just want to play around with actresses in the film industry? The capital behind Harvey Weinstein could abandon him at any time.


    When it came to Hollywood moguls, Charles only counted two: Rupert Murdoch, chairman of News Corporation, and Sumner Redstone, chairman of Viacom.


    With net worths of tens of billions of dollars, holding media empires, they were at the pinnacle of the entertainment industry in Hollywood and beyond.


    Soon, the lights in the theater dimmed, and the screen lit up. The movie was about to start.


    Charles could understand Stacey Snider's feelings. After all, Universal Pictures hadn't produced any remarkable works in the past few years.


    The Bourne Identity had a sequel releasing this year, a decent action spy movie. Last year's release of 2 Fast 2 Furious by Universal was somewhat successful.


    However, Vin Diesel, who played the popular character Dominic Toretto, was dissatisfied with the script and did not join the project, which was a significant blow.


    Many other successful Universal films were co-produced with DreamWorks, where DreamWorks handled the production and North American distribution.


    Charles knew Universal was developing a third Fast & Furious movie, but it flopped. It wasn't until the reboot with the fourth movie that the Fast & Furious series became unstoppable.


    Carpe Films wanted to take over this franchise IP at that time, but who knew if it was possible?


    "Universal's film library is indeed impressive, with so many monster and dark characters in its vault," Charles remarked enviously while watching the movie on the screen.


    "Universal is one of Hollywood's oldest film companies, founded in 1912, the same year as Paramount. Although it has changed hands many times, its strong film library has always been Universal's most important asset!"


    Charles chuckled; Universal became one of the major studios mainly because of Spielberg's films. Without Spielberg, Universal's usual horror and comedy small productions couldn't have turned it into the behemoth it was.


    The 131-minute Van Helsing left Charles feeling that the plot was unclear and the story was weak, both being significant shortcomings.


    Classic monsters revived, and the special effects were stunning, but they failed to clarify even the story's background.


    As for the North American release on Friday night, Charles watched with a detached attitude since Universal was planning a massive global release from the start.


    With a production cost of hundreds of millions of dollars, plus at least sixty to seventy million dollars in marketing expenses, it was quite hard for Universal to recoup the costs.


    After the premiere's promotional event, it was already 10:30 PM by the time Charles and Kate Beckinsale left together.


    They walked along Highland Avenue to the Hilton Garden Inn Hollywood. After staying here with Camille last time, Charles found himself back again.


    As soon as they entered the top floor suite, Kate Beckinsale took off her high heels and hugged Charles, saying, "After a few days' rest, I have to go to many places for promotion!"


    Wearing a backless white dress, with wavy hair, and a classic beauty aura, she was indeed quite a looker.


    "I had someone prepare dinner, so we can have a good meal," Charles laughed, not wanting to dampen Kate Beckinsale's enthusiasm.


    Charles remembered that Van Helsing had grossed just around three hundred million dollars worldwide, with North American earnings of around a hundred million dollars.


    "Thank you, you're so thoughtful!" Kate said and then took the initiative to kiss Charles.


    "Okay, the food will be here soon. Let's enjoy our candlelight dinner first," Charles stopped Kate's further actions, reminding her.


    Kate laughed, "Are you afraid I won't have enough energy? I trained for months for the action scenes."


    Charles wagged his finger in front of Kate Beckinsale and laughed, "I want you to eat so you'll have energy to handle me! You know, a young guy like me is always full of energy."


    Kate Beckinsale bit her lip and then licked it with her tongue, implying, "You just wait."


    Then, she took out a pack of cigarettes from her bag, pulled one out, and lit it up.


  




  Chapter 80: Stopping the Rise


  

    Early morning, in a suite at the Hilton Garden Inn.


    Charles got out of bed, walked over to the window, and felt the warm sunshine on his body. He looked back to see Kate Beckinsale still sound asleep, smiled and shook his head, then went to the bathroom to take a shower.


    "Charles, you're up?" Kate Beckinsale, wearing a robe, pushed open the bathroom door. Charles was in the shower.


    "Yeah. Are you not gonna keep sleeping?"


    Kate Beckinsale shook her head. "I have plans to go shopping with Catherine Zeta-Jones today."


    Her lazy yet sexy demeanor made Charles feel a bit aroused. He walked over and hugged Kate Beckinsale.


    "You guys have a pretty good relationship. So, you still hang out quite often these past two years?"


    "Charles, you're all wet," Kate Beckinsale laughed and cried at once, feeling his hands on her chest and also a surge of indignation.


    She turned to kiss him, then said, "Aren't you supposed to be taking a shower?"


    "Let's shower together!" Charles said as he pulled her into the shower with him.


    In the morning, the two of them spent almost an hour taking a shower.


    Charles had to go back to the company. The rental and sale of the Saw video tapes and DVDs had been ongoing for two weeks.


    The total revenue from the rental and sale of video tapes and DVDs was $42 million, which looked very promising.


    However, Carpe Productions didn't have its own home entertainment company yet. They had contracted Netflix to find manufacturers for production, who also handled online rental and sales.


    After deducting the costs of production, transportation, and profit-sharing, Carpe Productions kept 40% of the profits. Charles was already preparing to set up his own home entertainment division to manage DVD, television operators, and online streaming services.


    Everything had to wait until Carpe Productions' distribution channels were established. Otherwise, losing a cut to Netflix was something Charles was not too happy about.


    Netflix's main business was rentals. Sales still relied on Blockbuster and supermarkets like Walmart, which brought in greater profits.


    Sitting in his office chair, Charles tossed the report aside. What he was more concerned about now was The Passion of the Christ, which had been in theaters for nearly ten weeks and had reached its box office potential.


    "North America 370 million dollars, overseas markets still screening, bringing in around $200 million so far," Dona reported the results.


    "Wow! That's impressive," Charles could only say.


    The North American box office profits were around 160 million dollars, and Carpe Productions had half of that, at $80 million. Carpe Productions had invested $15 million in production and another $5 million in marketing, netting about $60 million.


    Of course, after taxes and other expenses, the net profit would be around $50 million.


    But Charles wasn't worried about that. The $80 million was very useful. In about four or five months, The Passion of the Christ would be released on DVD, then move to pay TV platforms, with the bigger income to follow.


    As for bank loan interest, company expenses, and crew bonuses, those were small potatoes!


    By the time he went to Cannes, Charles would have around a hundred million dollars in cash flow. Earlier, he had spent $5 million of his $35 million to buy a villa in Malibu.


    Even though he still owed Morgan Stanley $100 million in loans, there was no reason to worry. This trip to the Cannes Film Festival, Charles wanted to see if there were any good movies.


    Additionally, he wanted to start a new project. He looked at Dona Williams and instructed, "Register a Carpe Television Production Company as a subsidiary of Carpe Productions. We're going to try to break into the television industry now!"


    "Got it," Dona Williams nodded. With enough funds, expanding the business was normal.


    "Warner Bros. has rebooted Batman again!" Charles sighed. Marvel Entertainment was still out there, floating around.


    In 1996, they went bankrupt and started selling various Marvel adaptation rights. Spider-Man went to Sony Entertainment for $9 million. The X-Men, Fantastic Four, and related properties all went to 20th Century Fox.


    "Boss, do you want to make a superhero movie? But Daredevil and Hulk both flopped. Spider-Man and X-Men are the popular Marvel characters! Lionsgate's The Punisher also failed this year, and another film, Man-Thing, has been pushed to next year!"


    Charles felt helpless. He had always wanted to acquire Marvel Comics directly. Dona's reminder was something he couldn't answer.


    Artisan Entertainment reached an agreement with Marvel Comics in 2000 for 15 film characters, including The Punisher, Man-Thing, Black Widow, and Captain America.


    Lionsgate acquired Artisan and thus took over these character contracts, but they were all for five-year terms. Apart from the already developed The Punisher and Man-Thing, the rest of the characters would automatically revert back to Marvel Comics if not developed by next year.


    "Lionsgate is working on Black Widow?"


    Dona nodded, "It seems so, but specifics are unknown. They're still in the script stage, I believe!"


    Iron Man was currently with New Line Cinema. Bought by Universal in the '90s, then passed to 20th Century Fox, who also gave up on it, landing it finally with New Line Cinema.


    New Line also seemed to have no plans to develop it, considering next year was the reversion date.


    Charles tapped the table, looking at the calendar. The European Championship held in Portugal, would start in late May. Does he need to go to France?


    Bet on Greece, win a few hundred million dollars, wouldn't the bookmakers go bankrupt?


    Charles narrowed his eyes. Even if he couldn't acquire Marvel Comics, he couldn't let other companies have an easy time.


    "Dona, tell Henry that Carpe Productions wants the adaptation rights for Iron Man, Thor, and Captain America from Marvel. Besides Captain America, who has some popularity, the other two are second-tier characters. It shouldn't be difficult!"


    After all, Lionsgate and New Line Cinema didn't seem interested in developing these characters, so Carpe Productions might as well take over.


    Marvel Comics would start making movies themselves next year after Warner Bros. rebooted Batman Begins. They had also convinced Merrill Lynch to secure over $500 million in credit for film production.


    Without these three characters, how could Marvel hope to rise again?


    If he couldn't acquire them, he had to stop their rise. Otherwise, if Marvel produced Iron Man and got acquired by Disney, what fun would there be left for him?


    "Iron Man, Thor, Captain America, characters from The Avengers?" Dona asked.


    "Exactly. $10 million, try to get as many adaptation rights for Avengers characters as possible," Charles knew that Marvel Comics usually signed five-year agreements for character adaptation rights, and Marvel took 5% of the film profits.


    As for the revenue from character merchandise, it remained Marvel Entertainment's, as they mainly sold toys and comics.


  




  Chapter 81: Plans


  

    Charles never relaxed his vigilance over Marvel Entertainment. Isaac Perlmutter was now the largest shareholder and CEO of Marvel Entertainment.


    Stingy, profit-driven, and embodied the greediness stereotypical of a Jew to perfection.


    With Marvel's current stock price hovering around $8 per share and a market value of about $300 million, Charles figured he needed to prepare around $400 million in cash if he wanted to acquire the company.


    "Dona, make the arrangements. We're heading to New York the day after tomorrow," Charles instructed. He had money now and could secretly acquire Marvel Entertainment's shares from the market as long as the acquisition was under 5%, it wouldn't need to be reported.


    At that time, movie companies only bought the film adaptation rights for characters from Marvel and didn't think about acquiring the whole company, as the rights to adapt blockbuster characters' films had already been sold by Marvel.


    After spending two days in Los Angeles with Kate Beckinsale, Charles flew to New York.


    Simultaneously, under Charles' direction, Carpe Films formed a subsidiary, Carpe Television, to handle TV and variety show productions.


    Carpe Home Entertainment was responsible for DVD, VOD, and other home entertainment businesses.


    Carpe Investment Company also became a subsidiary of Carpe Pictures, in charge of acquisitions and strategic investments.


    Finally, Charles needed to establish a Consumer Products Department to oversee licensing and the downstream industry chain for Carpe Pictures.


    With Carpe Pictures' matters settled, and following the consultants' advice, Charles established a private fund registered in the Cayman Islands, Carpe Foundation, to fully own his companies and assets.


    The Carpe Foundation also set up another company, Dawn Investment Fund, similarly registered in the Cayman Islands, to manage Charles' investments in stocks, securities, or other real estate worth betting on.


    The consultants advised Charles not to draw a salary or take a minimal salary from Carpe Pictures to avoid paying high personal taxes.


    He could mortgage assets and get personal loans from the bank, paying only interest. When the loan matured, he could decide how much dividend to take from Carpe Pictures and other companies to repay it.


    Since the company was solely owned by Charles, and he decided on dividends, those dividends could repay the bank loans while keeping Charles' personal income on paper very low.


    Otherwise, the 38% high personal income tax rate would have cost Charles a lot.


    Charles, being good at listening to advice, followed through. The progressive tax system had the rates at 15%, 27%, 30%, and the higher brackets at 35% and 38%. Even after President Bush took office and lowered all but the 15% bracket by one percentage point, taxes were still significant.


    The Reagan and Bush administrations' tax reduction policies had lowered personal income taxes substantially.


    Consequently, Charles secured a $20 million loan from J.P. Morgan Bank using Carpe Pictures as collateral and injected it into the Dawn Fund.


    This was Charles' personal loan, and he planned to enjoy his time in Europe thoroughly. It could be said that rich had numerous ways of avoiding taxes.


    However, accounting firm fees and tax filing procedures weren't cheap, and the next April, after asking them to help file his taxes, the service charges would probably amount to tens of thousands of dollars.


    Layer upon layer, it wasn't something an average person could easily understand. Middle-class being the main taxpayers wasn't just an exaggeration.


    "Dona, can I use this $20 million to buy a house, a sports car, or a yacht?" Charles asked his assistant, smiling, at the Hudson River-side villa in downtown Manhattan.


    "Boss, those are investments of the Dawn Capital Company!" Dona laughed, "But, for stocks or other real estate held for more than a year before being sold, the capital gains tax is only 20%. Of course, there will be some tax reduction policies to cooperate with!"


    For stocks, securities, and other real estate held for more than a year before being sold, only a 20% capital gains tax was required, a lot lower than the highest 38% personal income tax, as per the tax regulations.


    "In the future, Boss, you'll definitely need to establish a charitable foundation and family trust fund to avoid estate taxes and ensure your descendants don't fall into poverty," Dona Williams continued.


    Charles nodded. That was for sure, as all rich people had charitable foundations and trust funds to avoid such situations.


    Estate taxes in America were very high, and trust funds ensured that even if descendants were wastrels, they could still stay wealthy.


    "Next step, find someone to acquire Marvel Entertainment's shares in the market," Charles couldn't let go of Marvel Entertainment.


    "I understand. Henry has already begun contacting Marvel Entertainment, negotiating the film adaptation rights for superhero characters!" Dona Williams said while straddling Charles, "Don't you need me to go with you to Cannes?"


    Charles squeezed the girl's waist and laughed, "You're someone I trust. Carpe Investment Company still needs you to oversee it! Besides, Philip will also go. He's familiar with the business."


    "Henry has already discussed the No Country for Old Men novel with the Coen brothers; they are interested. Their film is in the main competition at Cannes this year, so I'll talk to them then!" Dona nodded.


    "The script for Infernal Affairs has Universal interested in having Martin Scorsese direct. They're negotiating too!"


    "It's all in the preliminary stages, it takes time!" And Charles also had the script for The Devil Wears Prada adapted from the novel.


    Infernal Affairs was a big production, involving Universal, so it wasn't an independent film. However, the other productions didn't have high budgets and were developed by Carpe Pictures alone.


    As they chatted, someone arrived at the front door.


    "Alright, is my new car here?" Charles got up and let the girl stand up too.


    "Bentley Continental GT?" Dona Williams had heard Charles on the phone.


    "Yes!"


    Outside, a white Bentley Continental GT was parked at the door, and Charles signed the contract.


    "Charles, you like this kind of large luxury sports gran tourer?" Dona Williams didn't understand. The Mercedes SLR McLaren beside it seemed better in every aspect, didn't it?


    "It's more comfortable! A bit more imposing," Bentley now belonged to Volkswagen, and the Continental aimed for a slightly more affordable route.


    When in LA for work, Charles liked driving his Mercedes A-Class--a sporty executive car, dignified and grand.


    The Bentley Continental GT appeared in exhibitions last year and just started selling this year. It wasn't cheap, costing over $150,000.


    Bentley was indeed expensive; even this, supposedly the cheapest Bentley made by Volkswagen, wasn't affordable!


    Charles was realizing many of his dreams - things he could only dream about before, now attainable like grocery shopping.


  




  Chapter 82: The Designer


  

    In New York, Charles met up with Tom Ford again and chatted about investing in Tom Ford's eponymous fashion brand.


    Tom Ford was prepared to resign from his roles as creative director of Gucci and Yves Saint Laurent this year to start his own namesake fashion brand.


    Manhattan, Upper East Side, at the cafe below the Taj Mahal Hotel on Fifth Avenue.


    "Charles, you should have come a few days earlier; you could have attended this year's Met Gala with the 19th-century theme!" Tom Ford lamented slightly. The Saint Laurent gowns he designed had shone brightly this year.


    "I was in Los Angeles, lots of things to handle!" Charles didn't mind; those wild and chaotic parties didn't attract him much.


    Tom Ford nodded, then asked, "I watched your Brokeback Mountain. It wasn't the final version, but I liked it. The release date in December won't change, right?"


    "I heard many conservatives are opposed to it. Will that significantly affect the release?" Tom Ford, himself a gay man, found the beautiful yet tragic story of Brokeback Mountain incredibly moving, with its refined visuals and emotionally resonant plot.


    Charles smiled and said, "It won't change. Focus Features has ways to handle it, and the conservative opposition won't have much impact. A movie is just a movie, after all. Besides, love shouldn't be confined by gender!"


    Tom Ford nodded in agreement, indeed believing that love should not be limited by gender. The primary reason he accepted Charles Carpe's investment in Tom Ford's fashion brand was his great appreciation for the movie Brokeback Mountain.


    Tom Ford believed that someone who could create such a film would likely make for a very pleasant partnership in the future.


    The earliest Tom Ford could establish his namesake fashion brand would be next year, and the equity agreement would undoubtedly require negotiations from both sides.


    Sitting in his chair, Charles watched Tom Ford leave the cafe and shook his head, puzzled.


    Why are so many of these talented male designers interested in men?


    Karl Lagerfeld, Yves Saint Laurent, and even Gianni Versace, who was shot in Miami a few years ago, were all gay.


    Have women stopped inspiring them? Or is it that only men can understand the joy of men?


    Charles shook his head again, decided not to dwell on it, settled the bill, and left.


    He drove to the Brentwood community in Long Island, where Mr. & Mrs. Smith was currently filming some scenes.


    "Hmm, the number of reporters outside the set seems unusually high," Charles remarked as his Mercedes SLR entered the set.


    Assistant director Simon laughed and explained, "Because our movie stars both Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie!"


    Charles' mind quickly grasped the situation. It must have been some intimate photos of them causing a scandal or the like.


    Charles spoke, surprised, "They've gotten close already? The filming has only been going on for a little over a month! Even though they trained together before, that's just about two months in total, right?"


    "Let's go," Charles shrugged it off. High attention was good for the film's release as long as it didn't disrupt the filming process.


    "Brad still needs to find time to shoot Ocean's Twelve this year. He'll often need to go to Europe for location shoots. Although we have many scenes in the UK, we still need to adjust our schedule," Director Doug Liman said somewhat helplessly.


    Extending the filming schedule meant increasing the budget, so Charles looked at executive producer Eric McLeod.


    Eric McLeod nodded, "Ocean's Twelve is the sequel to Ocean's Eleven. The last one did well both critically and commercially, so director Steven Soderbergh and stars George Clooney, Brad Pitt, and Matt Damon decided to start shooting this year and then release it immediately!"


    "Filming and releasing it within the same year?" Charles was stunned.


    "From June to August, Brad Pitt will be fully devoted to Ocean's Twelve," Eric McLeod said, helplessly spreading his hands.


    "I estimate we'll need an additional $10 million for our budget!"


    Charles nodded, "I'll discuss the budget with Universal."


    Ocean's Twelve had gathered many big-name stars and was greenlit quickly, with just a two-month shooting schedule.


    Looking at Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie laughing together on the set, Charles brought his gaze back.


    "Let's make sure we have a good shooting plan. We can't film next month without Brad," Charles said as he sat down. A set assistant handed him a cup of coffee, which he began to drink.


    "Will Ocean's Twelve have enough time for release?" Charles asked casually.


    Eric McLeod laughed, "A team of big-name stars on a heist tour in a foreign country, surrounded by countless reporters wherever they go. George Clooney and Brad Pitt are always followed by reporters; even Matt Damon has become a big star thanks to The Bourne Identity. And then we have Julia Roberts and Catherine Zeta-Jones joining the cast.


    With the reputation and box office success of Ocean's Eleven, Ocean's Twelve immediately sparked fans' anticipation upon announcement.


    No way Warner Brothers would reject a sequel like this."


    Charles knew about the movie but didn't realize it would be released this year. He also wasn't aware that Ocean's Thirteen would follow, resulting in a decline in reputation and box office success, ending the series.


    In the evening, after the crew wrapped, Charles returned to Manhattan's Upper East Side to attend a party at the Mark Hotel.


    Located close to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, this five-star hotel was a popular choice for actresses attending the Met Gala every year.


    "Hey, Charles!" Rita Wilson, who had come with Tom Hanks, called out upon seeing him.


    "Good evening, Mrs. Wilson!" Charles warmly hugged her.


    "Where's Mr. Hanks?"


    "Oh, Tom's over there chatting with Spielberg about the movie The Terminal, which is releasing next month!"


    "Right, I know that. It's based on the story of an Iranian man at Charles de Gaulle Airport in France. I heard he's still living at the airport, right?" Charles smiled.


    Rita Wilson nodded with resignation, "He appeared at the airport in '89. Some European country later gave him refugee status, but he didn't want to leave. Even if he did leave at some point, he would eventually return to live at the airport again."


    "Of course, Steven's adapted the story with a perfect ending!"


    Charles nodded, "A good ending sounds great, and Tom's acting is perfect for such a character!"


    After all, a role like this was a piece of cake for Tom Hanks.


  




  Chapter 83: DreamWorks Animation


  

    "Rita, what were you talking to Charles about?" Tom Hanks walked over with a smile and gave Charles an enthusiastic hug.


    "Oh, we were discussing The Terminal. The trailer looks great. A movie by a big director like Steven Spielberg and an Oscar-winning actor like you is something to look forward to!" Charles replied with a smile. He had a great deal of respect for Tom Hanks and his wife.


    Back in the early days, it was indeed Tom Hanks who recognized Charles's potential and helped him rise.


    "You've done pretty well yourself, Charles! In just three short years, your Carpe Studios has developed to this level. Many people are green with envy," Tom Hanks laughed.


    Charles raised his hands in a helpless gesture, "Well, there's no choice. Hollywood is highly competitive. If I don't work hard to develop movies, I'll soon be forgotten."


    "Haha," the three of them laughed.


    Meanwhile, on the other side, DreamWorks' two big names, Steven Spielberg and Jeffrey Katzenberg, were discussing the upcoming listing of DreamWorks Animation.


    "The SEC has already notified us. DreamWorks Animation will go public early next month," said Jeffrey, the chairman of DreamWorks Animation, with anticipation. This meant they could finally go big.


    Spielberg nodded. While DreamWorks Animation was going public, the distribution of their animated films would still be handled by DreamWorks itself.


    David Geffen, Spielberg, and Jeffrey Katzenberg all held significant shares in DreamWorks Animation. However, the one truly in charge was Jeffrey Katzenberg, who had a talent for 3D animation production.


    Spielberg certainly knew his old friend Katzenberg harbored a lingering grudge against Disney.


    Currently, DreamWorks Animation led the animation market, followed by Pixar. Blue Sky Studios, which had developed Ice Age two years ago, could barely be considered third.


    However, the animation market was still primarily dominated by DreamWorks Animation and Pixar.


    Jeffrey Katzenberg and Michael Eisner, the current Disney chairman, had both been deputies to Paramount chairman Barry Diller before they left Paramount to join Disney together.


    One was responsible for Disney animation, the other for developing Disney's live-action movies, both making significant contributions to Disney's rise.


    Later, when competing for the Disney chairmanship, Jeffrey Katzenberg lost to Michael Eisner and was subsequently ousted.


    Katzenberg, Geffen, Spielberg, and investor Paul Allen founded DreamWorks (SKG) the same year Katzenberg was kicked out of Disney.


    Under Michael Eisner's leadership, Disney acquired ABC Television Network, purchased Miramax to expand its independent film market, and invested heavily in Disney parks. Disney became an unquestioned powerhouse.


    Even now, Jeffrey Katzenberg had a clear attitude towards Disney - resentment. His obsession was to beat Disney, which had made its name in animation, in his very forte.


    The rise of 3D animated movies provided DreamWorks Animation with a significant competitor in Pixar, whose films were distributed by Disney.


    Over the years, the strife between Disney and DreamWorks Animation had been frequent.


    From DreamWorks Animation's Antz against Pixar's A Bug's Life; 


    Then, when DreamWorks Animation released Shrek, Pixar countered with Monsters, Inc.;


    Next up, DreamWorks Animation's Shark Tale was pitted against Pixar's Finding Nemo;


    Their battles were numerous and often direct confrontations.


    "David manages very little of the company's affairs now. The music and interactive media departments have already been shut down," Spielberg said, still focusing his attention on film and TV production. David Geffen was now essentially semi-retired.


    Jeffrey Katzenberg was the most competent in managing the entertainment group. Previously, DreamWorks Group faced many challenges.


    Now, with DreamWorks Animation going public, it might even establish its themed movie parks and resorts, similar to Disney.


    After all, DreamWorks Animation held enough IP rights to attract children worldwide.


    "Don't worry. Even after DreamWorks Animation goes public, production won't decrease, and with our animated feature distribution contract, DreamWorks' market share won't drop!" Katzenberg assured. He was well aware of the current situation at DreamWorks, especially the significant losses in live-action films.


    Spielberg oversaw DreamWorks' live-action film division, producing five to seven films each year, many in collaboration with major studios.


    War of the Worlds was directed by Spielberg in partnership with Paramount. Munich was another Spielberg-directed film in collaboration with Universal.


    Additionally, Spielberg produced many films, including The Island, The Legend of Zorro, The Ring Two, and TV series like Into the West.


    Spielberg was very busy, involved in almost every film project at DreamWorks, whether as a director or producer.


    "Don't worry. As long as our box office results validate our films, banks will have confidence in our movie company!" Spielberg, always confident, was especially proud of The Island, directed by Michael Bay, known for his handling of action-packed scenes, and which had a budget of a staggering $126 million.


    After chatting with the Hanks couple for a while, Charles also mingled with other independent filmmakers, discussing various film projects.


    With Carpe Studios having some money now, it naturally attracted independent producers or directors seeking funding.


    "Sigh," Charles sighed deeply. Finding a worthwhile project was incredibly tough given that good scripts were hard to come by.


    "Charles!" Someone patted his arm. Charles turned to see Catherine Zeta-Jones.


    "Catherine, good evening!" For the British beauty who had her second child last year, her high attractiveness might only last another two to three years.


    "Hey, I have something to ask you," said Charles. He wanted to know more about Ocean's Twelve.


    "You were in Ocean's Twelve, right?"


    Catherine Zeta-Jones nodded. "I had a cameo. It didn't take long, just over a week of shooting in Rome."


    "Why hadn't I heard anything about a sequel before?"


    "Well, George Clooney and Steven Soderbergh came up with the idea in Rome during an event, realizing how well Ocean's Eleven did in terms of both reviews and box office," Catherine admitted.


    "They quickly penned the script and, after showing it to Brad and Matt, everything fell into place!"


    Catherine clapped her hands together to emphasize.


    "Come, have a seat," Charles suggested.


  




  Chapter 84: Second Time?


  

    Charles and Catherine arrived at the lounge area of the Mark Hotel ballroom, and they had the waiter send over a bottle of champagne.


    "Carpe Productions is doing well. We should collaborate sometime," Catherine Zeta-Jones raised a toast with Charles.


    "Congratulations on starting the sequel to The Mask of Zorro, and on winning an acting award at the Oscars last year. Now with the sequel in production, it's really great news," Charles, familiar enough with Catherine Zeta-Jones, spoke more relaxed.


    When Catherine Zeta-Jones first came to Hollywood from England, her first man was the Hollywood producer Jon Peters. During their relationship, she charmed Jon Peters with her beauty.


    Through Jon Peters, she landed some small roles, none of which were particularly notable, but she did get to know some people in Hollywood's upper circles.


    Then she turned down Jon Peters' marriage proposal and met the famous director Steven Spielberg. With Spielberg as the producer, she shot to fame with The Mask of Zorro, followed by high-quality films like Entrapment.


    So, it made sense that she accepted Michael Douglas' pursuit. The Douglas family had considerable resources in Hollywood.


    Kirk Douglas was, after all, a top Hollywood male star in his early years.


    Catherine Zeta-Jones' Oscar win for Best Supporting Actress in 2003 with Chicago definitely benefited from the Douglas family's resources.


    "Actually, we've wanted to do a sequel for years, but we just couldn't find the right script," Catherine Zeta-Jones was very attached to her breakout role. The sequel The Legend of Zorro reunited most of the original team.


    Most importantly, Catherine Zeta-Jones secured her highest career pay of $15 million for the sequel.


    "As for sequels," Charles laughed. "Even Spielberg doesn't have many options now. Original films are really tough."


    Though The Mask of Zorro was a complete story and didn't really need a sequel, it was hard to let go of such an IP.


    "By the way, congratulations on your new baby daughter!"


    "Thanks, but Michael's been in L.A. with the kids, and I haven't seen them for a while," Catherine Zeta-Jones, despite having two kids, still had to deal with Michael Douglas' numerous infidelity reports.


    Charles gave an awkward smile. It seemed Catherine Zeta-Jones was a bit saddened. Marrying a man 25 years older, with a prenuptial agreement and dealing with Michael Douglas' playboy antics, surely made life tough.


    Catherine Zeta-Jones, unaffected, stood up. "Charles, I'm going back to my room to rest now."


    "Oh, see you then!" Charles stood and shook her hand, giving a light hug.


    "I'm in..." Catherine Zeta-Jones whispered her room number into Charles' ear and hooked her finger in his palm before leaving gracefully.


    Watching Catherine Zeta-Jones leave elegantly, Charles was dumbfounded for a moment. Was she suggesting a second round?


    Catherine Zeta-Jones was 35, had two kids, and still maintained her beauty, especially with her striking flight attendant look in The Terminal.


    However, that wouldn't last forever. Charles recalled that Catherine Zeta-Jones aged quickly later on.


    Pouring himself a drink, Charles sat back and began to drink alone.


    "Hi, sir, good evening. Mind if I sit here?"


    Charles looked up. He vaguely recognized the woman but couldn't remember who she was. He nodded, and she sat down, poured herself a drink, and smiled. "I'm Jessica Biel!"


    "Jessica Biel, the lead actress in this year's Blade: Trinity?" No wonder she looked familiar.


    "Good evening, call me Charles."


    "Don't you have a date?" Jessica Biel noticed that Charles was alone.


    Charles shook his head and smiled. "I'm just feeling a bit tired, taking a break here."


    Before Jessica Biel could invite Charles to dance, he preemptively mentioned he was tired, cutting off her offer.


    Charles had seen plenty of women like this and knew their tactics well. After chatting for a while, Charles got up and left.


    Then, Charles booked himself a room on the same floor as Catherine Zeta-Jones at the Mark Hotel.


    When he knocked on Catherine's door, she pulled him inside.


    "I thought you wouldn't come. After all, I'm not as young and fresh as those girls you know," Catherine joked, having just taken a bath and wrapped in a robe.


    Charles pulled her by the waist and whispered in her ear, "I used to really like you when I was younger."


    Catherine wrapped her arms around Charles' neck. "When you were younger? You must have been 16 when The Mask of Zorro came out in '98."


    "Right, The Mask of Zorro, that film with the classic aristocratic girl who kept men up at night," Charles reminisced, leading her to the window to view Manhattan's nightscape.


    "Aren't you going to cherish tonight?" Catherine smiled seductively, taking off Charles' suit and hanging it up neatly.


    "Of course, I will," Charles ran his fingers through her hair and stroked her face, fingertips brushing her lips.


    He leaned in to kiss Catherine. One by one, the shirt and tie fell to the carpet, deftly undone by her hands.


    On the soft bed, the two fell into each other, bouncing slightly from the impact.


    Pressing against her, Charles laughed at the flush on her face. "Maybe this is the last time to enjoy such a muse from my youth."


    Holding his face, Catherine, in her partially opened robe, her chest rising and falling with her breath, said, "If it's the last time, why aren't you starting?"


    Charles wasted no time, transforming into a medieval knight on a conquest. Entertainment industry couldn't be judged by ordinary moral standards; perhaps that was part of its allure.


  




  Chapter 85: Chapter 85


  

    "An extra $10 million budget for Mr. & Mrs. Smith?" Dona Langley sounded puzzled on the phone when she received Charles' call.


    "Brad Pitt needs to take some time off to shoot Ocean's Twelve..." Charles explained briefly.


    "I think we should agree. What we need to do is finish the movie properly!" Charles said.


    "OK, we can agree."


    An additional $5 million each from Universal Pictures and Carpe Pictures wasn't a big deal for Dona Langley.


    Just as Charles hung up the phone, he received another call from his mother, Evelyn.


    "What's up?" Charles answered the call.


    "When are you planning to go to France?" Evelyn asked.


    "In a week, the Cannes Film Festival starts on the 13th. It lasts for 10 days, so I'll be there around the 15th and stay for about half a month."


    "Good. Just so you know, Warner Bros. is investing in that young adult novel you inquired about, The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. The movie is set to start filming this year," Evelyn said with a pause.


    "Megan Fox has a role. There are four major female roles, and she's one of them."


    "Thanks!" Charles then inquired, "By the way, there's a reality show called Project Runway this year. The producer is Victoria's Secret model Heidi Klum. Has it started production yet?


    Heidi Klum is an ETA artist, right?"


    "The fashion design competition one?" Evelyn wasn't entirely sure.


    "Yes, the fashion designer competition."


    "I heard there was a reality show in development. Heidi Klum has a performance contract with us, but she wants to produce a reality show. This year, she found support from Miramax for her show. She's signed on as the host and executive producer, and she already has a production contract with Miramax."


    Charles felt he missed an opportunity. Evelyn then asked, "Are you really optimistic about it?"


    "Kind of. We just set up Carpe Television Production and plan to expand in that direction too."


    In New York, Charles discovered that besides Disney's Touchstone Pictures producing Desperate Housewives, there was also Project Runway.


    Unfortunately, he was a step too late. They had already found a production company and likely had a TV broadcast contract lined up.


    After chatting with his mother briefly, Charles ended the call and drove to the Mr. & Mrs. Smith set in Brentwood, Long Island.


    Upon arriving, Charles found Brad Pitt's wife, Jennifer Aniston, visiting the set.


    "Hi, Jolie!"


    "Charles, good afternoon!" Angelina Jolie greeted him.


    Charles had been on the set for a few days and had gotten to know the key creatives. Regardless of whether Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt were secretly seeing each other, Charles didn't care.


    "The scenes shot this morning looked good," he commented. They had been filming family scenes from Mr. & Mrs. Smith, including the pivotal action sequences of the couple's showdown.


    Angelina, wearing a long dress, looked stunningly sexy. Many regarded her as a top-tier exotic beauty.


    "When filming Tomb Raider, I kept working out for a while, and it helped me gain a lot of experience with action scenes," Angelina Jolie said with a smile, sipping her coffee.


    "Commercial films are mainly about action and sci-fi effects. They take more time and effort than artistic films," Charles noted. Angelina Jolie didn't particularly move him, although she had a universal appeal.


    Still, Angelina Jolie thrived in Hollywood thanks to her sexy image and impressive acting skills.


    However, her numerous commercial films and sex symbol status overshadowed a lot of her cinematic talent.


    "I've done quite a few art films before. Good scripts are hard to come by," said Jolie, who was known for her wild nature and wasn't bothered by film content limits.


    Last month's Taking Lives featured explicit sex scenes, making her a perfect fit for action-packed, sexy films like Mr. & Mrs. Smith.


    Previously, her highest acting accolade was an Oscar for Best Supporting Actress.


    After a while, Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston approached them.


    "Charles, nice to meet you!" Jennifer Aniston greeted him warmly, chatting with him for a while.


    At 35, Jennifer Aniston had been named People magazine's 2004 Most Beautiful Woman.


    "We won't be seeing Rachel anymore, will we?" Charles said, slightly sad.


    Friends had concluded with its tenth season last year.


    Jennifer Aniston replied cheerfully, "We couldn't keep filming until I'm too old for people to like me, could we?"


    "True," Charles nodded, feeling a bit guilty as if introducing Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie was a mistake.


    "Now I'm an actress, and you're a producer. We might work together," said Aniston, who had transitioned to films after her TV success.


    Jennifer Aniston had a strong market presence in romantic comedies, with an $8 million fee offering great value.


    "I think so too, but I heard from Pitt that you're filming in Los Angeles?" Charles asked.


    "Brad's movie Troy just premiered last week. I stayed a few days for the premiere," Jennifer Aniston clarified.


    "Troy, right. That Greek epic war film," Charles recalled, realizing he had been too busy to keep up with entertainment news.


    "Okay, Charles, I've got to go. Maybe we can chat more later," Jennifer Aniston said, hugging Charles before leaving to join Brad.


    Charles shook his head, acknowledging Jennifer Aniston's genuine love for Brad Pitt. There was no denying Brad Pitt's appeal.


    Seeing Brad Pitt, Jennifer Aniston, and Angelina Jolie together felt quite ironic.


    Shaking off the slight guilt, Charles recognized that even without Mr. & Mrs. Smith, they would have met anyway.


    Besides, Mr. & Mrs. Smith needed the publicity from their chemistry to boost its box office, which wouldn't reach past success levels otherwise.


  




  Chapter 86: The Cannes Film Festival


  

    New York Kennedy International Airport.


    "Buy shares of Marvel from multiple companies. Negotiate Henry's role quickly. Those three main roles are our primary focus; the rest doesn't matter," Charles instructed Dona Williams before boarding.


    Dona nodded. "I will. If there's anything I can't decide on, I'll call."


    Charles nodded. "I should be back in the States by June!"


    Afterward, Charles headed into the airport and boarded a flight from New York to Nice, France. Cannes is right next to Nice.


    After a six or seven-hour flight to Nice, he drove straight to Cannes. As a city in southeastern France along the Mediterranean, Cannes was also a developed tourist city.


    During the world-renowned Cannes International Film Festival, it drew tourists like moths to a flame, right next to the major southern port city of Nice.


    After spending a night in Cannes, Charles met up with Philip and the others who had arrived earlier. The festival wasn't just about the awards; it was also a marketplace for film deals and a platform for movie promotions.


    If Brokeback Mountain didn't have to attend the Venice Film Festival in September, it surely would have made an appearance at Cannes.


    In a suite at the Hotel Ritz Carlton on the Cannes Promenade, Charles was holding a catalog of participating films, including the main competition, Directors' Fortnight, and Un Certain Regard sections, among others.


    Even the non-competition films were listed because Carpe Films was there to buy movies, so they had to pay attention to all the films, whether they were in the competition or not.


    "Fahrenheit 9/11 has been selected for the main competition and could win the Palme d'Or," Charles said, smiling at Philip, who sat across from him.


    Philip grinned back. "And it has a pretty good shot too!"


    Charles thought for a moment and nodded. "True, relations between France and the U.S. are a bit frosty lately. I bet the French government would love to see America humiliated."


    Entertainment has always been just another tool of politics. There's no dispute about that. U.S.-France relations had been rocky since 2002. The following year, the Hollywood war epic Master and Commander: The Far Side of the World portrayed a British warship beating France's mightiest vessel in a cowboy-hero fantasy style.


    The film was grandiose, and Russell Crowe's performance was flawless, but the box office taught Miramax and its partners a lesson.


    If Charles recalled correctly, Fahrenheit 9/11 was indeed awarded the Palme d'Or at this year's Cannes closing ceremony.


    This year's Cannes jury president was Quentin Tarantino. Who is Quentin Tarantino? He's the top henchman and sidekick of Harvey Weinstein.


    Philip's eyes lit up, and he asked, "No North American distributors have taken Fahrenheit 9/11 yet. Should we?"


    Charles hesitated internally. The box office for Fahrenheit 9/11 was impressive, but he shook his head. "Philip, Carpe Films already has two controversial movies: The Passion of the Christ and Brokeback Mountain. One deals with religion, the other with homosexuality. Both are highly controversial but don't have much political impact.


    Fahrenheit 9/11 has a lot of celebrity and public support, but Carpe Films can't risk antagonizing the White House to distribute this movie. Even if there's no immediate impact, it'll come back to haunt us."


    Charles wasn't being timid; he just knew that getting involved with such a politically charged film would affect Carpe Films' future. Smaller companies might not mind, but growing ones certainly would face troubles.


    Why else would so many independent distributors refuse to take it on? They couldn't see the commercial value of the documentary?


    Let Lionsgate handle it; they specialize in all sorts of niche B-movie markets, focusing on low-budget series without much need for cooperation with the U.S. government.


    In the past, Fahrenheit 9/11 was the most successful film released by Lionsgate before Saw.


    Philip nodded, recognizing the substantial pressure involved in distributing Fahrenheit 9/11.


    After Philip left, Charles moved to the massive floor-to-ceiling window, overlooking the beautiful Bay of Napoule and the Balearic Sea.


    Both were parts of the Mediterranean, offering beautiful scenery and pleasant weather. Charles changed into a T-shirt and shorts and headed straight for the beach.


    Cannes' five-mile-long blue beach always attracted many tourists, especially during the film festival.


    Looking at the luxurious yachts docked at Cannes harbor, Charles thought he should get a private luxury yacht for himself too.


    On the third day in Cannes, he started watching movies in various screening rooms. After all, the Cannes Film Festival had a significant number of films, and each competition section required many entries.


    There were completed films, rough cuts, promotional clips, and even film pitches seeking investors.


    The Cannes Film Festival was essentially a grand mix, providing a global platform for different films to market themselves.


    For three straight days, Charles didn't find a single film he recalled or deemed suitable for U.S. distribution.


    ...


    The Four Seasons Hotel on the coastal promenade was where Sony Classics had rented out office suites. Cannes was full of hotels where many film companies leased suites as temporary office spaces.


    For instance, Carpe Productions was situated inside the Ritz-Carlton on the same promenade.


    At the Four Seasons, Sony had arranged a small-scale ball, which Charles attended. 


    Charles Carpe met two Sony Classics executives, Michael Barker and Tom Bernard.


    "Charles, long time no see. So it's true that Carpe Pictures is distributing movies on its own now?" Michael Barker remarked with a smile.


    Charles touched his clean-shaven chin and responded with a smile, "Carpe Pictures is distributing movies ourselves to open more avenues!"


    Suddenly, a voice called out, "Tom!" Harvey Weinstein and Quentin Tarantino approached together.


    "Harvey, good evening!" Tom Bernard greeted the chubby Harvey Weinstein with a handshake.


    "Charles, good evening. Congratulations, Carpe Productions has secured its place in the independent film world thanks to you!" Harvey Weinstein spoke to Charles like an elder.


    "Good evening, Harvey. Independent films are doing great, thanks to you!" Charles shook his hand while holding back his disgust.


    "Charles, could I borrow Tom and Michael for a chat?"


    Charles nodded and walked to the other side with Quentin Tarantino.


    "Charles, is Carpe Productions interested in any of the movies?"


    Charles smiled. Quentin Tarantino's appearance had a certain abstract art quality. "There aren't many commercial films with distribution rights up for sale at this Cannes Film Festival."


    "No, no, no, there is at least one. That's the documentary Fahrenheit 9/11. It's already in the main competition for the Palme d'Or," Quentin Tarantino explained, shaking his head.


    Charles took a sip from his glass and glanced at the other side where Harvey Weinstein was enthusiastically persuading, then calmly said, "Why doesn't Miramax distribute Fahrenheit 9/11 themselves? It's Disney's independent label, after all?"


    Quentin Tarantino smiled and took a sip from his glass. As the chairman of the jury for this year's Cannes Film Festival, he knew Fahrenheit 9/11 was likely to win the Palme d'Or.


    At that time, the U.S. domestic market would face additional pressure. How could a Palme d'Or-winning film be unable to release in the U.S.?


    "Excuse me for a moment, I need to use the restroom," Charles had no great fondness for this guy either. He was trying to persuade him to distribute Fahrenheit 9/11. Idiot!


    After a few steps, a lady accidentally bumped into Charles, spilling some of her drink on him.


    "Sir, I'm sorry!"


    Charles held his temper, glanced at the wet spot on his chest, then looked at the lady who was dabbing him with a napkin.


    "It's okay, it's okay!" He took the napkin from her and started drying himself.


    "Can I help you find something to change into?" the lady offered.


    "Alright, it is a bit uncomfortable," Charles hadn't paid much attention to the lady.


    "Hello, I'm Marion Cotillard, a French actress," Marion Cotillard introduced herself while leading the way.


    "Marion Cotillard!"


  




  Chapter 87: Marion Cotillard


  

    Charles changed his clothes and came out of the room, ready to return to the banquet hall with Marion Cotillard.


    "Charles Carpe, filmmaker!" Charles introduced himself.


    "Nice to meet you. Hope I didn't ruin your mood," Marion Cotillard smiled.


    Charles shook his head, "Not at all. You are the leading actress in the French film Love Me If You Dare?"


    "Oh, you've seen Love Me If You Dare? I've heard not many people in America have watched it," Marion Cotillard's Love Me If You Dare premiered in France last year and was released in America this February.


    In France, the box office was decent at 5.2 million euros, which is about 6.2 million dollars; but in America, it only made 550,000 dollars.


    "Love Me If You Dare had great reviews, and your performance was impressive," Charles said, looking at Marion Cotillard. She seemed to be around 30.


    Having broken out from the Taxi series, she had been filming in Europe, and Love Me If You Dare should have caught the eyes of many Hollywood filmmakers.


    "Thank you. I recognized you too, Charles Carpe of Carpe Productions. Lost in Translation and My Big Fat Greek Wedding are your films, right? I think The Passion of the Christ which was released earlier this year also had investment from Carpe Productions, right?" Marion Cotillard responded while looking at the handsome Charles.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "How about we grab a drink? I've been in America most of the time. This is my first time at the Cannes Film Festival."


    "Not going back to the banquet hall?" Marion Cotillard knew that such banquet halls served as platforms for various film-related transactions.


    "No need to worry about that," Charles said, raising his arm. Marion Cotillard hooked her arm around Charles's and they headed to the bar.


    French women, passionate like fire, Charles and Marion spent some time at the bar, and naturally, they ended up back at Charles's hotel that night for a deeper connection.


    Blue sky, white clouds, beach, sunshine, beauty - this scene made up the magnificence of Cannes.


    In the morning, in the top suite of the Ritz-Carlton Resort Hotel, Charles rolled off Marion Cotillard with a satisfied look, wrapping his arms around her.


    "I think I might be liking France a bit!" Last night with Marion Cotillard was a magical night, and he could barely control himself this morning.


    "Is it the romantic feeling of France or the passion of French women?" Marion Cotillard asked with a smile while feeling Charles's abs.


    "Hmm, both!" Charles chuckled, thinking that French men indeed couldn't compare to French women.


    After all, even in matters traditionally seen as a man's domain, the French army only wins wars under the leadership of French women or foreigners.


    No one could defeat the French army before they surrendered!


    Just like in the film industry, French male actors were barely noticeable, but excellent and beautiful actresses continued to emerge.


    "Charles, what do you think of French cinema?"


    "French cinema, the New Wave period produced a great number of filmmakers, it's fair to say it's the leader of European artistic films," Charles didn't have a bias against art films. He just currently focused on commercial films.


    "Sophie Marceau, the eternal goddess of France, might be my biggest impression of French cinema!" Charles added with a laugh.


    "Hollywood movies are globally commercialized and the world leader in film industry. European movies can't currently compete with Hollywood!" Marion Cotillard agreed, knowing that proving an actor's value and realizing dreams required Hollywood.


    "Warner Bros is making a French war movie, and I'm part of the cast. The lead actress is Audrey Tautou. I'm officially entering Hollywood. Any advice?" Marion Cotillard asked.


    "No specific advice. Hollywood has its own set of industry standards, it's all about the box office. European actresses can't compare to local actors," Charles thought for a moment and reminded her, "European actresses who go for the sexy route have a hard time standing out. To succeed, you need to showcase your acting skills in the limited opportunities you get."


    Following the path of Juliette Binoche, relying on acting skills to gain Hollywood's trust, otherwise relying on sexiness, like Eva Green, would only get more scarce opportunities.


    "I used to go the sexy route and found it hard to stand out even in France. It was this film Love Me If You Dare last year that made me feel famous," Marion rested her head on Charles's chest and laughed.


    "There'll be opportunities. Didn't France produce The Dreamers last year as well, with newcomer Eva Green gaining a lot of recognition from her daring performance?" Charles said, also fascinated with Eva Green.


    "This year, she landed a lead role in Ridley Scott's medieval epic war film Kingdom of Heaven, starring the hot Hollywood actor Orlando Bloom!"


    However, the scale in The Dreamers was quite large. It was rated NC-17 in the USA, almost reaching X-rating.


    Isabelle Adjani, Sophie Marceau, now Eva Green - France keeps producing globally renowned sexy actresses.


    Marion smiled, "You're heading back to America right after the film festival, right?"


    Charles nodded, indeed leaving for America a few days after the film festival, but he was also planning to bet on the Euro Cup winner in France!


    "How about you be my guide for these days? I won't leave Cannes right after the closing ceremony. I'll stay a few more days!" Charles did need a companion after all.


    "Sure, how about visiting Paris for a few days?" Marion agreed.


    "If there's time, we could. I've never been to Paris before," Charles had no opportunity in the past.


    "Let's get up. It's almost time for the closing ceremony, where all the big stars will be," Charles said, getting out of bed.


    Coming to the floor-to-ceiling window, he faced the beautiful Mediterranean Sea view. No wonder the wealthy loved vacationing here.


    "That's Saint Marguerite Island and Saint Honorat Island managed by Cannes, the scenery there is nice," Marion pointed out the two islands.


    "Isn't Saint Marguerite Island the place where in Dumas's novel, Louis XIV imprisoned his brother, the Man in the Iron Mask?" Charles asked, looking at the larger island.


    "Hah, some say that. It's just a fictional character, but it does attract tourists," Marion casually explained.


    Charles wrapped his arms around Marion's shoulder, looking at the Mediterranean scenery, "We should rent a private yacht and have some fun on the sea for a few days!"


    "Great idea!"


  




  Chapter 88: Johnny Cash's Biographical Film


  

    The last day of the Cannes Film Festival was the closing ceremony, which was also the time for the awards ceremony. The red carpet in front of the Palais des Festivals was the grandest.


    Many Hollywood stars chose today to attend the red carpet ceremony. Angelina Jolie appeared in a cool black suit, and Brad Pitt attended in full dress with his wife, Jennifer Aniston.


    Charles found the Coen Brothers, independent filmmakers who were participating in the Cannes Film Festival, and handed them the novel No Country for Old Men.


    The Coen Brothers came to the Cannes Film Festival this time because their film, the black comedy The Ladykillers, starring Tom Hanks, was selected for the main competition!


    The Coen Brothers had a project planned for next year, but they agreed to start writing the script for No Country for Old Men once the ongoing project was finished.


    The Palais des Festivals was quite large. It had not only 15 theaters but also the Lumiere Hall, where the award ceremony was held, alongside nightclubs, casinos, and numerous conference rooms.


    While the 57th Cannes Film Festival was holding the awards ceremony, Charles was in his hotel suite, hosting a couple of filmmakers.


    Director James Mangold and his producer wife, Cathy Konrad, had a script they had been preparing for several years and were looking for investment.


    "A biographical film of Johnny Cash," Charles read their proposal seriously. Johnny Cash was a famous American country music master, born in the 1930s and passed away last year. His second wife also passed away.


    Cathy Konrad explained, "We mainly want to capture Johnny Cash's story of falling to rock bottom due to drug addiction after becoming famous, but with the help of his second wife, he rises again and achieves great success.


    We've got Johnny's good friend, James Keach, on the team to help with the script. For the lead roles, we chose Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon. This will definitely be a fantastic film!"


    Joaquin Phoenix's acting was excellent, and Reese Witherspoon was well-known for Legally Blonde.


    Charles couldn't help but smile inwardly. Isn't this Walk the Line? And James Mangold and Cathy Konrad had received guidance from the Cash couple multiple times while adapting the script.


    Moreover, the Cash couple had also designated Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon as the best choices to portray them!


    "The script is good; the story is very inspirational and full of love!" Charles said as he put down the proposal.


    "Will Carpe Industries support it?" James asked, somewhat excited.


    "Carpe Industries will develop this movie. You two can start preparations as soon as possible. Ideally, it can be released next year. Carpe Industries has decided to start self-distributing films this year!" Although Charles considered finding an actress under his mother's agency, he eventually gave up because Reese Witherspoon had received so much support.


    "The film can start filming in three to four months," Cathy Konrad said.


    "Alright, when we get back to Los Angeles, we can allocate the budget for the company," Charles replied. Perhaps the biggest gain from this Cannes Film Festival was the development of Walk the Line.


    After seeing off James Mangold and Cathy Konrad, Charles called in Philip to inquire, "How did the talks with the European distributors go?" Carpe Industries needed to establish a distribution network, and preparing for the international market was essential. Getting to know international distributors was always a good thing.


    "I met with several distribution companies; they showed interest in Carpe Industries' films, and the potential for future cooperation is high," Philip, who had previous experience with distribution, replied. Overseas pre-sales rights have always been an important financing channel for independent film companies.


    Charles nodded. This would indeed make things a bit more troublesome, as they'd have to negotiate with each company individually, making it difficult to fix release dates.


    The big six studios had their own complete overseas distribution channels, which allowed them to release movies simultaneously in many countries and regions globally.


    "Take it slow, let's first establish the distribution network in North America. International distribution will come step by step," Charles understood the importance of patience.


    "By the way, I met representatives from EuropaCorp, and Luc Besson invited you to visit Paris!" Philip added.


    "I am indeed interested in EuropaCorp, formed by Luc Besson. It so happens that I plan to head to Paris tomorrow!" Charles was eager to meet the renowned French director. It's not often you find a top French commercial filmmaker!


    After Philip left, Charles also changed his clothes and left the hotel for the harbor, boarding a luxurious yacht over thirty feet long that he had previously rented.


    Marion Cotillard was on the deck, enjoying the sea breeze and champagne. When she saw Charles return, she immediately pulled him down to sit beside her.


    "Finished dealing with things?" Marion Cotillard handed Charles a glass of champagne while asking.


  




  Chapter 89: Chapter 89


  

    At a cocktail party in the Ritz Hotel, Paris, Charles met Luc Besson, the man famously dubbed France's Spielberg.


    "Nice to meet you, Charles, welcome to Paris!" Luc Besson said as he gave Charles a hug.


    "Likewise!" Charles responded.


    "Paris has some lovely sights and great places to visit," Luc Besson said, glancing at Marion Cotillard beside Charles.


    "It also has beautiful and passionate French women!"


    "This is Marion Cotillard. She did an excellent job in Love Me If You Dare. Carpe Films has a script that's perfect for her," Charles explained.


    Marion Cotillard was taken aback. A script that fits me? Why hadn't Charles mentioned it before? From Cannes to Paris, Charles hadn't said a word about a script for me.


    However, Marion Cotillard, with her experience, just smiled and said, "Good evening, Mr. Luc Besson!"


    "Are you planning to use French actors? Will the filming take place in France?" Luc Besson nodded at Marion Cotillard and then questioned Charles about the film.


    Charles nodded and smiled. "The American bestseller The Da Vinci Code. I bought the movie adaptation rights from the author, and many scenes need to be shot in Paris.


    Also, a lot of significant props from the movie are in museums, so we might need to apply to film inside the Louvre!"


    "Filming inside the Louvre? Charles, you know that's no easy task," Luc Besson said. "I've read the novel The Da Vinci Code. It has many religious mysteries, which might stir up a lot of controversies!"


    Just as Luc Besson finished speaking, he suddenly remembered something, religious controversy? Then how do you explain the success of The Passion of the Christ?


    "Haha, Charles, you're really something!" Luc Besson said, patting Charles on the shoulder.


    "The film investment must be considerable, right?" Luc Besson asked.


    "Not less than one hundred million dollars!" Charles said casually, causing the two people beside him to feel a bit breathless.


    It was well-known that France favored art films, which were usually low-budget because many French filmmakers were quite conservative. With low-budget art films, selling TV and DVD rights right from the start, coupled with subsidies and tax incentives from France, these films generally didn't lose money.


    This conservatism, combined with safety, made French commercial films stagnant. The 2001 film Belphegor, Phantom of the Louvre was a bold attempt at a French commercial film. It not only starred Sophie Marceau but was also the first film approved to shoot inside the Louvre.


    Unfortunately, Belphegor, Phantom of the Louvre left nothing behind apart from Sophie Marceau's beautiful face.


    Luc Besson developed movies in the Hollywood style to compete against Hollywood, despite criticism that his films were just Hollywood movies shot in France.


    "Carpe Films producing independently?"


    "I'll handle the North American market myself and sign pre-sale distribution agreements for the overseas market to gather funds. Carpe Films can manage the development!" Charles said confidently.


    Luc Besson nodded. Whether EuropaCorp would participate still needed internal discussion.


    "Come on, let me introduce you to some influential people!"


    Following Luc Besson, Charles realized the high standards of this cocktail party. Besides executives from longstanding French film companies like Gaumont and Pathe, there were quite a few businessmen.


    "This is Antoine Arnault, one of the Vice Presidents of Louis Vuitton."


    "Good evening, Mr. Arnault," Charles greeted. He knew this guy; the crown prince of LV, the eldest son of Bernard Arnault, the Chairman of LV, and already a VP at the age of 26.


    "Good evening," Antoine Arnault nodded politely but didn't linger.


    Charles didn't mind. At that time, his father's net worth was over $12 billion! The LV group wasn't as terrifying as it would be later. That would wait for the Asian market to develop.


    "These people, they think they're part of the nobility?" Marion Cotillard whispered, holding onto Charles' arm.


    "Nobility?" Charles shook his head and patted Marion's arm, signaling that it was no problem. Charles smiled, gave her a kiss, and said, "They have a reason to be proud. I'm just a young movie producer!"


    However, Charles was already planning in his mind to buy some shares in luxury brand companies later. Diversify the investments!


    "Charles, these people are businessmen and many are also movie investors. We need their money, they need our films to promote their products and brands!"


    Luc Besson didn't seem too familiar with those luxury goods shareholders but was more acquainted with bankers.


    As they sat down, Charles glanced at Jerome Seydoux and Nicolas Seydoux, Presidents of Pathe and Gaumont respectively, who were seated nearby. These were two brothers!


    France's Gaumont Film Company was the world's first film company; Pathe dominated the global film industry before the 1920s.


    The rise of Hollywood made it tough for these two oldest film companies, and now Pathe and Gaumont had merged their theatre businesses and co-built cinemas.


    "Luc, I heard you're planning to build a film city in the northern part of Paris, in the 93rd district?" Charles asked.


    Luc Besson nodded and explained, "France lacks large studios. When I shot The Fifth Element, it was in the UK. 


    Europe has three major studios: Cinecitta in Italy, Pinewood Studios in London famous for the 007 series, and Babelsberg Studio near Berlin, renowned for Fritz Lang's Metropolis and Josef von Sternberg's The Blue Angel.


    But in the whole of France, the birthplace of cinema, we have never had a modernized large-scale shooting facility."


    Charles understood. Even without comparing to Hollywood, France lagged behind other European countries!


    "Charles, excuse me for a moment!" Luc Besson left to take a call.


    Charles nodded and then turned to chat with the two Seydoux brothers, knowing they controlled a lot of cinemas through Gaumont and Pathe.


    The Seydoux surname made Charles think of Lea Seydoux, the future Bond girl from Spectre, who seemed to be their granddaughter.


  




  Chapter 90: Is There a Betting Limit?


  

    In the middle of the party, Charles was dancing with Marion Cotillard when the lights came on, and someone appeared on the stage.


    Antoine Arnault walked up to the platform with a microphone in hand, smiling.


    "Is this an additional entertainment segment?" Charles looked at the stage curiously.


    Marion Cotillard shook her head, indicating she didn't know either.


    "Ladies and gentlemen, I hope everyone is having a great time tonight. We now have an interesting event to participate in," Antoine Arnault announced.


    He continued, "The latest European Championship is about to begin, and the odds of the French team winning are the lowest. They have a very good chance of taking the title.


    In Europe, football matches are often associated with sports lotteries, so I have partnered with BNP Paribas and Partouche Entertainment Group to establish a European Championship betting pool. Everyone can place bets for fun!"


    Marion Cotillard whispered to Charles, "We love football. Buying football lottery tickets is a very common thing."


    "Partouche is the largest entertainment and resort group in France and even Europe, featuring vacation hotels, gambling halls, and various recreational facilities. There's a Partouche casino in the Cannes Film Festival Palace," she explained.


    Quickly, many staff members distributed sheets listing the betting odds for various teams. It was not complicated, just a simple guess for the champion and runner-up.


    Charles could hardly contain his laughter. He had planned to go to a big betting station, but they probably wouldn't accept such a large sum without extensive analysis and discussion.


    Oh, what luck! Heaven must be helping me! Charles thought.


    He now looked at Antoine Arnault, who was explaining on the stage, with increasing favor. The odds were being managed by Partouche, and BNP Paribas would handle the settlements.


    Antoine Arnault, BNP Paribas, and Partouche had partnered to manage the betting pool.


    "All right, 30% of the profits from this European Championship betting will be donated to charity," Antoine announced.


    Soon, many guests eagerly began selecting the teams they believed would win.


    Charles and Marion Cotillard sat together, examining the odds. The odds for Greece winning were 81 to 1, and Charles's eyes immediately went to Greece, ranked third from the bottom.


    "Charles, aren't you going to place a bet? You can just pick a few teams," Marion Cotillard said insightfully, having chosen France, Spain, Germany, and Italy - traditional powerhouses.


    Charles just smiled. His bet was quite large, and he wasn't sure if they would dare to accept it.


    People gradually handed their sheets to staff to be recorded. Charles, not far from the stage, waved his sheet and asked, "Mr. Arnault, is there a betting limit?"


    Though his voice wasn't loud, many people heard it and turned their gaze towards him.


    "There is currently no limit, but don't bet too much; it's really challenging!" the Partouche representative explained with a smile.


    Charles nodded and asked, "The odds for Latvia are 200 to 1, meaning if I bet 1 million euros, I would get 200 million euros?"


    Antoine Arnault couldn't help but laugh. Was this American upstart dreaming?


    "Yes, if Latvia wins the championship, BNP Paribas will notify you for the payout immediately!" Antoine explained, trying to hold back his laughter.


    "Mr. Charles Carpe, don't joke around with teams that no one bets on!"


    "Oh, I'll bet 1 million euros on Latvia to become the champion then!" Charles announced.


    As soon as his words fell, a stunned silence took over the room, even the three people on stage.


    "Are you serious?" The Partouche representative asked, somewhat unsure.


    "Yes, aren't you taking my bet?" Charles smiled.


    "Sure, of course, we'll take it!" Antoine wouldn't miss this opportunity to make easy money.


    "Charles, do you understand football?" Marion Cotillard asked, astonished. People here were usually betting tens or hundreds of thousands at most. One million euros?


    "Then I'll also place a bet of 5 million euros on Greece winning the championship!" Charles said.


    The sound of a glass cup hitting the floor was heard.


    Everyone had one thought: This American guy must be crazy!


    Even Antoine Arnault was taken aback for a moment. Was this for real? Five million euros on Greece winning?


    Moreover, judging by Charles's look, he wasn't joking.


    "Charles," Marion Cotillard, beside him, was at a loss for words.


    "Oh, I forgot, it should be 5.1 million euros. This beautiful lady beside me is also placing a bet of 100,000 euros!" Charles said, turning to kiss Marion Cotillard.


    Her words were completely muffled.


    "Charles, we need to discuss this and get back to you soon!" The Partouche representative pulled the BNP Paribas representative and Antoine aside for discussion.


    Luc Besson came over and, meaningfully, said, "Charles, you know football is a team sport, right?"


    Everyone knew Americans preferred rugby, baseball, and basketball over soccer, so Luc Besson posed the question.


    Charles couldn't help but laugh, replying, "Aren't they also donating 30% of their profits to charity after winning? I'm doing a bit of good too."


    Nevertheless, Charles was a bit worried about the total 6.1 million euros wagered. Latvia was surely going to lose; this time, he was betting on an unexpected outcome.


    He wondered if they would accept the 5.1 million euros bet. After careful consideration, Charles believed they should. The prize would be over 400 million euros, and losing a bit over 100 million euros each wouldn't be unreasonable.


    After about ten minutes, Antoine and the other two returned, having decided to accept Charles's super large bet. Due to the unprecedented size of the bet, he only had to deposit 6 million euros into BNP Paribas's account.


    After signing the agreement, Charles was relieved. With so many prominent figures present, there was no fear of them reneging.


    That night, Charles and Marion Cotillard returned to the Ritz Hotel. The actress still couldn't believe it was real.


    "Charles, you realize you bet over 5 million euros on Greece winning the European Championship, right? Greece's team is considered the weakest among the 16 finalists!" she reminded him.


    "Yes, I know. Betting on the underdog!" Charles was actually very excited.


    He walked over and embraced the actress, passionately kissing her. The red low-cut evening dress was immediately pulled apart.


    "Charles, we haven't showered yet!" Marion reminded as she felt his enthusiasm, starting to respond.


    "We'll shower later. What I did tonight was a bit crazy and exciting!" Charles exclaimed, pushing her down.


    This time, there would be a lot of money!


  




  Chapter 91: Chapter 91


  

    The next day, many newspapers in Paris were already reporting about a young Hollywood filmmaker spending 6 million euros for Greece and Latvia winning the European Cup.


    There were admirers, sneerers, and those mocking the Americans for not understanding soccer; it all just proved that the New World was full of nouveau riche.


    At the Europa Film headquarters, Charles watched a new movie in the screening room, Unleashed, written by Luc Besson and starring Jet Li.


    After watching it, Charles shook his head, feeling a bit disappointed by the movie. Last year's Kiss of the Dragon, which was also written by Luc Besson, had intense fights and a certain market.


    "How is it? This Unleashed had a production cost of 45 million dollars. Morgan Freeman played a supporting role to Jet Li. The movie has a lot of expressions of love, quite different from Jet's previous films," Luc Besson introduced.


    With a production cost of 45 million dollars, the budget was indeed a bit more than Jet Li's previous B-grade films.


    However, Unleashed was destined to be a failed movie, and Charles had no interest in distributing it in America.


    Moreover, Unleashed had finished filming last year, and there were no plans to release it this year, which clearly indicated that the test screenings didn't go well.


    "Why did Jet Li agree to be part of such a movie?" Charles was a bit perplexed.


    Luc Besson explained, "When Kiss of the Dragon was released, Jet said he wanted to play some different roles, not just action and fight scenes! So I quickly gave him this script.


    By the way, Europa Films hopes to get the French distribution rights for The Da Vinci Code and also participate in the filming in France!"


    Seeing that Charles was not interested in Unleashed, Luc Besson brought up another matter.


    Charles nodded; such matters definitely needed professional people to discuss them slowly.


    Charles had stayed in Paris for a week and made quite a fuss. It was time for him to return.


    On the way to the airport, Marion Cotillard came specially to see Charles off.


    In the car, Marion Cotillard leaned against Charles and said, "I bought The Da Vinci Code novel and have been reading it. The story is so exciting, truly the work of a suspense master."


    Charles nodded and smiled, "The Da Vinci Code is still in preparation. It's estimated to start shooting next year!"


    "Okay! Aren't you going to Portugal to watch the European Cup?" Marion Cotillard felt Charles should go and see the game since he had bought lottery tickets worth millions of euros.


    "Go for what? To get laughed at?" Charles definitely didn't plan on going. Now, many sports and entertainment newspapers had reported on it, most with an unfavorable tone.


    "Also, didn't I also buy 100,000 euros on the Greece team with you? If Greece wins, that's quite a prize," Charles reminded.


    Marion Cotillard laughed, "If we win, that's over 8 million euros! I can't even imagine."


    Charles shook his head. Marion Cotillard was indeed lucky to meet him. The time for fame and fortune was not far away.


    After being away from America for over half a month, Charles finally returned to Los Angeles.


    In Beverly Hills, at the Carpe estate, Evelyn looked at Charles sitting on the couch with a helpless expression.


    "Impressive, young American tycoon splurges 6 million euros to bet on a dark horse to win!" Evelyn clapped her hands while mocking, as Charles had now become a laughing stock.


    "Dear Mr. Charles Carpe, I heard you even asked if 1 million euros could win 200 million euros?" Evelyn said as she sat next to him. "Come on, tell mom, what were you thinking at that time?"


    Charles raised his hands, stood up, and explained helplessly, "I've been back for a few days. The games will start in a few days. Maybe..."


    Evelyn shook her head and said nothing more, letting her son be willful this time.


    "Your movie Mr. & Mrs. Smith halted filming because of Brad Pitt?"


    Charles nodded. Brad Pitt, being the male lead, meant the movie couldn't proceed without him.


    He then added, "Wedding Crashers is expected to wrap next month. Carpe Films has several projects needing attention. Just invested in Walk the Line, The Da Vinci Code which I'm overseeing, the remake of Infernal Affairs mainly led by Universal, and we are still adapting the script for No Country for Old Men!"


    "Alright, I'm heading back now. You've got many projects; take your time. When distributing movies, you always need working capital!" Evelyn was just there to see her son. With nothing important left to discuss, she was leaving.


    However, compared to Charles' small news, the big news in America now was that Fahrenheit 9/11 had broken through its ban.


    With the brilliance of the Palme d'Or and extensive praise from liberal American media, Lionsgate became the distributor for this controversial documentary.


    Fahrenheit 9/11 directly pointed at the current president's connections with terrorists, openly discussing the conspiracy behind 9/11, indeed garnering a large following.


    In Europe, Fahrenheit 9/11 was warmly welcomed and within the US, there were also many conspiracy theorists.


    The controversy over Fahrenheit 9/11 quickly surpassed the religious controversy of The Passion of the Christ. Now it was just waiting for release.


    At Carpe Films, Charles read in the newspaper about the news of the MPAA rating Fahrenheit 9/11 as R, which made director Michael Moore quite unhappy, leading to an appeal.


    "The White House pressure is strong. Even though Fahrenheit 9/11 has high attention and many celebrity supporters, Michael Moore's appeal doesn't have a high success rate," Charles smirked. Although Hollywood was largely Democratic, the MPAA was a link between the White House and Hollywood, easily managing such pressure.


    "The public release is on June 25th. Today is the 15th. To change the rating, they'll have to speed things up!" Dona added, clearly not optimistic. How could they lower the rating for a movie targeting the current White House resident to be watched by more people?


    "By the way, The Passion of the Christ garnered 200 million euros at the overseas box office, and Carpe Films earned a profit of 25 million euros. Including DVD rights and TV rights, the total revenue is 40 million euros, all left in Europe without conversion to dollars and remittance!"


    Charles nodded, "Good, let the funds stay in Europe."


    Carpe Films' subsidiary, Carpe International Films, based in the Cayman Islands, specialized in overseas marketing of films.


    After all, establishing subsidiaries in offshore tax havens to handle taxes was a common practice for many companies.


    Charles' current plan was to quickly establish distribution offices in key box office markets in Europe, such as the UK, Germany, and France.


    Other small countries could rely on local distribution companies or find distribution agents, but it was better to build their own distribution channels in major markets.


    Personnel and capital could only progress slowly!


  




  Chapter 92: Blocked


  

    "Captain America, Iron Man, Thor, Hawkeye, and Ant-Man!" Upstairs in the Beverly Hills Mercedes showroom building was the headquarters of Marvel, where Charles and Marvel Chairman Ike Perlmutter happily signed a licensing agreement.


    "Mr. Perlmutter, a pleasure working with you!" Charles said with a big smile as he shook hands with him.


    "Charles, even with the licensing, Marvel wants to participate more in the early movie production stages, like selecting scripts and the creative team, to ensure the main storyline and concept settings aren't too far from the original comics!" Ike Perlmutter reminded him.


    Charles glanced at Marvel Studios President and Chief Creative Officer Avi Arad and Marvel Entertainment's COO David Maisel, both of whom wore helpless expressions.


    "Rest assured, Carpe Films will develop these characters according to the contract!" Charles laughed inwardly.


    After Charles, Evelyn, and Dona left Marvel headquarters, Charles turned back to look at the second floor of the building lobby.


    So, have I blocked Marvel Entertainment's rise this time around? Would Charles develop it within the five-year contract period? Definitely not, unless it was after a complete acquisition of Marvel, only then could it begin its rise. Ike Perlmutter and Avi Arad together held nearly 60% of Marvel's shares.


    At this moment inside Marvel headquarters, only Ike Perlmutter and Avi Arad remained in the office.


    "Ike, why are you selling the adaptation rights to film companies? Didn't we agree to develop our own movies?" Avi Arad asked incredulously.


    Ike Perlmutter lit a cigar, sat in his chair, blew a puff of smoke, and calmly said, "Avi, I told you before, the risk of developing movies is too high. The company has no funds. We should continue to license other film companies to develop movies. What we should focus on is using the movies' extended merchandise to sell toys and comics!"


    "You've seen David's proposal, right? We have so many characters at Marvel, we could completely interlink them and develop movies ourselves. If it succeeds, the profits would be limitless," Avi Arad had always hoped to develop movies himself. Though Marvel was involved in licensing, neither Sony nor 20th Century Fox considered them beyond consultants.


    They hardly wished to engage in deep discussions and exchanges with Marvel's creative committee.


    "Look at Daredevil, Hulk, The Punisher, apart from the popular Spider-Man and X-Men series. What about that early low-budget Fantastic Four movie? Which one was a success?" Ike Perlmutter frowned.


    "Lions Gate even dared not release Man-Thing after finishing filming!" he added.


    "But 20th Century Fox is rebooting Fantastic Four this year!" Avi Arad exclaimed excitedly.


    "Moreover, David mentioned he's confident about securing investment funds for film development from Wall Street, and now you've sold the rights to characters like Captain America, Iron Man, and Thor from The Avengers!"


    Avi Arad felt exhausted. As one of the producers of Sony's Spider-Man and 20th Century Fox's X-Men series, he longed for Marvel to develop its own movies!


    But Ike Perlmutter, as the major shareholder and chairman, with nearly 46% of Marvel's shares, didn't care much about Marvel Entertainment's heroes. He only wanted Marvel to sell more licensed toys and premium limited-edition art books.


    Avi Arad left Ike Perlmutter's office despondently, knowing David Maisel's plan was dead.


    The plan to persuade Wall Street to invest and develop Iron Man had ended before it began. After the contract with New Line expires next year, Iron Man would be handed directly to Carpe Films.


    David Maisel entered Avi Arad's office with a wry smile and asked, "What should we do now?"


    Avi Arad looked at David Maisel and said in a low voice, "Spider-Man 2 will be fully released at the end of the month. We cooperate with the film's release to promote the toys and comics. This year, 20th Century Fox is developing Fantastic Four and Elektra, I need to take care of a lot as the film producer. As for everything else, I don't know!"


    Avi Arad now contemplated leaving Marvel Entertainment, as Ike Perlmutter's operating method simply didn't suit him.


    Los Angeles, Universal Studios lot, on the set of Wedding Crashers.


    In a quiet rest room, Charles was getting cozy with the beautiful Scarlett Johansson on the sofa.


    After some suppressed sounds, Scarlett Johansson, who was perched on Charles, leaned against him and laughed, "You did something crazy in France this time."


    "How crazy? Maybe next month someone might just go nuts. Until the last moment, no one knows what will happen," Charles still worried about potential surprises. With prize money worth several hundred million euros, could the team be bought out?


    Resting her chin on Charles's shoulder, Scarlett Johansson weakly said, "I got cast in another blockbuster, DreamWorks' The Island directed by Michael Bay!


    A sci-fi movie with a budget of more than hundred million dollars. This could be my breakthrough year."


    Hollywood was all about resource competition, especially those big-budget blockbusters that could catapult someone to stardom overnight.


    Charles patted the girl, signaling her to get up, but said, "The male lead is Ewan McGregor, and you're the female lead. Two actors from art films starring in a blockbuster. Spielberg has some thoughts!"


    While getting dressed, Scarlett Johansson said, "Many art film actors are transitioning into commercial films now. Though it's not as easy as commercial actors doing art films, one must seize every opportunity."


    Charles finished adjusting his own clothes and looked at Scarlett Johansson as she began touching up her makeup, pondering if he should suggest she drop out.


    After all, The Island had infamously tanked, a memory that was still fresh. It was the commercial disaster that prompted DreamWorks' sale to Paramount.


    Scarlett Johansson, with her youthful energy, was pouring her heart into this commercial blockbuster. But would it backfire?


    Charles walked over, kissed her, and said with a laugh, "Looks like we're about to start. I'll head back to Carpe Films!"


    Better not to intervene unnecessarily, at least Wedding Crashers might boost her confidence.


  




  Chapter 93: First Drama


  

    Fahrenheit 9/11 was finally released to the public amidst the anticipation of countless Americans. Of course, the film did not get changed to a PG-13 rating and was released as an R-rated film.


    When Fahrenheit 9/11 was screened earlier, it broke many single-theater box office records, and even received support from numerous Hollywood celebrities, singers, and media personalities during its New York premiere.


    During its opening weekend, the film ran in 868 theaters and topped the weekend box office with a North American gross of $24 million. For a documentary that cost only $6 million to make, this was quite an impressive achievement.


    The following week, because Sony's blockbuster Spider-Man 2 was released, Fahrenheit 9/11 couldn't compete and there were hardly any major releases during the half month of Spider-Man 2's run.


    Moreover, Greece beating France 1-0 in the quarterfinals to advance to the semifinals was a pleasant surprise. Dona was now focused on Greece's upcoming opponent.


    "Boss, Greece will play against the Czech Republic in the semifinals, and Portugal will face the Netherlands. The winners of these matches will meet in the finals on the 4th," Dona Williams said, her face flushed with excitement as she walked into Charles' office to deliver the good news.


    "Hmm, Dona, keep it low-key. It's the 29th today; I already know. Tomorrow, Portugal faces the Netherlands first, and on July 1st, Greece will play against the Czech Republic," Charles said, stroking his non-existent beard and smiling.


    "Take my word for it, bet on Greece to win against the Czech Republic. I feel like your boss has been kissed by God this time!"


    Dona Williams couldn't help looking a bit disheartened as she replied, "Boss, you should have taken me to France at the beginning. An 81 times payout!"


    "Hahaha," Charles beckoned her to sit on his lap, leaning in close to her neck and slipping his hand under her blouse, "Don't worry, could I ever shortchange you?"


    "But you can place some small bets. Greece has a high chance of winning. I've been dreaming of Jesus these past few nights, and he told me so!"


    Dona Williams nodded; it was indeed something worth considering.


    "By the way, boss, Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon are coming over in the afternoon to sign the contract. The production budget for Walk the Line is $28 million! Producer Cathy Konrad will start shooting the film in mid-October."


    Charles knew Cathy Konrad and her director husband had been preparing for a long time and that as soon as the funds were in place, they could start filming without wasting any time.


    Then, Charles let go of Dona, patted her on the waist, and instructed, "Go fetch the scripts or ideas the company recently received. There might be some good ones in there!"


    "Got it!"


    In the afternoon, Charles Carpe and the two producers of Walk the Line, Cathy Konrad and James Keach, along with director James Mangold and the lead actors Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon, had a meeting in the company's small conference room.


    As the executive producer, Charles wouldn't be as hands-on as he used to be. The company would send staff to manage finances, logistics, and recruit and manage crew members.


    Of course, if he had the time, Charles would still visit the set to oversee the crew situation.


    In the afternoon, the head of Screen Gems Films called, hoping Charles could start the sequel Underworld: Evolution soon.


    "Mr. Schlessel, Underworld: Evolution was planned by Wiseman a long time ago. If the funding is sufficient, we can assemble the crew very soon!" Charles wasn't particularly keen on managing Underworld, but since he was heavily involved in the first one, and it earned $90 million worldwide on a $23 million production budget, the studio was quite pleased.


    Screen Gems Films was eager to develop the sequel, with no budget constraints.


    "Don't worry, Charles. The budget for Underworld: Evolution will definitely be bigger than the first one. I'm waiting for your proposal!" Peter Schlessel assured confidently over the phone.


    After hanging up, Charles found an interesting script on his desk, a prison break story.


    "This is basically Prison Break!" Charles slapped his forehead. The first season of Prison Break should have aired in 2005, so why hadn't it started being developed yet?


    After Paul Scheuring wrote the script, he sought a broadcasting contract and partial funding from TV networks.


    In 2003, Fox showed some interest but eventually gave up. Paul Scheuring had been seeking partnerships with TV networks and TV production companies.


    Typically, producers pitch ideas to TV networks, and if the network likes it, they fund 70-85% of the pilot's production cost to gauge viewer interest.


    If the pilot performs well, with high ratings, a full season is developed; otherwise, it's discontinued.


    Networks fund most of a show's production to secure broadcast rights, typically for the first airing and possibly one rerun.


    Nowadays, all TV networks are part of media conglomerates with various TV production studios at their disposal.


    Moreover, TV networks now produce some shows internally, while commercial pay-TV channels primarily produce their own content.


    "Dona!"


    "What's up, boss?" Dona asked as she entered Charles' office.


    "Paul Scheuring's script Prison Break looks really good. Carpe TV Productions can develop it ourselves!" Charles wasn't too concerned about not having a pre-signed broadcast contract with a network. If they produced it in-house, they'd sell at a higher price, and the ad revenue share would be greater.


    Of course, if a network wanted to pre-order it, Charles would welcome that as it eliminates much of the risk.


    Although Charles knew Prison Break wouldn't be a major hit in the US, it had high ratings overseas!


    "Should I notify Paul Scheuring to start preparations?" Dona asked.


    "Yes, begin preparations and then submit a proposal to the networks. If no network shows interest, we'll fund the pilot ourselves!" Charles was confident that a show like Prison Break, which ran for multiple seasons, wouldn't fail to attract network interest.


    Dona nodded, realizing that the boss intended to make Prison Break the first series produced by Carpe TV Productions.


    After Dona left, Charles thought it was time to start the Underworld 2 project as well. Besides director Len Wiseman, the key person for this series was the lead actress Kate Beckinsale.


  




  Chapter 94: World Cup Conclusion


  

    In Santa Monica Palisades, at Charles' beach villa, the English rose Kate Beckinsale was showing off her skills in the pool.


    Charles sat by the side of the pool, waiting for the lady to come out, and handed her a towel.


    "Underworld: Evolution is about to start production. What do you think?" Charles asked.


    Kate Beckinsale kissed Charles on the cheek twice, then sat down and smiled, "Whatever you decide, I don't seem to have much going on this year."


    Charles smiled back. Kate Beckinsale seemed a bit down. "How's Van Helsing doing at the box office now?"


    Kate Beckinsale replied helplessly, "North America hasn't even hit $100 million yet, but the overseas market has about $100 million now!"


    "No wonder. The production cost of Van Helsing alone was $160 million, plus marketing expenses. But eventually, the global box office for Van Helsing is projected to be around $300 million, making it hard to recoup the costs!" Charles already knew the outcome, but Kate Beckinsale was now pretty much sidelined from big A-list productions.


    Even mid-budget movie roles would be hard for her to get from now on.


    Charles stood up, walked over to Kate Beckinsale's side, bent down, kissed her for a while, and then said, "Then this year, you should film Underworld: Evolution. After all, it's your series, and it can keep up your popularity! After that, I'll find a way to get you a suitable role."


    Kate Beckinsale nodded. Underworld might have mixed reviews, but it had a loyal fan base.


    Besides, the sequel development would soon make Underworld her most representative work.


    In the bedroom, Charles held Kate Beckinsale as they lay in bed, thinking about roles suitable for her.


    Initially, Charles wanted her to play the role of Reese Witherspoon in Walk the Line. But the producers, directors, and Reese herself all wanted Reese Witherspoon to play the role, so Charles didn't push it.


    Reese Witherspoon had the acting skills and was the representative of the stereotypical "dumb blonde", reaching new heights in fame due to the Legally Blonde series.


    This kind of sweet role was indeed better suited for Reese than Kate, who had sharp features. Plus, with the poor box office and reviews of Pearl Harbor and Serendipity, romance films weren't for her.


    In terms of physique and looks, Reese Witherspoon was under 5'3", with a wide face and short legs, not exactly a classic beauty.


    "Oh, by the way, I saw the trailer for The Aviator, and you looked stunning as Ava Gardner," Charles looked at the lady in his arms and said with a smile.


    "I'm just a supporting role with few scenes. You know that, and not many people will notice me!" Kate replied.


    The Aviator mainly focused on Leonardo DiCaprio's role as Howard Hughes and Cate Blanchett's role as Audrey Hepburn, with Kate Beckinsale having a minor part.


    "Some newspapers say you had a boob job?"


    Kate Beckinsale puffed out her chest mischievously, "Haven't you felt them enough times yourself to know whether I had one or not?"


    Charles chuckled and felt around a bit more before laughing, "Of course I know it's all natural, just accentuated by your curves!"


    As the Euro Cup would be concluded in the next few days, Charles not only took the time to meet with Paul Scheuring, the planner of Prison Break, but also began preparations for Underworld: Evolution.


    Meanwhile, Screen Gems Film Company gave Underworld: Evolution a budget of $48 million, more than doubling the $23 million budget of the first film.


    On this day, at the Estadio da Luz (Stadium of Light) in Lisbon, Portugal, Greece and Portugal competed for the final championship.


    In the 59th minute, Greece scored a goal, causing Marion Cotillard, who was watching the live broadcast from her home in Paris, to jump up in excitement.


    Waving her hands non-stop, she had little hope initially, but Greece kept creating miracles.


    Finally, after 90 minutes, Greece won 1-0 against Portugal, taking home the Euro Cup championship trophy.


    Marion Cotillard's heart trembled - did she just win over 8 million euros?


    In contrast, in a suite of one of the hotels owned by the Bettencourt Group, Antoine Arnault had a gloomy expression. Greece won the championship?


    That American upstart's 5.1 million euros bet was going to cost nearly 400 million euros in compensation. This loss was massive.


    "Hahaha, great!" In Beverly Hills, Charles stood in the hall, put down the phone, and laughed heartily.


    Evelyn Carpe, sitting aside, was also excited. Why wouldn't she be?


    Seeing her son so happy, she walked over, hugged him, and kissed him on the cheek enthusiastically, then said, "You actually won!"


    Charles's joy was evident as he pointed to his phone and laughed, "The Paris Bank representative just called to arrange a meeting in Corsica to discuss the prize."


    "Have you contacted a lawyer for this? Someone professional?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles nodded, "I registered a Charles Carpe Charity Foundation under Dawn Investment Company. You and I are the trustees. This time, I can only transfer up to 60% of the income into it, so there's still a lot of tax to pay."


    Evelyn nodded. Charles's plan was purposeful. A private charity foundation only needed to donate 5% of its assets annually, with the rest available for investment, at just a 1% tax rate.


    The 5% donation could include various expenses: buying a few cars, taking several vacations, a house, a plane - pretty standard stuff.


    "That's good. France doesn't tax lottery winnings. In the U.S., federal tax would have taken 25% upfront, with individual income tax reaching up to 38%. Even after trying to avoid paying, you'd still owe that 13% income tax."


    "And luckily California doesn't tax lottery winnings either. If you'd bought it in New York, you'd also owe state tax and local tax, another 10% or more gone."


    Evelyn explained with a smile. Charles's win brought in over 400 million euros. With 60% going into the personal charity foundation, he still had to pay 38% income tax on the remaining 40%.


    American worldwide tax enforcement was indeed harsh.


    "Hmm, I'll go to France again soon. I wonder how long it'll take to gather these funds?" Charles smirked. Paris Bank and Bettencourt Group had plenty of cash to spare, but would Arnault have over 100 million euros? Can he get any funds from his dad?


    Evelyn nodded, "It's good if you stay there for a few days to avoid the pesky reporters!"


  




  Chapter 95: Delphine Arnault


  

    Saint Maria Best Western Seaside Vacation Villa on the island of L'Ile-Rousse in the northern part of Corsica, Mediterranean France.


    Charles Carpe met with Marion Cotillard and representatives from Paris Bank, Padres, and Antoine Arnault, with an additional person present.


    It was Delphine Arnault, the eldest daughter of the Arnault family and current Vice President of Dior, age 29, and Antoine Arnault's sister.


    "Charles, have you been enjoying yourself these past couple of days?" Delphine Arnault asked with a smile.


    Charles looked at the distant waves and beach, admiringly saying, "The beauty of the Mediterranean has always been outstanding; it makes one forget their troubles!"


    "Wouldn't it be even more delightful to forget your troubles and win a few hundred million euros?" Delphine Arnault added, knowing the Arnault family wouldn't deny such a gamble.


    Four hundred million euros. According to the initial agreement between Antoine and the other parties, the Arnault family would bear 40%, translating to several hundred million euros in cash.


    Charles shrugged and chuckled, "Just luck, really. No one expected the Greek team to win, not even God himself!"


    "Congratulations, we will prepare the cash for Paris Bank as soon as possible!" Delphine Arnault walked over to shake Charles' hand, glanced at her brother, sighed, and then left.


    Charles nodded, initially wanting to ask something but held back. He exchanged a few pleasantries with the representatives of Paris Bank and Padres.


    "Here's a check for 8.1 million euros. Take it."


    After everyone departed, Charles pulled out a check from his pocket and handed it to Marion Cotillard.


    Marion Cotillard had just arrived today and found herself standing by, silently witnessing the conversations.


    It felt like a dream. After accepting the check, she asked excitedly, "For me?"


    "Heh, it's yours from the start!" Charles patted her shoulder and sat on the sofa, considering he had hundreds of millions of euros.


    The Padres Group and Paris Bank wouldn't lack cash, and the Arnault family could mortgage part of their LV stocks to secure a loan.


    But why would Delphine Arnault come to see him? Wasn't she being groomed as the successor?


    "Charles!" Marion Cotillard ran over and hugged Charles' neck. "I feel like this money fell from the heavens!"


    "God doesn't bet on football!" Charles laughed.


    Marion Cotillard gave Charles a kiss on the cheek and said with a smile, "But God's messenger does, and you are His messenger."


    "So, I've become Jesus?" Charles joked as he looked at the beach below.


    "Corsica is the fourth largest island in the Mediterranean, right?"


    "Yes, Sicily, Sardinia, Cyprus, then Corsica, followed by Evia and Mallorca!" Marion Cotillard, being French, was familiar with this information.


    "Ah, the Mediterranean is indeed a great place for a vacation!"


    "Do you like it here, Charles?"


    "Who wouldn't like such a wonderful place?"


    Marion Cotillard pondered for a moment before saying, "I want to buy a vacation villa here. Can we spend vacations together?"


    Charles looked at her, then laughed and asked, "Aren't you going to get a boyfriend?"


    "I don't have one now, do I? Don't you want me to be your lover?"


    Charles shook his head and told Marion Cotillard, "It's unnecessary. You'll get married someday. If you meet a man you get along with, you can date and marry him!"


    Marion Cotillard nodded, "I know. I'm single now and just want to thank you!"


    Marion Cotillard knew very well Charles was a playboy. With so many women around him, how could one woman make him settle down?


    "Thank me, huh? Sure," Charles pondered for a moment, "You want to buy a vacation villa, which could also be an investment. Why not buy one on Mallorca? It's quieter there. If we get the time, we might actually spend a vacation together without interruptions."


    Marion Cotillard smiled, "These few days, think about how you'd like me to thank you!"


    Charles moved closer to her ear and whispered, "I'd like to try whiskey with ice."


    Marion Cotillard rolled her eyes at him but nodded obediently.


    In the morning, the warm Mediterranean breeze carried sea water onto the shore, wave after wave, while seagulls sang loudly on the pier's lighthouse.


    The night had just passed, with the adorable dew dancing on the leaves like ballet dancers, and golden rays beginning to illuminate the earth and sea.


    In a bedroom at the seaside vacation villa, Charles leaned against the headboard, picking up the ringing phone.


    "Charles, good morning. I hope I didn't wake you from a wonderful dream!"


    "Oh, Miss Arnault, good morning. I just woke up, enjoying the morning," Charles responded, watching the still-moving Marion Cotillard.


    Next to the girl was a glass, with a few ice cubes still in the half-filled whiskey.


    "Charles, just call me Delphine. Can we chat later? Bring your lawyer and accountant."


    Are they going to give the money? But they could just directly contact my lawyer, no?


    "Sure, no problem!" Charles didn't mind the meeting. He hung up.


    After a while, Charles finally showed a satisfied expression, looking up to see Marion Cotillard putting down her glass.


    "Anything?" Marion Cotillard, half-kneeling on the bed, asked.


    "Delphine Arnault wants to meet. Probably about the bonus," Charles said weakly.


    "Oh, that's great!" Marion Cotillard said, stepping off the bed heading to the bathroom for a shower.


    After resting on the bed for a few more minutes, Charles, feeling rejuvenated, jumped off the bed and headed straight to the bathroom.


    Seeing Charles enter the bathroom while she was soaking in the tub, Marion Cotillard smiled and asked, "Do you still have energy left?"


    Charles smirked, "Young people naturally have energy, and the fresh morning air boosts one's spirit!"


    In the bathroom, they didn't do much. After his shower, Charles went for breakfast and then called his legal team to a small meeting room at the hotel to meet Delphine Arnault.


    In the Saint Maria Best Western hotel's conference room, only Delphine Arnault and her two assistants were present.


    Not seeing her brother, Antoine Arnault, Charles didn't pay much attention. After all, he had won a couple of hundred million euros from them. Why would he care about their feelings?


  




  Chapter 96: LV Group Shares


  

    "Charles, this is a share transfer agreement from the LV Group. You can take a look at it first," Delfina Arnault said as she handed Charles a file.


    Charles was briefly stunned, then took the file and started reading. The LV Group transferred 1% of its shares to Charles, valued at 205 million euros.


    Afterwards, the Bank of Paris would transfer an additional 200 million euros in cash to Charles's account.


    Charles quickly glanced through the document and then handed it to the lawyer by his side, asking him to read it carefully.


    "We are sincere. The price is based on the current LV market share price. We did not sell it at a premium," Delfina Arnault began to explain as she saw Charles looking at her.


    "I believe LV can deepen its relationship with Hollywood. After all, many stars use our fashion brand, and a strategic cooperation agreement with Carpe Studios would benefit both parties!


    Your movie projects will have more advertising revenue, and our products will have good promotional opportunities."


    Charles smiled. Indeed, the share transfer was simple; the important thing was the strategic cooperation agreement.


    Charles wasn't willing to buy LV stocks with cash at that time. LV's market value was only about 25 billion dollars, less than 21 billion euros.


    If you want to make money, which of Amazon, Google, Apple, Starbucks has a lower appreciation rate?


    Of course, everything takes time. The internet stock prices still had a few years to skyrocket. Becoming the world's richest person effortlessly is simple: just keep buying these companies' stocks.


    What is the meaning of life? If the dream of becoming the Hollywood King wasn't realized, it was the time for his business to thrive. Internet stocks could be bought at rock bottom after the subprime crisis and the global financial tsunami.


    The significant rise in LV's stock price happened after 2012. However, this was an opportunity - a good chance to enter the LV or luxury goods market.


    "You all have faith in me?" Charles smiled, as the shares had no premium. If he were to acquire them himself, it would cost more.


    Delfina Arnault smiled, "Charlize Theron and Britney Spears are partners of our brand and artists under Ms. Carpe!"


    "Moreover, Carpe Studios has developed rapidly in recent years. I'm sure it will expand. Cooperation is good for both sides."


    Charles nodded. This cooperation indeed had its benefits, solving many costume and prop issues in films.


    "A concise cooperation agreement looks fine now!" Charles's lawyer spoke up.


    "Of course, we will send someone to discuss the specific terms with Carpe Studios. It is just limited to films produced by Carpe Studios, giving priority to promoting LV's brands under the same conditions!" Delfina Arnault explained.


    Charles had no issues. After all, many films required custom-made costumes for characters. Except for some fashion urban films, there was a lot more to be done in this aspect.


    "Delfina, advertising is for film effects too. Your focus should be on Hollywood stars," Charles smiled and reminded.


    "Charles, many of our LV Group brands are also ETA customers. Strengthening our cooperation, I'm sure Ms. Carpe will favor us more," Delfina Arnault said with a wink.


    "Don't you agree?"


    After spending a week on Corsica Island, Charles Carpe left, taking with him 1% of LV Group's shares, a board seat, and 200 million euros in cash.


    As for the cooperation with the LV Group, the company's marketing department naturally took over.


    200 million euros in cash for shares, though somewhat regrettable, was not a loss. After all, there was no need to pay taxes before liquidating the shares. Moreover, the LV Group would be the future's largest luxury goods group.


    Charles even wondered if Arnault knew that his yet-to-be-shot film, The Devil Wears Prada, would be a huge hit.


    Meanwhile, Marion Cotillard happily returned to filming, planning to purchase a holiday villa in Mallorca, Spain.


    Back in Los Angeles, Charles kept a low profile, living a simple life and spending most of his time in the office.


    The employees' admiration for their boss was inevitable. 400 million euros - that's about 460 million dollars in rewards.


    After deducting lawyer fees and other expenses, 60% of the amount entered his personal charitable foundation.


    Thus, Charles had 100 million dollars plus 10 million euros in cash in his personal account, considering he had previously borrowed 20 million dollars.


    As a result, Charles had over 90 million dollars to declare in the next year's tax report, which would certainly be taxed at the highest rate of 38%, amounting to over 34 million dollars in taxes.


    The personal charitable foundation needed a donation of 7 million dollars per year to reach the 5% threshold, which could offset 20% of the donation amount in taxes annually for five years - about 1.4 million dollars in tax exemption per year.


    Even so, Charles had to pay over 32 million dollars in personal income tax.


    Anyway, now Charles had 67 million dollars plus 10 million euros of freely disposable cash.


    "The lead character dies in the second movie?" Charles discussed the script of Underworld sequel with Len Wiseman in his office. 


    So the story was different? In the past life, wasn't it called Underworld: Evolution? Wasn't it about fighting vampire and werewolf progenitors?


    "Charles, at the end of the first film, the heroine and the hero killed the vampire lord together. Also, the vampire high council's traitor colluded with werewolves to kill one of the three elders, Amelia.


    The vampire clan weakened, and the heroine had to protect the remaining clan members while avoiding werewolves and finding the traitor. 


    So, she and the hero tracked down the high council's traitor, but the traitor used methods to make the hero, who had combined vampire and werewolf genes, lose his humanity and become like a werewolf progenitor.


    Finally, in the vampire progenitor's resting place, the heroine, along with her followers, fought the traitor and the controlled mutated hero."


    Len Wiseman described vividly, and Charles nodded as he listened. Then Charles said, "In the end, the heroine hard-fought and killed the mutated hero and the traitor, but the hero was a direct descendant of Alexander. His blood awakened the vampire progenitor Marcus."


    "Then, the third film's story is the heroine fighting against Marcus and his brother, the werewolf progenitor William?"


    Len Wiseman nodded. That was roughly the plot of the Underworld trilogy!


  




  Chapter 97: The Departed


  

    The budget for Underworld was very low, with hardly any special effects, and the visuals were average. Now, with the second installment, the budget has increased. Although the pay for the main creators has gone up, at least they can now afford CGI werewolves.


    In the first movie, actors had to play werewolves wearing wolf head costumes, but now, the scenes can be shot with more grandeur.


    Underworld: Evolution started assembling its crew, and at the same time, Walk the Line was also in the crew-building phase. Prison Break was formally being prepared by Paul Scheuring.


    This year, Carpe Productions expanded significantly. As the company grew further, Charles Carpe believed they might need to look for a new headquarters soon.


    At the Chateau Marmont Hotel in West Hollywood, under the dazzling lights of another lively night, Charles ran into the famous director Martin Scorsese at a party.


    "Martin, what are your thoughts on the adaptation of The Departed?" Charles had to ask about this remake; Universal was getting quite anxious after the failure of Van Helsing.


    Martin Scorsese, sporting black-rimmed glasses that added to his wise look, with his thick eyebrows and expressive eyes, explained: "Due to the cultural differences between East and West, The Departed is adapted with the structure of an American gangster film. Many expressions will vary significantly, and the role of the undercover cop in the gang will be more prominent."


    "I know, the American version will appear rough and direct in expressing violence while the Hong Kong version has a more subtle internal expression, with a lot of inner drama," Charles didn't have much objection. 


    "What about the cast?"


    "I have a good opinion of Leonardo DiCaprio and Brad Pitt!"


    "Leonardo will play the cop undercover in the gang, and Brad Pitt will play the gang member undercover in the police?" Charles responded. Was Leonardo DiCaprio about to become your go-to actor? The two had already collaborated on Gangs of New York and The Aviator.


    Martin Scorsese nodded, clearly holding Leonardo in high regard!


    Adding Brad Pitt, assuming he even agrees to take on the role, these two combined would demand a salary of about $40 million, right?


    "What about the role of the gang boss? That's an important character too," Charles asked patiently.


    "I think Jack Nicholson would be great!"


    "Didn't he decide not to play villains anymore?" Charles frowned. Jack Nicholson's acting skills were top-notch, no question.


    But convincing him to play a ruthless gang boss now, is that even possible?


    "Once the script is adapted, I'll be the first to get it to Jack. I'll go all out to persuade him to take on the role," Martin Scorsese said with confidence.


    "Can Leonardo really handle this role? The inner struggle and torment - it demands a lot from an actor," Charles doubted whether Leonardo DiCaprio had the chops yet. He felt Leonardo's acting, particularly in the previous version of The Departed, was uninspiring.


    Martin Scorsese shifted a bit and continued, "Charles, Leonardo has changed a lot in recent years. His performance in The Aviator has improved significantly!"


    Gangs of New York was also directed by Martin Scorsese, where Leonardo's acting was barely passable.


    However, Leonardo had a huge influence worldwide. His acting evolved from immature to mature, but it still fell short compared to many other seasoned actors he worked with.


    Daniel Day-Lewis and Tom Hanks were both acclaimed actors.


    Nonetheless, Leonardo DiCaprio needed a few more years of honing. 


    "We should discuss it with Universal eventually," Charles was reluctant to use Leonardo, but knew he had to respect Martin Scorsese's opinions.


    Of course, Universal's opinion mattered too as the distributor; after all, the investment and budget details weren't finalized yet.


    After talking with Martin Scorsese, Charles took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter. The Chateau Marmont Hotel hosted endless large and small parties.


    "Hey, Charles, good evening!"


    "Good evening, Will!"


    Charles ran into Will Smith at the party and they started chatting.


    "The Passion of the Christ is quite impressive, very significant in terms of religious context," Will Smith began by praising the film.


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "That's all thanks to producer and director Mel Gibson. But your latest film, I, Robot, is quite good. It's a sci-fi film that also reflects on the over-reliance of humans on machines."


    Will Smith laughed and patted Charles on the shoulder.


    Charles changed the subject and asked, "Do you know Chris Gardner, a very inspirational African-American investment expert?"


    Will Smith shook his head; he hadn't focused on him. "Is he amazing?"


    Charles nodded, "He's incredible. Raised in a single-parent family, he experienced homelessness and imprisonment. After growing up and getting married, he became a salesman but went bankrupt and his wife left him.


    He lived on the streets with his two-year-old son, using hotels, parks, subways, train station restrooms, and even office desks as their refuge.


    Then he started learning stock brokering and within a year became a millionaire. He's now the owner of Gardner Rich & Co.


    I want to adapt Chris Gardner's biography into a film. I think you would be perfect to play this inspirational character."


    Will Smith listened attentively. An inspirational story from the African-American community, a legend in the investment world.


    "Charles, I need to learn more about Chris Gardner first. Besides, I'm currently working on Hitch, so it might have to wait," Will Smith responded.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Of course. You should take some time to meet Chris Gardner and talk to him. His life might be even more exciting than any movie!"


    Charles was, of course, referring to The Pursuit of Happiness. He hadn't met Chris Gardner personally.


    Just seeing Will Smith reminded him of this meaningful film.


    Getting Chris Gardner's authorization wouldn't be too difficult.


    Chris Gardner hadn't even published his autobiography. In the previous timeline, the book came out after the movie.


    It would be a model of a film first, followed by a book. Additionally, Charles wanted to research Will Smith's future box-office hits like I Am Legend and Hancock and try to secure those opportunities as well.


  




  Chapter 98: High-Stakes Poker Games


  

    Charles arrived by the pool at the Marmont Castle Hotel, surrounded by beautifully dressed women who created a unique scenery around the pool.


    "Charles," called out newly crowned Oscar winner Charlize Theron as she approached him from behind.


    "Oh, it's you, Charlize!" Charles turned around and hugged her. "You look absolutely stunning!"


    Charlize Theron wore a black backless dress that showcased her great figure, which had returned to normal. Her exquisite face reminded everyone why she was called the South African beauty diamond.


    "Thank you, I've been spending the past few months training and getting in shape. AEon Flux starts shooting in August. I need to be in perfect shape for the role!" explained Charlize Theron.


    Charles nodded and sat down with Charlize on a nearby beach chair, ordering two drinks.


    "It seems you've been working hard. Altering your body for a movie is admirable," Charles said with a smile.


    Halle Berry's Catwoman opened in more than 3100 theaters in North America last weekend but only earned $16 million, receiving terrible reviews. Warner Bros. must have regretted that the $100 million DC superhero production turned out like that.


    "Charles, you know I'm different. If I don't work extra hard, I wouldn't even get a chance to enter the acting industry!" Charlize Theron reflected on her past. When she was a teenager, her mother shot her abusive, alcoholic father in self-defense, leading them to move to the United States from South Africa.


    She studied ballet as a child but had to give it up due to a knee injury. Later, she signed with a modeling agency due to her good looks and tall stature, which led to opportunities in the film industry.


    "But now, isn't everything great? You're the Best Actress Oscar winner, the highest honor for an actor, isn't it?" Charles reminded her, noting that the more beautiful the star, the more they needed to take on unbecoming roles to prove themselves.


    Charlize nodded and seemed to get lost in thought. "After entering the industry, I mostly got roles that sold sex appeal. Directors didn't need me to show anything else. My opportunities were also the ones other actresses didn't want. No one wanted to star in Monster. And Head in the Clouds was only offered to me because Natalie Portman turned it down. In Hollywood, opportunities are everything."


    Charles agreed with Charlize's point. However, for many people, opportunities were always elusive.


    Suddenly, Charles heard laughter from the pool area. He looked over to see Leonardo DiCaprio and his good friend "Spider-Man" Tobey Maguire playing poker with some attractive women.


    "Do all Hollywood stars like to play like that?" Charles softly asked with a faint smile.


    Charlize explained in a matter-of-fact tone, "Charles, don't you often attend Hollywood parties and gatherings? You should be used to this by now, right?"


    Charles smiled and continued to watch Tobey Maguire throw some bills at a sexy woman's feet, saying something to her. The woman hesitated but eventually picked up the money; she looked like a server.


    After chatting with Charlize Theron for a while longer, Charles prepared to head home.


    At the parking lot, Charles asked, "Do you need a ride? I didn't see your assistant or driver."


    Charlize laughed, "I gave them some days off. My mom is visiting from New York and staying with me for a few days. She's coming to pick me up; she's out shopping nearby."


    Charles nodded. Isn't this the moment when I should offer to take her home, have her invite me in for coffee, and then we end the night on a high note?


    Charlize hugged Charles and gave him a kiss. "It was nice chatting with you!"


    Charles wrapped his arms around Charlize and kissed her on the lips. For a moment, she was surprised, but she responded passionately.


    After they parted, Charles touched his lips with a lingering sense of pleasure. "That felt nice. I'm heading out."


    Charlize laughed and nodded again, watching as Charles got into a Cayenne and drove off. Her mother arrived shortly after.


    Charlize settled into the passenger seat, and her mother, smiling, asked, "Who was that young man you were kissing so passionately? I didn't want to interrupt you two."


    "A talented young man, the owner of a new type of movie company in Hollywood!" Charlize replied.


    Her mother nodded, not asking further, and started the car. Charles drove south from the Marmont Hotel along Sunset Boulevard, while Charlize and her mother took Hollywood Boulevard to head home.


    As Charles was driving west on Sunset Boulevard, he noticed a man and a woman arguing in the distance at an intersection.


    "Molly, what do you think you're doing? Get back to the bar right now to set up for tonight's poker game. Tobey Maguire and Leonardo DiCaprio could tip you over $1000!" a bearded man ordered a voluptuous woman.


    "Boss, they're so disrespectful! Making people bark like dogs? Throwing money in faces, that's bad enough. Tobey Maguire acts like a pervert!" the attractive woman, a bar server, complained with a pained expression.


    "But he knows a lot of people and can bring in many Hollywood stars for our poker games. You have to endure it, or you'll be out!" The bearded man sternly said. High-stakes poker games charged hefty entry fees, which were his main income. The more players, the more fees.


    Reluctantly, the woman, whose name was Molly Bloom, accepted her fate for the night. A former skier who retired due to injury, she served in the bar while studying at Harvard.


    However, once she got involved in organizing high-stakes poker for the elite, she dropped out of school to take on the job full-time.


    Indeed, she earned a lot; a night's work could net her $1000 in tips, but she had to endure many strange behaviors from guests.


    Molly Bloom climbed into her Toyota, ready to merge onto Sunset Boulevard as a Cayenne drove past.


    Charles had only had two or three glasses of champagne that night, so he was fine to drive. Since he had once got into a fatal accident while driving drunk, he was now extra cautious and avoided drinking when driving, no matter what.


    Glancing briefly at the white Toyota merging into traffic, Charles sped past it. 


    Little did Charles know, the woman in the Toyota, Molly Bloom, was the same server he had spotted by the poolside with Tobey Maguire earlier.


  




  Chapter 99: Chapter 99


  

    As August arrived, Charles Carpe's Mr. & Mrs. Smith was about to restart filming. He was confident that the extra investment would pay off manifold.


    Early in the morning, Evelyn Carpe had just gotten out of bed when she received a delivery call - Charles had bought a car and had it delivered as a gift.


    The butler opened the gate to reveal a red Ferrari sports car, a recently released limited edition Ferrari Enzo.


    Evelyn was overjoyed after receiving the car. This limited edition Ferrari Enzo had been produced since 2002, with only 400 units worldwide.


    Selling at over $600,000, Evelyn received a call from Charles on her way to work.


    "Did you get the car? How is it?" Charles asked.


    "Hehe, it's very nice, I love it. At least you remembered your mom!" Evelyn replied.


    Sitting in his office, Charles smiled as he put down the phone. It was just a car, after all, a limited edition Ferrari at that. Even a Bugatti would be fine.


    The DVD and VHS rentals and sales of Saw had achieved great success. Now the DVD market for The Passion of the Christ was also opening up, and it was expected to provide a substantial cash inflow in a short period. After that, it would become one of the continuous cash sources for Carpe Pictures, along with other movie rights.


    We need to seize profits as much as possible before the DVD market collapses!


    The major films that Charles was now concerned with were The Departed and The Da Vinci Code, both high-concept movies with big investments, big stars, big markets, and big promotions.


    However, Charles often faced disappointments too. I Am Legend, a novel by Richard Matheson, had already been adapted into movies by Warner Bros. in the 60s and 70s.


    As for that memorable Hancock, the script was called Tonight, He Comes and had been completed years ago. However, many film companies refused to develop it because it was a story about an anti-hero.


    Currently, Warner Bros. held onto it, and Charles could only wait for Warner Bros. to give it up. After all, he remembered that this movie was eventually produced by Sony.


    Warner Bros. had just gotten hold of the script and seemed interested in developing it. Something must have changed for sure.


    Around noon, Charles' other assistant Phyllis Jones came in to remind him of the afternoon meeting with the executives from Universal.


    "Phyllis, how long have you been with the company?" Charles asked the beautiful girl standing before him, with her long black hair and graceful posture, whom Dona Williams had recruited as an assistant due to her heavy workload.


    "Since February, for about half a year, Mr. Carpe!" Phyllis Jones had initially joined as a receptionist and was then promoted by Dona Williams.


    "Just graduated from college?"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "I've just graduated this year, and my internship period at the company just ended!"


    Charles nodded, then instructed, "Arrange a place for the meeting with Universal and notify them of the location."


    Phyllis Jones left after answering.


    Dona Williams was in New York, overseeing the acquisition of Marvel shares for Charles. Since Spider-Man 2 hit the box office, its stock price had risen.


    In the afternoon, Charles invited Universal Pictures' President Stacey Snider and production head Donna Langley to a boutique Italian restaurant in West Hollywood.


    Although Universal Pictures' production base was in Hollywood Universal City, its distribution headquarters was in New York, with only a few people in the Los Angeles distribution office.


    Most of the films distributed by the Big Six in Hollywood each year were purchased from other film production companies, with only about one-third being their own productions or co-productions.


    "Charles, you and Martin have differing opinions?" Stacey Snider asked.


    Charles nodded. Donna Langley frowned and asked, "I heard you have a disagreement over the lead actor?"


    "Indeed, I don't think Leonardo DiCaprio can do this role justice. His acting skills are still a bit lacking," Charles said bluntly. After all, the script of The Departed was excellent and couldn't be handled casually.


    "Phyllis, bring out the script!" Charles asked his assistant.


    Taking the script from Phyllis, Charles handed it to Donna Langley. "This is the script jointly adapted by Martin and the original writer. There have been significant changes to the story, and it's pretty good;


    But I don't want the story to take place in Boston. There are gangs everywhere; I want to shoot the movie in New York. So, I'll change the story to New York's Mafia, and typical characters like Italian and Jewish gangsters will do. There's no need to stick to an Irish gangster story!"


    Stacey Snider didn't read the script, but after thinking for a moment, she said, "New York offers a 15% tax rebate, which we need. Filming in Boston would definitely be more expensive."


    Universal, as the global distributor of the film, had its own requirements for the film.


    "We also received Martin's ideas; he wants to invite Robert De Niro and Mel Gibson to join the movie, along with Brad Pitt and Leonardo DiCaprio," Donna Langley laughed.


    Charles was taken aback. How big would the budget need to be then? Universal, as the distributor, certainly wanted to do the most work with the least amount of money. The rest of the funding would have to be figured out by themselves.


    If he did all the hard work, Universal would undoubtedly make money from distribution; the director would gain fame and fortune with a good story and cast. What about Carpe Pictures? How much of the pie would they get after doing all the dirty and hard work?


  




  Chapter 100: Chapter 100


  

    At this moment, the atmosphere in the West Hollywood restaurant was somewhat gloomy.


    Stacey Snyder coughed, breaking the awkward atmosphere, and smiled, "Charles, Martin's idea is just his own thoughts. Gathering so many excellent actors together is impossible!


    He knows it himself. The budget will be astronomical, and nobody will invest in Martin's commercial ability."


    Charles raised one finger, "I want the budget to be below $100 million. As the distributor, Universal, I will respect your opinions!"


    Donna Langley directly asked, "Just tell us, how much do you need for the budget of The Departed? How much can Carpe Productions invest?"


    Charles looked up at Stacey Snyder and Donna Langley before slowly speaking, "The production budget is $80 million. Carpe Productions will match half of the funds according to the contract and match half of the movie's revenue! The script doesn't have many action scenes, and it's being filmed in New York, so there aren't too many set constructions!"


    As for the remaining half of the funds, it didn't matter whether Universal itself funded it or brought in other investors.


    "Charles, what if Martin Scorsese gives up directing this film?" Donna Langley continued to ask. Universal wanted the distribution rights because they were substantial with both the box office and the DVD market.


    Getting the distribution rights with the least investment is always the pursuit of distributors.


    "Martin Scorsese gives up directing?" Charles thought quickly - was it because he didn't want to use Leonardo DiCaprio?


    "Then we'll change the director!"


    "Who will you change to?"


    "Ridley Scott! He is fully capable of directing this movie," Charles also believed the box office could probably be better than if Ridley Scott directed it, although he wasn't sure if they could achieve great success at the Oscars.


    After all, Charles had seen American Gangster, directed by Ridley Scott and starring Oscar-winner Denzel Washington. The quality was top-notch.


    "What about the actors? If you don't use Leonardo, who do you plan to use?" Donna Langley asked again.


    "That needs to be discussed with the director," Charles shook his head.


    "Charles, you first discuss the plot and actor choices with Martin Scorsese," Stacey Snyder suggested while looking at Charles. "Isn't Carpe Productions well-funded?"


    Charles understood her hint, "Carpe Productions needs a lot of cash for self-distributing films!"


    The dinner lasted three hours, equating to three hours of talking about The Departed project.


    Stacey Snyder and Donna Langley indeed hoped Martin Scorsese would direct, and the budget could indeed be kept below $100 million, but the primary creative division would certainly compress the profits of Carpe Productions.


    Carpe Productions was not only the production company but also one of the investors in the movie.


    Charles added his ability to provide funding into the three-film distribution agreement with Universal back then to increase his influence.


    Otherwise, although the executive producer appointed by the investors would not interfere much with film production, their power was not insignificant.


    Most of the current movie investors include major distributors, the six major studios. They provide part of the funds to get the distribution rights. The production company then uses the distribution contract to obtain loans from banks to cover the production budget.


    To protect their interests, distributors commission executive producers to participate in film production, naturally considering their own interests.


    The production producer must ensure that the film is shot into the desired final product within the existing funds. Every party results from negotiation.


    Negotiation and discussion among investors, distributors, and production companies never stop; capital is the prerequisite for influence.


    For overseas investors, many don't even qualify to sit at the movie production negotiating table. They wait in line for the final investment share honestly. They invest in Hollywood movies for cultural export but do not get even the most basic influence. Investment earnings are also at the lowest level, at the very end.


    In her business car, Stacey Snyder asked Donna Langley, sitting beside her, "What do you think about this?"


    "It's clear that Charles Carpe is a man with a strong need for control. He won't allow his projects to deviate from his planned trajectory. Now it seems even Martin Scorsese cannot go against his will!" Donna Langley seemed to admire this.


    "Many people are optimistic about the adapted script of The Departed. I think it's also feasible to let Martin Scorsese lead, and I won't let the budget exceed $100 million. It's not a problem even if Carpe Productions doesn't invest!" Stacey Snyder sighed.


    "But you're thinking about pushing Charles out!"


    Donna Langley was not surprised. Holding the distribution rights essentially meant having control over the film's fate.


    "Charles Carpe is not a simple man! He just brought back a large fortune from Europe, independently developed Walk the Line, and bought Dan Brown's bestseller The Da Vinci Code. He is planning to self-distribute films now!"


    Donna Langley shook her head and then laughed, "I always thought you were very optimistic about young Charles and wouldn't think of kicking him out."


    Stacey Snyder pondered for a moment, "Are you supporting Charles Carpe?"


    Donna Langley nodded, "Martin Scorsese indeed has strong abilities, but you saw the performance of Gangs of New York. Everyone knows how Leonardo DiCaprio's performance was."


    "Of course, if Charles and Martin could cooperate well, that would be even better. Martin can ensure the movie's quality will not be too bad, and Charles's vision can shine commercially!"


    She finished, spread her hands, and continued.


    Stacey Snyder leaned back in her chair, unable to decide yet, "Let's have Charles talk with Martin seriously. If Martin can indeed gather so many actors and stay within the budget, Universal will surely support him!"


    "If not necessary, we should avoid conflicting with Charles unnecessarily. Brokeback Mountain will be showcased at the Venice Film Festival at the end of the month, Mr. & Mrs. Smith will be released next summer, and Wedding Crashers has already wrapped and will be released even earlier than Mr. & Mrs. Smith!"


    "Three films by Carpe Productions are to be released in succession. The preparation for The Departed won't be that quick. We have enough time to reconcile between Charles and Martin."


    Donna Langley nodded. Wasn't it clear that they wanted to see if Charles could lead a blockbuster? If Mr. & Mrs. Smith performs well at the box office, what right does Martin Scorsese have to challenge Charles?


  




  Chapter 101: Long-Term Holding


  

    Carpe Films had a lot going on, and the project The Departed seemed to be a bit of a compromise with Universal, so Charles didn't pay much attention.


    If Martin Scorsese could really gather so many big names, Charles would be happy to act as a producer, collect his fees, and help make the film better.


    Charles himself also went to New York. Brokeback Mountain was distributed by Focus Features and was set to participate in the Venice Film Festival at the end of the month.


    Additionally, Google was going public. Charles wanted to buy some Google stock, so he made a point of meeting with the brokerage team from Dawn Investment Company.


    On First Avenue in Midtown Manhattan, the eighth floor of a ten-story building was the headquarters of Carpe Capital.


    The Charles Carpe Charitable Foundation, Dawn Investment Company, and Carpe Investment Company, which belonged to Carpe Films, all had offices there.


    "Google's IPO is using a method called a Dutch auction, starting high and then going low. It's not very friendly to Wall Street investment banks, so many of them are hoping it will fail. They're all betting against it?" Charles listened to Dona's explanation while learning about the process.


    "But Google's really hot. It's super popular with investors. It definitely won't fail."


    Dona laughed, "Exactly, that's why Google dares to be so bold. Otherwise, they initially priced it between $106 and $126, which is already high enough to make the investment banks uncomfortable.


    Investment banks prefer companies to IPO at a low price and then soar, so they can sell the free shares they receive from the company at a higher market price to investors. Plus, investment banks prefer big clients over small ones, which is really unfair to smaller investors.


    Google's approach maximizes the capital they can get from the market, avoids the huge spreads taken by the investment banks, and gives more opportunities to small and individual investors. Moreover, the commission rate for investment banks isn't very high.


    This way, Google's definitely going to offend the investment banks. Under pressure, they lowered the price to $85 per share!"


    Charles leaned back in his chair, contemplating how many chips he had in hand.


    Dawn Investment already had $67 million in cash, and the personal charitable foundation had over $100 million in cash.


    "On the day Google goes public, buy as many shares as possible, spend all the money, and borrow another $100 million from the charitable foundation to Dawn Investment Company. The interest earned would nearly cover the annual donation quota," Charles muttered. After all, he didn't want to use the charitable foundation for investments yet. Such actions could tarnish his saintly image.


    Using the charitable foundation for tax evasion during a windfall was a serious business proposition. Learning from other billionaires, it's best not to appear too special.


    When older, combining family trusts with charitable foundations would be much better.


    "Buy Google shares? Google's issuing over 19.6 million shares this time, and $167 million can buy almost 2 million shares." Dona Williams reminded. "Many investment institutions have warned their clients not to buy Google shares, you know?"


    Charles shook his head and laughed, "Don't worry, just do as I say. Buy as many as you can!"


    Holding onto them was fine; after all, they could be used as collateral for loans later.


    As for Carpe Films' funds, he had significantly more important uses for them. Yet, if Google's IPO was leveraged, he would still need to support it.


    "I'll be in New York these few days. Let me know immediately if there's anything," Charles said as he visited Dawn Investment Company to check on things.


    They were all professionals, and Charles wasn't a professional. He just needed to tell them his ideas.


    In the evening, Charles went to Britney Spears' four-story duplex mansion near the Silk Building in the Soho district of Downtown Manhattan.


    "Honey, you're here!" As soon as Charles entered the door, Britney Spears hugged and kissed him.


    "Mm, that's enough!" Charles sat on the couch in the hall, holding Britney, who was wearing a loose T-shirt and shorts.


    "A four-story duplex, interesting!" Charles had checked it out from outside. It looked quite low-key.


    "I merged two units together. It's about 3,800 square feet," Britney leaned on Charles. "I'm back in New York for my new album recording."


    "Oh, what about your concert tour?" Charles quickly asked.


    "It isn't over yet. But it's mainly focused on cities in the US and Canada now: Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Seattle, San Francisco, and Vancouver, among others," Britney had indeed traveled a lot this year for her concert tour.


    Charles nodded. Britney Spears was indeed living up to her title of America's sweetheart. Beautiful and with a sweet voice.


    After returning from France, Charles hadn't been with any women for over two months. Dona Williams had stayed in Los Angeles for a while before coming to New York.


    Megan Fox was out of town filming The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, Scarlett Johansson went to the crew of The Island after finishing Wedding Crashers.


    Kate Beckinsale accompanied him a few times but then began working on Underworld: Evolution. Naomi Watts, who might have a new boyfriend, was in New Zealand shooting the Universal's monster hit King Kong.


    Britney Spears had also been abroad for her concert tour.


    No wonder Hollywood stars changed partners as quickly as having meals; they were all impatient creatures.


    "Come on, show me around your house!" Charles suggested, standing up and taking Britney's hand.


    Britney enthusiastically gave Charles a tour, explaining how each of the four rooms were used: bedroom, music practice, viewing, etc., along with two large living rooms, a kitchen, and five bathrooms.


    "This is the terrace. Look around; it's quiet and comfortable." Finally, Britney brought Charles to the fourth floor.


    The terrace, three to four hundred square feet in size, was filled with flowers and plants. Next to it was a viewing room with a bed, surrounded by 270-degree glass walls offering spectacular views.


    "It seems like it's not far from my house by the Hudson River!" Charles noticed he could see the Hudson River in the distance from there.


    Britney nodded, "Not too far. It doesn't take long to drive. In the future, we can stay at your place or mine whenever we're in New York."


    "However, your place has a better location!" Britney's place cost $3 million, including renovations, while Charles hadn't even started decorating his place, which had cost four to five million dollars.


    Charles shook his head, "This area is popular with artistic people."


    Britney pulled Charles, and both sat on the couch. Charles pressed against her and began kissing.


    "Carry me to the bedroom, there's a big bathroom next to it!" Britney, feeling passionate, wrapped her arms around Charles' neck.


    "With pleasure!"


  




  Chapter 102: Harlem


  

    In the morning, Charles Carpe was lying in bed in Britney Spears' bedroom, chatting with her.


    Through the floor-to-ceiling windows in the bedroom, one could see the distant skyline of Midtown Manhattan and the beautiful park scenery nearby.


    "I bought this limited edition Audemars Piguet men's watch for you from Europe. Isn't it gorgeous?" Britney took out a box and revealed a silver-black Royal Oak Series watch.


    Charles picked it up, looked at it, and nodded, "This is exactly my style, thank you!"


    After speaking, he set the watch aside and kissed the lady. After they kissed for a while, Charles held her close to the head of the bed and asked,


    "Have you noticed that there's been less gossip about you lately?"


    Britney leaned her face against Charles' chest, tracing circles on his abs with her hand, and replied, "I rarely read entertainment news now. Anyway, I've been on tour abroad, so let them write whatever they want. Besides, Mrs. Carpe said she would handle anything for me and that I should call her if I have any issues. She even stayed abroad with me for a while this year!"


    Charles nodded and reminded her, "Don't let Justin exploit you anymore. He's got a nasty scheme. Janet Jackson's music career basically ended because of him this year."


    Britney was startled and looked up in surprise, "Janet Jackson's singing career is over?"


    "Pretty much. There was that slip-up during the Super Bowl halftime show, broadcast live on TV, and now we're in special times," Charles didn't elaborate further because he knew Britney wouldn't understand.


    First of all, she's Black; and secondly, she's Michael Jackson's sister, and Michael Jackson was globally infamous at that time because of the child molestation case.


    Janet Jackson was indeed targeted. Compared to Madonna's antics during her concerts, Janet faced much harsher consequences.


    "I know, Mrs. Carpe has briefed me on how to handle interviews," Britney's mind really couldn't handle too many complex things.


    Charles changed positions and embraced her, asking, "Your concerts this year haven't been too sexy, right?"


    "No, Mrs. Carpe instructed that now was not the appropriate time," Britney Spears looked at Charles and whispered, "In the future, I'll keep my sexiest side just for you, okay?"


    "Of course, dear!" Charles said, giving her another kiss. 


    At noon, Charles left for the Focus Features office, much to Britney's reluctance.


    "Brokeback Mountain faced a lot of opposition and protests from conservatives," James Schamus, sitting next to Charles on the sofa, handed him a cup of coffee.


    Taking a sip of coffee, Charles smiled, "That's to be expected, but it's election season, and the movie has a lot of support from liberals!"


    "If we win something at next month's Venice Film Festival, it will be great publicity for the movie," analyzed James Schamus.


    Charles set down his coffee and smiled, "Such taboo-breaking movies are always darlings of film festival juries. Fahrenheit 9/11 did win the Palme d'Or at Cannes, didn't it?"


    "Let's hope so," James Schamus smiled and asked, "Charles, interested in going to Italy too?"


    "Haha, but unfortunately, the Euro Cup is over. Otherwise, I'd like to go too!" Charles had a lot of work and didn't want to travel abroad unnecessarily.


    "Oh, God, do you plan on winning a few hundred million euros from Italy?" James Schamus laughed heartily.


    When Charles left Focus Features, it was already evening. He drove north along Third Avenue in East Harlem.


    Charles was heading to Harlem, located at the northern edge of Central Park. East Harlem is situated north of the Upper East Side, adjacent to Harlem.


    After reaching 124th Street, he drove west, crossing Lexington Avenue, Park Avenue, Madison Avenue, and Fifth Avenue before stopping in front of a mansion.


    Charles was visiting Chris Gardner, the real-life inspiration for The Pursuit of Happiness, a Black man in a suit with a bald head.


    "Good evening, Mr. Gardner."


    "Charles, come on in. God bless you!"


    Following Chris Gardner into the house, they went to the study to discuss the movie adaptation of his personal story.


    Charles thought these things could be easily settled, but Gardner wanted to hear the specific ideas for the movie adaptation of his life.


    Since Will Smith was busy with his movie Hitch, only Charles could come to see Chris Gardner.


    By the time Charles left Chris Gardner's house, two hours had passed. He found it easy to convince Gardner to authorize the adaptation.


    Driving his Mercedes SLR, he headed east toward Madison Avenue, then south to return to Soho.


    As he passed the corner of Marcus Garvey Park, he noticed two young men robbing a passerby's backpack, illuminated by Charles' headlights.


  




  Chapter 103: Just Use Cage


  

    Returning to Britney's residence at Silk Mansion, Charles took off his jacket and threw it on the sofa, still feeling a bit shaken.


    After hanging up Charles' clothes, Britney Spears noticed he seemed troubled as he sat on the sofa. "What's wrong?"


    Charles kissed her and pulled her onto his lap. "I ran into a robbery in Harlem tonight!"


    "Oh my God, are you okay?" Britney anxiously looked Charles over.


    "I'm fine, I'm fine. They were robbing someone else!" Charles didn't want to elaborate, thankful the guys weren't armed.


    "That's good!" Britney hugged Charles' neck and kissed him. "Why'd you go there? It's the most chaotic neighborhood in Manhattan. Even during the day, it's a mess!"


    Charles slipped his hand under her shirt and began to explain. "There was a movie project meeting. I didn't expect him to live there of all places!"


    Chris Gardner, now at least a multimillionaire, living in Harlem, huh? With just the film rights fees from this project, he'd be earning millions.


    Britney ignored Charles' wandering hands, continuing to hold his neck while giving her input.


    "Charles, you should really bring bodyguards when you go to places like that!" It made sense for a public figure like Britney Spears to have bodyguards, but Charles was just a filmmaker known mainly within the industry.


    After all, the general public is far more interested in celebrities. Of course, if you're on top of the Forbes list, that's another story.


    "We'll see, no rush right now!" Charles was quite keen on staying alive; when the time came, he'd hire several bodyguards for sure.


    "Charles, have you had enough?" Britney reminded, "I made dinner."


    "Okay," Charles withdrew his hand. "Babe, you're irresistible, really!"


    Then, they began their dinner - steaks and red wine.


    At the end of the month, Charles' company, Dawn Investments, had acquired a total of 1.82 million shares of Google stock, 0.67% of Google's shares.


    That right there was a hundred and sixty million dollars well spent!


    In Midtown Manhattan, at Bryant Park between Fifth Avenue and Sixth Avenue, and 40th and 42nd Streets.


    Charles sat on a park bench, enjoying an artist's performance nearby while talking to his mother on the phone. "Did you buy some Google stock?"


    "Yes, I took your advice, had someone buy about 35,000 shares, which cost around 3.5 million dollars!" Evelyn trusted her son's judgment. "Was it too expensive?"


    "No, no, no. Hold onto the stock. It's a good long-term investment!"


    After hanging up, Charles stood and adjusted his khaki trench coat. He pulled out a few twenty-dollar bills from his wallet and put them in the artist's collection box.


    The long-haired artist nodded slightly to Charles. "Thanks!"


    Charles glanced at the New York Public Library facing the park and started walking toward it.


    "Howard, didn't expect you to want to meet in a place like this," Charles came to discuss with Ron Howard, the director of The Da Vinci Code.


    Ron Howard was seated at a table already filled with several books. Seeing Charles, he removed his glasses and smiled. "To understand the mix of secrets from the novel and reality, you have to immerse yourself.


    By the way Tom Hanks does not have dates available. Do you have any alternatives?"


    Charles nodded. "Professor Robert Langdon, Nicolas Cage is perfect for that role! The Da Vinci Code is essentially a thriller disguised with a religious theme. Cage's look and acting skills are spot on for the renowned symbologist Robert Langdon."


    Ron Howard asked, "Cage has a treasure hunt movie, National Treasure, coming out this year. Won't the audience find them too similar?"


    Charles shook his head. "No way. National Treasure is an action-packed treasure hunt. The Da Vinci Code revolves around unraveling mysteries about Jesus' descendants. It's all about suspense, thrill, and religious secrets."


    "The film is based on a novel with many key real-world clues. Especially the Mona Lisa at the Louvre, which will be a crucial prop. I'll be heading to France soon with Dan Brown to lobby for access to film there," Ron Howard said.


    "By the way, Marion Cotillard is a great French actress. When you're in France, you should meet her. EuropaCorp will also help us!" Charles added.


    Ron Howard nodded. Nicolas Cage had the talent and fame, which was enough. Regarding the actress, she was just a means to strengthen ties with France, not a critical element.


    "One more thing, Howard, we'll have to modify the anti-Catholic themes from the novel. Otherwise, this movie will face massive obstacles," Charles reminded. The power of the Catholic Church is not to be underestimated, with strong influence across Europe and America.


    Howard seriously nodded, then smiled. "This film is about suspense and thrill, merely using religious secrets as a backdrop. I've instructed the screenwriters to cut the anti-Catholic themes."


    "That's good!"


    "Charles, filming in various famous locations is going to raise the budget significantly," as a director, Ron Howard was certainly concerned about the film's production costs.


    "Don't worry, once we have the complete script, the budget won't be an issue. At least 100 million dollars will be allocated!" Charles thought to himself, worrying if even 100 million would be enough.


    From The Passion of the Christ to the year-end release of Brokeback Mountain, and now preparing for The Da Vinci Code, the controversies in films never ceased - religious disputes, LGBTQ themes, and now mysteries surrounding Jesus.


    Charles realized that the timing worked out this year, releasing two controversial films, The Passion of the Christ and Brokeback Mountain, in the same year.


    Thankfully, the controversy surrounding Fahrenheit 9/11 was massively amplified due to the presidential election year. With Fahrenheit 9/11 taking the brunt, The Passion of the Christ and Brokeback Mountain could at least avoid most of the backlash.


  




  Chapter 104: Greenwich


  

    Carpe Films sent Brokeback Mountain to the 61st Venice Film Festival in Italy, and Charles wasn't keen on going.


    With director Ang Lee and stars like Heath Ledger, Jake Gyllenhaal, and Michelle Williams attending, plus the Focus Features staff handling the promotions, that was enough.


    In Lower Manhattan, Carpe Films, headed by Charles, had purchased a two-story office building on Greenwich Street south of Canal Street, intended to serve as the company's New York office.


    Charles had brought along his attractive assistants, Dona Williams and Phyllis Jones, to take a look.


    "It's alright. With a bit of simple renovation, we can start working here. It was previously rented by an investment brokerage," Dona commented, finding the place quite pleasing.


    "Get someone to renovate it. Try to have it ready by November," Charles said. He had hired quite a few people this year, as a lot of manpower was needed to build the distribution network.


    New York, as the entertainment hub of the East Coast, was of obvious importance, not to mention needing agents or temps in places like Washington D.C., Chicago, Boston, Atlanta, Dallas, and Seattle for film releases.


    "Let's go back," Charles said after a brief look around, planning to head back to his Hudson River mansion, which wasn't too far away.


    That evening, Charles was in his study, flipping through movie and television project dossiers Phyllis had brought over, looking for promising scripts to invest in.


    "Boss, coffee's here!" Phyllis Jones knocked on the door, holding a tray of coffee.


    "Come in!"


    Phyllis Jones adjusted her low-cut sweater to make herself look even more attractive before entering.


    Charles was leafing through the documents without looking up. He pointed to the right side of his desk. "Leave it there!"


    "Okay," Phyllis said. She placed the coffee on the desk, wanting to stay longer but worried she might get reprimanded, feeling a bit conflicted.


    "Phyllis, how's Paul Scheuring's preparation for Prison Break going?" Charles asked.


    "He's discussing it with Fox, hoping to produce a pilot episode to gauge interest."


    Charles frowned. "Tell Paul Scheuring to start assembling the crew. Carpe TV is investing $2 million for the pilot episode. Later, we can have several networks bid for the first broadcast rights."


    "Alright. Actually, Mr. Scheuring has been looking for the right actors, but still hasn't pinned down the two lead brothers," Phyllis reminded him.


    "The lead actor!" Charles looked up, noticing Phyllis Jones standing by his side. Her alluring figure caught his eye. "Phyllis, you've got a body that rivals those Hollywood stars!"


    "Oh, thanks boss!" Phyllis beamed. She often accompanied Charles and found the young, handsome, and wealthy mogul irresistible.


    Phyllis moved behind Charles and started massaging his shoulders. Charles stood up and guided her to the sofa.


    Lying down, he rested his head in her lap, allowing her to massage his scalp while enjoying her fragrance. "Do you know last year's drama film The Human Stain?" he asked.


    "Yes, I watched it. Nicole Kidman and Anthony Hopkins starred in it," she replied.


    "Right. The young actor playing Anthony Hopkins' character did a good job. He's called Wentworth Miller. Get Paul to have him audition for the lead role," Charles thought aloud, wanting to save Paul Scheuring time in finding the right actor.


    "Wentworth Miller! Got it. I'll inform the team responsible for this show," Phyllis replied, her slender fingers gently massaging Charles' head.


    Charles relaxed for a while, then got up, walking to his desk to pick up another project file. It contained a script's outline and plan.


    "This Little Miss Sunshine project, tell me more about it," Charles recalled that the film didn't have a large budget but had performed well at the box office.


    Phyllis thumbed through the file and started explaining. "This project was submitted by independent producer Marc Turtletaub. Little Miss Sunshine was written around 2000, but many studios didn't develop it due to the bland storyline. Mr. Turtletaub bought the script at a low price after Focus Features gave up. He hopes to adapt it into a film."


    Charles chuckled. "Marc Turtletaub only needs an $8 million budget. Other than Alan Arkin, the cast is relatively unknown, but a warm family comedy can attract many families to the theater. Give Marc the green light; he's already lined up the director and actors. The crew should form quickly. Let Philip arrange the release schedule. It should be ready for next year."


    Phyllis nodded but couldn't help asking, "Can this film really succeed? The story seems so mundane. It's about a family helping their daughter compete in the 'Little Miss Sunshine' pageant. No big stars and no major selling points either."


    Charles shrugged. "In today's flashy society, a film about everyday family moments can serve as a nice change of pace. Have the company invest in its development."


    Phyllis nodded and then approached Charles again. "Boss, aren't you going to rest?"


    Charles smiled, wrapping his arms around her waist, her cleavage in full view. He whispered in her ear, "You're a 36D, right?"


    "36D!"


    "Alright, you go rest. I need to finish reviewing these," Charles said, giving her a playful squeeze.


    After Phyllis left, Charles sat back down, sipped his coffee, and resumed his work. Carpe Films was establishing its distribution network, and they needed more than just one or two films next year.


    Little Miss Sunshine was promising - a profitable film is a good film. They also had Walk the Line and the sequel Saw III.


    With that, Carpe Films would have at least three releases next year.


  




  Chapter 105: Matrix Pictures


  

    In the living room on the second floor, Charles, Evelyn, and Dona were sitting on the sofa watching CNBC news: General Electric completed the acquisition of Universal Entertainment and merged NBC Network and Universal to form NBCUniversal Entertainment.


    "GE Chairman and CEO Jeff Immelt announced that GE Vice Chairman and Chairman and CEO of NBC Television Group Bob Wright would become Chairman and CEO of the new company NBCUniversal," the news anchor said.


    "Universal Studios' top executives remain unchanged," Charles noted, watching the screen. "Ron Meyer and Stacey Snider are still in charge of Universal Pictures."


    Another giant had appeared. NBCUniversal included one of Hollywood's six major film studios, Universal Pictures, as well as Universal Studios and Resorts, and the NBC broadcast network along with networks like USA Network, Syfy, CNBC, NBC News, Bravo, and the Spanish-language channel Trio.


    "Vivendi initially asked for $14 billion for Universal Pictures Group, but that was too high. GE's acquisition cost around $12 billion," Dona explained.


    Vivendi still held 20% of the new NBCUniversal, while GE controlled 80%. However, Vivendi still managed the world's largest music entertainment group, Universal Music Group.


    Currently, Universal Music Group was undoubtedly the largest of the world's five major music groups, being the result of a merger between PolyGram and the old Universal Records.


    Even the upcoming merger of Sony Music and BMG to form Sony BMG would only make them the second largest.


    Alongside Warner Music Group and EMI, these five groups accounted for over 80% of the global music market.


    "Finally, all the major film studios have become part of media empires," Charles said as he stood up and walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows, watching the Hudson River flow gently. He lit a cigarette.


    NBCUniversal was valued at about $30 billion, and with debt, the total acquisition cost was nearly $40 billion.


    Jeff Immelt, the new GE Chairman who succeeded Jack Welch, seemed to have some ambition.


    "Dona, how much of Marvel does Carpe Pictures own now?" Charles asked, feeling the need to hasten his plans.


    "Just under 10%, but only by a bit. The current price is somewhat overvalued," Dona Williams quickly responded. "We spent around $15 million on small-scale acquisitions from the market, so not many people noticed."


    "Are there any major shareholders looking to sell their Marvel shares?" Charles asked again.


    Dona shook her head, "Isaac Perlmutter and Avi Arad together own over 56% of Marvel. It's tough to get control without them!"


    "Yeah, you're right! But I met Marvel COO David Maisel in Manhattan, he seems to be courting Wall Street investment firms, probably hasn't given up on developing his own movies," Charles remarked, though not too worried. Characters like Iron Man, Captain America, and Thor were already within the Carpe Pictures domain.


    "Boss, I heard in Los Angeles that Marvel Chairman Isaac Perlmutter and Marvel Creative Officer Avi Arad, who's also the president of Marvel Studios, aren't getting along lately. They have some irreconcilable differences," Phyllis Jones chimed in.


    Charles nodded. To acquire Marvel, Carpe Pictures needed to persuade Isaac Perlmutter to sell his shares. Avi Arad's shares were merely complementary.


    "Oh, by the way, Phyllis, I discovered a new project recently, Eli Roth's horror thriller Hostel. His film Cabin Fever from two years ago had some audience. Hostel seems similar, support its development!"


    It was another low-budget horror film with a budget of $4.5 million, not much.


    "Hostel!" Phyllis Jones shuddered at the name. It sounded as disturbing as Saw.


    "Boss, using Carpe Pictures' label for such films might not be quite appropriate," Dona Williams suggested.


    Charles found sense in that. Such niche B-movies should have their own dedicated production and distribution label.


    "Alright then, when you get back, register a subsidiary under Carpe Pictures called Matrix Pictures to handle the production and distribution of horror, thriller, and gory B-movies," Charles instructed Phyllis Jones.


    "Starting from Saw II this year, the third film next year, and this Hostel, let's use the Matrix Pictures label for them," Charles added.


    This approach prevented companies from being typecast.


    Even Disney refrained from using its label for anything beyond G-rated movies. Touchstone Pictures, Hollywood Pictures, and Miramax all released their non-animated films through Buena Vista International.


    Carpe Pictures should focus on developing commercial and art films. As it grew, Charles planned to create an independent label specifically to handle indie films.


    After all, while major companies concentrated on blockbusters, indie films had lower production costs and higher artistic value, complementing commercial blockbusters.


    "Boss, you're not going back to LA?" Phyllis asked Charles.


    Charles shook his head and exhaled some smoke, "I need to stay in New York for a while longer."


    Dona Williams tugged on Phyllis's arm, "Darling, I'll book your ticket and take you to the airport."


    Phyllis pouted but knew she had to finish her work first.


    That afternoon, Dona drove Phyllis to Kennedy Airport. Sitting in the passenger seat, Phyllis handed Dona a gift, "Dona, this is for you, a Chanel scarf!"


    "Hey Phyllis, got a lot of goodies from the boss these days, right?" Dona teased as she glanced at the scarf while driving.


    "He gave me perfume and a bag. Want them? They're quite pricey!"


    "Keep them, Phyllis. The boss already has us two. We should make sure to keep him happy so other young, pretty girls in the company don't steal him away," Dona suggested, forming an alliance with Phyllis.


    Phyllis quickly nodded in agreement with Dona's idea!


  




  Chapter 106: Chapter 106


  

    Los Angeles, Universal Studios, Martin Scorsese walked into the office of Universal Pictures President Stacey Snider.


    "How are you, Martin?" At that time, Universal Pictures, a film production and distribution company under NBC Universal Entertainment, had to wait for General Electric's approval for many movie budgets.


    Stacey Snider was, of course, very interested in Martin Scorsese's preparations for The Departed.


    "Leonardo DiCaprio is on board, and I've also met with Jack Nicholson. He's been doing a lot of comedy lately, but he's quite interested in playing a big villain again," Martin Scorsese said as he removed his glasses, wiped them, and put them back on.


    "Brad Pitt declined the invitation, Mel Gibson isn't interested in the role, and Robert De Niro is busy preparing for his self-directed The Good Shepherd, so he doesn't have the time to participate."


    Stacey Snider sighed, looked at Martin Scorsese, and said, "Charles's condition is that the filming must take place in New York, and the lead actor must be a serious, skilled actor."


    "So, the script needs revising, but we can have Leonardo play the undercover cop role, assuming he wants to," she added.


    Martin Scorsese nodded, saying he needed some days to think it over before making a decision.


    In mid-September, Ang Lee won the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival with Brokeback Mountain.


    Charles hosted a celebratory party at the Four Seasons Hotel in New York, inviting many celebrities to the event.


    Besides the film crew members, notable stars like Will Smith and his wife, Tom Hanks and his wife, and Nicole Kidman attended.


    "Charles, you got the Golden Lion this year. I'm sure it won't be long before you win the Oscar for Best Picture," Tom Hanks remarked.


    Charles chuckled, then said semi-seriously, "It definitely won't take long. I think just a year or two, not more than three!"


    Both men laughed afterward.


    Ang Lee, Heath Ledger and his girlfriend, who was also the film's leading actress Michelle Williams, Jake Gyllenhaal, and even the pregnant Liv Tyler attended.


    "Good evening!" Charles gave Liv Tyler a light hug, "The baby is due soon?"


    "Yes, about four more months," Liv Tyler answered, then noticing something off, she laughed and said, "This isn't your baby, it's my husband's child!"


    Charles was taken aback, confused. He looked at Liv Tyler in disbelief and chuckled awkwardly, "Of course I know it's your husband's. I was just showing concern for your health."


    "It must have been the way you said it that confused me," Liv Tyler laughed, remembering their one-night stand before last Christmas.


    "Your husband didn't come?"


    Liv Tyler touched her belly, smiling happily, "Oh, he's busy with concerts and recording albums. I'm working less now, and if this Brokeback Mountain celebration wasn't in New York, I wouldn't have been able to attend."


    "Well, make sure to get plenty of rest!" Charles advised.


    "Don't worry. I'm just here to congratulate the crew and then I'm heading back. I have three assistants and a nanny taking care of me, so it's all good," Liv Tyler reassured. Although she didn't have much screen time in the movie, she did contribute her beautiful figure.


    Charles nodded and moved away.


    "Charles!" Henry Winsted approached.


    "What's up?" Charles inquired.


    "I met with the Coen Brothers. They've nearly finished revising the screenplay for No Country for Old Men. I think we can speed up the project!" Henry announced.


    "That fast?" Charles was delighted. "Weren't they working on another project?"


    Henry grinned, "They found Cormac McCarthy's novel very intriguing. It perfectly matches their style of black humor and thriller, so they've dedicated the past few months to adapting the script."


    "Then let's go forth with it. What's the budget?" Charles asked.


    "$25 million. Most scenes are set in small towns on the border, so we can scout locations in either New Mexico or Texas," Henry responded.


    "Fine, since the Coen Brothers have the time, let's start the No Country for Old Men project and begin filming as soon as possible," Charles agreed, confident the film could win the Oscar for Best Picture.


    After Henry left, Charles mentally calculated the budgets: "$8 million for Little Miss Sunshine, $4.5 million for Hostel, and now $25 million for No Country for Old Men."


    Additionally, purchasing a stake in Marvel cost $15 million, pushing the total expenses over $50 million.


    Furthermore, producing Walk the Line and the Prison Break pilot would add nearly $30 million more, bringing the total to over $80 million.


    Initially, with a $100 million cash flow, Carpe Films had to manage its release of Saw II. Nevertheless, the booming DVD market for Saw and The Passion of the Christ in North America provided at least $20 million in cash income. Meanwhile, Carpe Films could use film rights as collateral for bank loans, securing additional funds for movie development.


    Given this, Carpe Films wasn't exactly short on cash. If money ever became tight, Charles could mortgage Dawn Investments assets and stocks to inject funds into Carpe Films.


    "Congratulations, Charles!" David Linde, another executive from Focus Features, raised a glass to Charles.


    Charles shook his head, "If I hadn't bought the rights to Brokeback Mountain, James would have discovered the novel and assigned it to Ang Lee."


    James Schamus and David Linde were the current executives of Focus Features.


    David Linde chuckled. Brokeback Mountain had its share of controversies. Despite winning the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival, it still faced protest and opposition from numerous conservatives at home.


    "David, don't worry! Fahrenheit 9/11 managed to release and even did well. Compared to it, Brokeback Mountain won't be as controversial, right?" Charles patted David's shoulder to comfort him.


    The main opposition came from old white men in New England and the Mormon community in Utah.


    "True enough, cheers!" David Linde smiled and clinked glasses with Charles again.


  




  Chapter 107: Con Artists


  

    The Four Seasons Hotel, located on Madison Avenue and 57th Street in Midtown Manhattan, also offered a stunning view of Central Park.


    Charles was preparing to leave the banquet hall to get some fresh air on the balcony when the beautifully dressed Anne Hathaway, in a sexy low-cut evening gown, approached him.


    "I'm Anne Hathaway. May I have this dance, Mr. Carpe?" she asked.


    There were many beautiful women in the venue, and quite a few important people too. After all, Charles was now a Hollywood billionaire!


    "Sure, Anne, but how about enjoying the New York skyline with me outside instead?" Charles said as he took her hand. After all, at that time, Anne Hathaway was still a Disney princess - young and beautiful.


    The two walked to the edge of the balcony, and Manhattan's night skyline was spectacular as always.


    "Brokeback Mountain is an absolutely fantastic movie. It's so well shot!" Anne Hathaway praised, standing beside him.


    "Yes, it's a great film. Ang Lee is a very talented director!" Charles agreed.


    "Working with such a director must be something every actor would love to do," Anne Hathaway said, feeling tired of always playing princess roles.


    "Mr. Carpe, can I ask why I didn't get the role of Jack's wife in Brokeback Mountain? Was there something I lacked or did wrong?" Anne Hathaway couldn't resist asking Charles.


    After all, they did approach her for the role last year while shooting Brokeback Mountain. Although she was filming The Princess Diaries 2: Royal Engagement and Ella Enchanted at the time, the role in Brokeback Mountain wasn't extensive, and she could have managed to fit it in. Furthermore, she even turned down a role in The Phantom of the Opera.


    "Call me Charles!" He turned to look at Anne Hathaway. "Did you read the script?" Charles asked.


    Anne Hathaway nodded. "I know there's a scene where I need to take my shirt off in a car. I'm totally fine with that!"


    "Your agent said your princess image from The Princess Diaries was very ingrained and hoped we could reduce the topless scenes," Charles responded casually.


    "I don't have time to waste, changing the actor was the quickest solution!" he added.


    Charles had guessed it. The Princess Diaries was Anne Hathaway's breakthrough series. This year, both the sequel The Princess Diaries 2: Royal Engagement and the romantic comedy Ella Enchanted hadn't done well in terms of reviews or box office sales.


    Anne Hathaway was always playing the naive princess roles, which had started typecasting her. A career change was urgently needed.


    "Is that so? I honestly don't want to always play these kinds of roles, but I can't get any other roles!" Anne Hathaway confessed.


    She was still relying on the popularity from The Princess Diaries to get roles and recognized she had quite a bit of room for improvement in her acting skills.


    "You're quite bold, coming here just to ask me why?" Charles said with a smile.


    "No, I came with my agent. I was just introduced to an Italian entrepreneur," Anne Hathaway replied, not realizing how Charles might interpret her words.


    "An Italian entrepreneur? Young, about 26 or 27 years old? Works in some kind of Catholic asset management or investment?" Charles suddenly recalled Anne Hathaway's future swindler boyfriend. Could it be?


    Anne Hathaway was stunned and then surprisedly exclaimed, "Do you know him? His name is Raffaello Follieri!"


    Charles shook his head and laughed. "I don't know his name. I just know there've been quite a few con artists pretending to be big-shot investors in Hollywood recently. You better look into it, because getting embroiled in a fraud case is not something you want!" Charles warned.


    Anne Hathaway, though not extremely smart, wasn't dumb either. From what Charles said, she realized that this Raffaello Follieri might be problematic.


    Suddenly feeling awkward, she maintained her composure as an actress and with a calm expression, smiled and said, "Thank you very much for the warning. I'll be careful!"


    "Come on, let's go inside and dance!" Charles said, leading Anne Hathaway back into the banquet hall.


    Female celebrities in the entertainment industry were indeed the most easily deceived. But when it came to competing for roles or engaging in other interest-related maneuvers, they could seem overly shrewd.


    "Charles, how did you know that Raffaello Follieri isn't a legitimate businessman?" Anne Hathaway, having only met Raffaello Follieri tonight, couldn't help but feel some unease.


    "Ever heard of a Ponzi scheme?" Charles asked while holding her as they danced. "Con artists get funds from different investors or institutions, offering higher-than-market returns to make them follow blindly. This attracts more people or institutions to invest. The scammers just use the investments of new victims to pay off the returns of earlier ones."


    "Then, the scammers have tons of money to live it up!" Charles said.


    Raffaello Follieri was just a small-time crook. Charles had seen his name in the news, noting that he was arrested during the financial crisis.


    The true mastermind, however, was Bernard Madoff, a Wall Street tycoon who swindled billions of dollars.


    Bernard Madoff's investment fund was still a premium investment channel among the wealthy circles. It goes to show how cunning some people can be!


    Former chairman of NASDAQ, Madoff's investment fund still had the requirement that no investments under one million dollars were allowed.


  




  Chapter 108: Chapter 108


  

    In a suite at the Four Seasons Hotel, Dona Williams helped Charles to the sofa. Charles, feeling a bit dizzy, loosened his tie and leaned back.


    Pressing his head, he said, "I had a bit too much to drink tonight!"


    "I'll get you a glass of water," Dona got up to fetch it.


    "A glass of warm water would feel better," Charles insisted.


    After a short while, Dona handed Charles a glass of warm water. After taking a sip, Charles felt much better.


    Standing by the window with his hands in his pockets, enjoying the night view of Central Park, Charles felt a sense of relief.


    Dona Williams hung Charles' jacket on the sofa and came over to him, wrapping her arms around his waist, asking, "Are you thinking about tomorrow?"


    "Tomorrow? You mean Delphine Arnault coming to New York?" Charles shook his head. "I don't have time to worry about such trivial matters."


    "Let's go, take a shower and sleep. We'll head back to Los Angeles in a few days," Charles didn't wait for Dona to inquire further and directly led her towards the bathroom.


    New York Fashion Week, as one of the four major fashion weeks in the world, was held twice a year: the autumn/winter Fashion Week took place in February, and the spring/summer Fashion Week for the following year was held in September.


    Within a week, New York hosted around two hundred shows of varying significance, with the most important ones held in the main venue in Bryant Park.


    The Pierre Taj Hotel in New York, located on Fifth Avenue at East 60th Street in the Upper East Side of Manhattan, is adjacent to Central Park.


    Delphine Arnault stayed in the Central Park suite at the Pierre, which offered a 270-degree view of the park.


    When Charles arrived at Delphine Arnault's place, it was already 6 PM. Delphine was enjoying the view with a cup of coffee in hand.


    "Dear Delphine, welcome to New York!"


    Delphine smiled, "I hope you don't mind me calling you over this late?"


    Charles shook his head, "Why would I? This is prime party time!"


    "Have a seat. What would you like to drink?"


    "Coffee or soda water!"


    "Then coffee it is," Delphine gestured to her assistant.


    "I thought you'd rest tonight and start working tomorrow?" Charles queried.


    Delphine nodded, "I rested for a few hours in the afternoon, so I called you over."


    "How can I help you?"


    "You know, I've been responsible for Dior perfumes for two years now, and I'm expanding Dior's other business areas. The U.S. market has always been vital for us," Delphine said, setting her coffee down.


    "Ready-to-wear, jewelry, handbags, cosmetics - we need results!"


    After taking the coffee from Delphine's assistant, Charles gave a helpless look, "I can't help you with this. I don't understand fashion at all!"


    Delphine laughed, "You don't get it? Do you know you're different from many Americans?"


    "You like to wear fitted Italian handmade suits and shoes, carry yourself elegantly, unlike most Americans who prefer loose clothing and lack..."


    "Rudeness. Sorry to use such a term for you Americans!"


    Charles took a sip of his coffee, waved his hand, and smiled, "It's fine. Americans are known for being crude and unrefined nouveau riche. But it seems I'm as good as you say I am?"


    "The name 'Capet' suggests you might have French ancestry. It's rare but quite famous!" Delphine remarked.


    [Note: Looks like I was translating the last name wrong until now. Moving forward, I will use Capet.]


    "Really? Could I be a descendant of the Capetian dynasty of the Kingdom of France?" Charles joked, "I should ask my mother if she's the daughter of any noble duke or count!"


    Delphine chuckled, "The Capetians are one of the oldest European dynasties. Although the main line has ended, the collateral lines are still significant. Even the current King of Spain and Grand Duke of Luxembourg are from the Capet-Bourbon lineage!"


    "My mother is French, my father is British, who knows if their ancestors were German or Irish!" Charles shook his head; such nobility talk was boring to him.


    In this day and age? Aristocracy? France had been a republic for ages. Just because there's "de" in a French name or "von" in a German name doesn't mean they're nobility.


    Post-World War I, many added "von" or "de" to their names just to impress unsuspecting nouveau riche.


    Delphine laughed, seeing Charles wasn't like many Americans; he disregarded this so-called nobility. After all, European nobility held significant appeal in the U.S.!


    "Tonight, I want you to help arrange a grand party, involving some Hollywood stars and inviting some fashion magazine media and people we collaborate with from LV," Delphine finally got to the point.


    "That's it?" Charles almost lost it. Did she really need him to come for this trivial matter? Couldn't she just contact his assistant?


    "There's more," Delphine stood up and pulled Charles up as well, linking arms with him, smiling, "I want you to take me to dinner. Take me to a restaurant you frequent."


    Charles checked his watch, thought for a moment, then said, "Sure."


  




  Chapter 109: Fashion


  

    Luxury brands, fashion magazines, and star models form a complementary triangle - "you need me, and I need you!"


    In a huge white tent set up in Bryant Park, Midtown Manhattan, designers from around the world showcased their works through models, displaying the effect of ready-to-wear clothes.


    Charles and Delphine sat together at the side of the runway, enjoying the model shows of various brands.


    "I'm going back to Los Angeles tonight. When are you heading back to France?" Charles had already stayed in New York long enough and it was time to go back.


    Delphine Arnault paused for a moment, then smiled and asked, "Has it been boring these past few days? Didn't you meet a lot of pretty models?"


    Charles had indeed met some female models and had also met with executives from fashion media publishing groups like Conde Nast and Hearst Corporation.


    For instance, magazines like Vanity Fair, New Yorker, Vogue, and GQ were under Conde Nast; whereas Hearst owned magazines like Elle and Esquire.


    "Don't you know I have a movie, Brokeback Mountain, coming out soon?" Charles countered.


    "Oh, I know. That's why so many reporters are trying to interview you. Brokeback Mountain is said to be a movie with a homosexual theme. Why is there such a big reaction in America?" Delphine Arnault, after all, had seen more provocative movies in France.


    "Haha, there are a lot of conservatives in America who find it hard to accept new things."


    "Maybe that's why the French entertainment circle always looks down on Hollywood. The commercial atmosphere of the films is too strong; they lack artistry!" Delphine took a jab at Hollywood movies.


    "Seems like France is really free, huh!"


    "Indeed, it's quite free. There's a strike in Paris every few days," Delphine said helplessly.


    "Well, that's just workers fighting for their rights. I think France should bring in more immigrants. They could take on many of the unpopular jobs," Charles suggested earnestly.


    Delphine shook her head, "After the Fashion Week closing ceremony, I'll fly straight to Paris. When are you going to Paris next?" Delphine changed the topic.


    "Probably next year. I have a movie that needs to be filmed in Paris," Charles referred to was, of course, The Da Vinci Code.


    "Oh, is the actress who was with you last time, Marion Cotillard, the leading lady?"


    Charles nodded and reminded, "It's a thriller mystery about religion, adapted from the bestseller The Da Vinci Code."


    "Oh, are there no urban movies about fashion? Like that American show Desperate Housewives that's about to air?"


    "There are. Next year, I'll be preparing. LV just needs to get the advertising ready. Women's fashion brands will feature heavily in the movie!" The film The Devil Wears Prada was already in the plans, and even Anne Hathaway had been met.


    Young, beautiful, with a pretty face and an elegant figure, she was, indeed, a great clothes hanger!


    "LV, Givenchy, Fendi, Dior - whether it's women's clothing, bags, watches, or jewelry and makeup, we have it all," Delphine was confident.


    Charles laughed, "None of my movies have failed yet. You get my drift?"


    "Don't worry, Charles Capet's reputation is well-known. Mr. & Mrs. Smith had quite a few big brand sponsors. What's the new movie about?"


    "Buy the current bestseller The Devil Wears Prada and take a look. I bought the adaptation rights from the author last year. The movie will have the same name!" Charles didn't play coy.


    "Of course, the name could be changed. It could be The Devil Wears LV, The Queen Wears LV, or The Queen Wears Givenchy, etc. All are fine!"


    Delphine Arnault smiled. He truly was Hollywood's most financially successful young producer, with an impressive talent for creating commercial films.


    When Charles returned to Los Angeles from New York, an incident stirred in LA.


    Sharon Waxman, a female reporter from the Los Angeles entertainment editorial department of The New York Times, suddenly received calls at home from Hollywood stars Matt Damon and Russell Crowe.


    "Ms. Waxman, Mr. Harvey Weinstein is a respected filmmaker. Please don't edit stories that would unjustly harm a great filmmaker."


    "Ms. Waxman, you can't fabricate facts to smear Mr. Harvey Weinstein. Otherwise, you'll lose many opportunities."


    Sitting on her sofa at home, Sharon Waxman knew that her investigative report on Harvey Weinstein, submitted after returning from Italy a few days ago, had reached him.


  




  Chapter 110: Seductive Allure


  

    Charles returned to Los Angeles for a few days and specifically visited the Bel-Air community where his mother lived.


    "Why aren't you visiting the set of Underworld: Evolution while it's being filmed?" Evelyn asked as she sat beside her son.


    Charles put down the newspaper. "It's over in Eastern Europe and the filming doesn't take long. There's no need for me to go! It's not like it's the first one, it's already a sequel."


    He then sarcastically added, "Look at what the New York Times is writing. An article praising Harvey Weinstein for his contributions to film?"


    "Isn't that guy always getting accused of sexual harassment by some women? How come no one mentions that?" Evelyn shook her head, visibly upset about Harvey Weinstein. Hollywood was a place where you could play around freely, using your body as an exchange was nothing unusual.


    However, Harvey Weinstein always resorted to coercion and then used career threats or simply didn't provide resources after the act, acting shamelessly once the deed was done.


    "Alright, let's not talk about that. Did you use your previous winnings to exchange for LV shares?" Evelyn was happy about her son owning 1% of the LV group. Women always loved cosmetics, bags, clothes, and shoes.


    Charles nodded, checked his watch, and got up to leave.


    "Not staying for dinner with your mother?" Evelyn clearly felt that Charles had grown distant over the past two years, perhaps because he was growing up.


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "No, I'll head back to rest!"


    "Alright then, you've been quite busy lately with all the new movie projects at your company."


    Charles left the Bel-Air community in his Ferrari 360 but didn't return to the Capet Manor. Instead, he drove along Highway 1 towards Malibu.


    Charles felt an awkwardness in his feelings towards Evelyn. Treating her as a mother always felt uncomfortable; deep down, he still thought of his biological parents and family.


    He arrived at Megan Fox's beach house in Malibu. Since filming The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, Megan Fox had taken several commercials and fashion magazine shoots.


    "Darling, I thought you weren't coming," Megan Fox said as she ran over and hugged Charles, kissing him passionately just as he got out of the car.


    In her sexy little tank top paired with denim shorts, she made Charles' temperature rise. He hugged her waist passionately in response.


    "Wait a second," Charles stepped back a couple of paces after they parted, staring at Megan Fox. This look seemed so familiar!


    Megan Fox looked down at herself, checking to the left and right, finding nothing amiss.


    "What's up, Charles?"


    Charles folded his arms and looked at the cars in the garage, pointing at the Mustang, "Megan, suppose this Mustang breaks down and you pop the hood to check the engine. Make sure to show your seductive side!"


    Charles wanted to see Megan Fox's acting potential. Muscle cars paired with a sexy beauty recreated a scene from Transformers, didn't it?


    "Alright!" Megan Fox smiled. Showing off her sexiness was something she knew how to do.


    She quickly lifted her hair with both hands, moving her long hair behind her head, walked to the front of the Mustang, and bent down slowly to pop the hood.


    Her sexy S-shaped curve was on full display, her healthy tanned skin exuding a wild beauty, and those long legs under the denim shorts were impossible to look away from.


    "How was it, Charles? Looks good?" Megan Fox asked with a smile, posing at the front of the car.


    Charles, with folded arms, felt something was still off.


    "Megan, make your waist even sexier and lean your upper body down a bit more," Charles used his hands to illustrate while he explained.


    "Like this?" Megan Fox bent down again, inspecting the engine while turning her head to look at Charles.


    "Yes!" Charles clapped his hands. That was the feeling he's been looking for, so alluring!


    He walked over and, from behind, hugged Megan Fox's sexy waist. "Do you know how attractive you were just now?"


    Megan Fox closed the hood and leaned into Charles, placing her hands on top of his, which were wrapped around her waist.


    "Do you like it?" she asked, pressing her hips against Charles.


    "Of course I do," Charles thought. With someone like her, it would be a crime not to cast her in the live-action Transformers.


    He then picked her up in a princess carry and headed straight for the villa's bedroom.


    At night, in the big bathtub of the bathroom, Charles embraced Megan Fox while relaxing in a bath, asking her about the filming of The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants.


    "We went to quite a few places to shoot. We started with the farthest and most difficult, the island of Santorini in Greece. Then we went to Cabo San Lucas in Mexico, and finally ended up back in Vancouver, Canada," Megan Fox seemed quite fond of this film.


    "Over four months, we shot at around seventy different locations!"


    "That's impressive," Charles was somewhat surprised by this teen movie, different from the likes of American Pie.


    "By the way, what's the release schedule for The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants next year?"


    "I think it's scheduled for the summer, Warner Bros. plans to release it in June next year!"


    It seemed Warner Bros. had some expectations for this low-budget film, with a budget of only $25 million.


    "Charles, do you know Lindsay Lohan?" Megan suddenly asked.


    Charles nodded, "Yes, she debuted as a Disney princess, she's released albums, starred in movies, she's pretty famous now!"


    The Parent Trap, Freaky Friday, and this year's Mean Girls - who would dare say Lindsay Lohan wasn't hot right now?


    "I collaborated with her the year before in the film Confessions of a Teenage Drama Queen. She was the lead, I was a supporting role. Last year I also auditioned for a role in Mean Girls, but the director didn't choose me."


    Charles couldn't help but laugh a little. Megan Fox was feeling jealous. After all, she and Lindsay Lohan were the same age.


    One started with The Parent Trap, then continued with Disney TV movies, and now with this year's success of Mean Girls, Lindsay Lohan was already the idol of countless teenagers.


    On the other hand, Megan Fox was still worried about becoming the lead in a film!


    Charles whispered into her ear, "But you're prettier and have a better figure than her!"


    Complimenting a woman by saying she's more beautiful and has a better figure than others is never wrong.


    Sure enough, Megan Fox's eyes lit up with joy, and she turned to give him a sweet kiss.


    Besides, Lindsay Lohan's early fame and her problematic parents - they suggested a future filled with drug rehab and alcohol issues; Charles thought it was such a pity!


  




  Chapter 111: Market Trends


  

    Los Angeles, Burbank, Capet Pictures.


    Charles was in his office watching Kobe attend a press conference with his wife.


    "5 million dollars!" Charles scoffed. "Spent 5 million dollars just like that."


    After more than a year of litigation, last month Kobe wrote a 5 million dollar check to the waitress as compensation and publicly apologized.


    The woman then chose not to testify in court, ending the civil lawsuit with economic compensation, and the prosecution also dropped the criminal charges against Kobe. Both parties opted for an out-of-court settlement.


    "Boss, the new NBA season starts at the end of this month. We could catch a game at the Staples Center," suggested Dona Williams, who was standing behind Charles and massaging his shoulders.


    "Shaq isn't there anymore, sigh!" Charles complained, noting he was a fake basketball fan, and hadn't really watched many of the games featuring the Shaq-Kobe duo.


    Dona leaned close and whispered in Charles' ear, "Kobe said Shaq did the same. What about Shaq?"


    "Dona, who knew you could be so bad!" Charles said, standing up and turning off the TV.


    This was a reference to something Kobe Bryant had privately mentioned during questioning last year: Shaquille O'Neal had paid a woman over $1 million in hush money for a similar situation. Kobe didn't expect his private remarks to get reported.


    "By the way, did Martin Scorsese drop out of the The Departed project?" Charles asked, getting back to business.


    Dona nodded, "Yes, both Martin Scorsese and Leonardo DiCaprio have withdrawn!"


    "Did we send the script to Ridley Scott?"


    "Yes, Ridley Scott is currently in post-production for his medieval epic Kingdom of Heaven, but he is indeed interested in gangster films!"


    "Kingdom of Heaven!" Charles nodded.


    The success of Gladiator and the Lord of the Rings series had brought a wave of epic war films to Hollywood.


    Troy had a production budget of 175 million and earned 130 million in North American box office and 360 million overseas.


    King Arthur had a production budget of 120 million but only earned $51 million in North America and 150 million overseas.


    This year, there would be another epic, Alexander, with a production budget of 155 million, set for a December global release.


    "Capet Pictures really shouldn't be developing such massive war films," Charles admitted, scared by the box office flops, except for Brad Pitt's Troy, which seemed like it might break even.


    Movies like King Arthur and Alexander had been commercial failures, and Kingdom of Heaven wasn't doing well either.


    "There are not many successful war films. DreamWorks' Saving Private Ryan and Gladiator were exceptions with both critical and commercial success," Dona Williams agreed, mentioning, "Modern war movies like Black Hawk Down, Pearl Harbor, and Windtalkers have not been financial successes either!"


    "It really is a lot," Charles realized. Whether modern warfare or medieval war films, most had indeed been commercial flops.


    "Black Hawk Down was also directed by Ridley Scott. This year he's directing another medieval knight film, Kingdom of Heaven. He really likes directing war films!" Charles decided that in the future, he would steer clear of war movies.


    "Paramount and DreamWorks' Lemony Snicket's A Series of Unfortunate Events is releasing this year, right?"


    Dona thought for a moment and replied, "Yes, it's releasing worldwide!"


    "Disney's children's fantasy movie The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe will be released next year. Warner Bros. Harry Potter series has made many people envious! This is Hollywood's market trend."


    Daniel Handler's children's book A Series of Unfortunate Events was actually comparable to J.K. Rowling's Harry Potter, albeit darker in tone.


    As for C.S. Lewis' children's fantasy series The Chronicles of Narnia, it was a masterpiece. Even J.K. Rowling was influenced by The Chronicles of Narnia when writing Harry Potter.


    The rights for movie adaptations of both The Chronicles of Narnia and A Series of Unfortunate Events had gone through fierce bidding wars.


    "Disney announced it would adapt all seven books of The Chronicles of Narnia. The first one, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, had a production budget of $180 million. Disney estimates the total budget for the seven films will be at least $1.5 billion!"


    Listening to Dona, Charles chuckled. If he remembered correctly, The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe was indeed a big hit, but the second film, The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian, did not meet expectations.


    Disney eventually sold the rights for the third movie to 20th Century Fox, and Fox's The Chronicles of Narnia: The Voyage of the Dawn Treader failed even more.


    Thus, the fate of the series was regretfully sealed.


    "What about the two films I asked you to keep an eye on, Million Dollar Baby and Crash?" Charles asked about the Oscar-caliber films.


    "Million Dollar Baby will be released by Warner Bros. Crash is distributed by Lionsgate. It had its premiere at the Toronto Film Festival last month and has been released in Canada but not in the U.S. Strange!" Dona Williams was also puzzled.


    "Regarding racial issues, Lionsgate is probably aiming for an Oscar push. They likely think the competition is stiff this year. If they release it next year in the U.S., it can compete for next year's Oscars!" Charles didn't mind, seeing it as Lionsgate working the Oscar rules.


    "What about our Brokeback Mountain? The test screenings have received a lot of praise from critics!" Dona Williams reminded.


    "There's a chance!" Charles didn't want to dampen her enthusiasm.


    Independent film companies put too much emphasis on Oscars. Look at the big six studios; Oscars were just a marketing point for them. They never devoted too much effort to it.


    However, with Brokeback Mountain set to release this year, could Ang Lee win Best Director, just as in the parallel timeline?


    As for Best Picture, it was unlikely. In the parallel timeline, Crash had won over Brokeback Mountain anyway, and now with Million Dollar Baby also in the mix, it would be even harder to win.


    Besides, it was still 2004. The Oscars committee was quite conservative and unlikely to award Best Picture to a film about a homosexual relationship.


  




  Chapter 112: Atlantis


  

    In the second half of 2004, all of Hollywood was captivated by the acquisition battle for the veteran film studio MGM. The news about Sony and Time Warner competing for control over MGM continued to unfold.


    At the headquarters of ETA (Endeavor Talent Agency) in Beverly Hills, Charles Capet came by to discuss Capet Pictures' plan to commission ETA for the acquisition of the Canadian independent distributor, Atlantis Films.


    Atlantis was just a small Canadian independent distributor with limited value since its business concentrated only in Canada.


    With ETA's help, the acquisition shouldn't be a big problem!


    In Evelyn Capet's office, after discussing business, Charles naturally had a chat with his mother.


    "Charles, Atlantis Films won't cost more than $10 million. It does have distribution personnel in major Canadian cities, but its copyright library isn't very valuable," Evelyn said.


    Charles, sitting on the sofa and playing with a Rubik's Cube, smiled and said, "Acquiring Atlantis Films is also for future operations of a film studio in Canada."


    "The company is shooting more and more movies overseas these days. The UK and Australia are a bit far; Canada's tax rebates are decent, and it's closer. I plan to build a studio in Toronto with at least ten soundstages and an outdoor filming area of no less than 50 acres."


    Evelyn nodded. Operating a studio not only for their own use but also for leasing is indeed convenient.


    "Charles, Sony has partnered with Doncaster, Pacific Insurance Fund, DLJ Capital, and other Wall Street investment institutions to bid $12 per share for MGM and is willing to assume all of MGM's debt. Time Warner has already pulled out; their highest offer was $10 per share!"


    Charles stopped what he was doing and asked, "Is it an all-cash acquisition?"


    Evelyn nodded. "Sony and Doncaster each put in $300 million. The remaining investment institutions contributed $1.1 billion, and JP Morgan provided a $1.2 billion loan guarantee."


    "A total of $2.9 billion in cash, plus MGM's $1.9 billion debt, makes it a $4.8 billion acquisition deal!"


    Charles held the Rubik's Cube in his hand, smiling slightly. "That gambling king did another great deal, huh? This is his third time selling MGM."


    Las Vegas casino mogul Kirk Kerkorian had bought and sold MGM three times. Was MGM a film company or a casino resort group?


    After all, Kirk Kerkorian's casino hotel group was called MGM.


    "Kerkorian now owns over 70% of MGM. Ten years ago, it only cost him about $1.3 billion for the third acquisition. Evelyn admired him. MGM, in his hands, was like the toy Rubik's Cube in Charles' hands.


    "Sony, along with other capitals, established MGM Holdings to take control of MGM. It's also for their battle over the new generation high-definition DVD format. Getting MGM's operating rights for $300 million is a great deal!" Charles set down the Rubik's Cube, now fully solved by him.


    MGM's film library was invaluable. Sony could directly release high-definition Blu-ray DVDs, winning the format war against Toshiba's HD-DVD with content.


    DVDs were indeed the most profitable segment of the film industry then, something Sony valued greatly along with the distribution contract for future James Bond movies.


    "The Sony chairman will soon be replaced. The successor is the head of Sony's entertainment business, Howard Stringer, a British-American. Current president Nobuyuki Idei is stepping down soon," Evelyn explained.


    "Howard Stringer has been in charge of Sony's American entertainment. The merger of Sony Music and BMG was his work," Charles noted. Recently, Sony Music and BMG (Bertelsmann) merged to form Sony BMG Music Group, each holding 50% equity.


    "Teaming up with Wall Street to control MGM was also his persuasion. Otherwise, Sony wouldn't have a non-Japanese person as their president," Evelyn added. Howard Stringer had worked at Sony for many years with successful entertainment business management.


    Charles nodded. The Japanese were quite exclusive. If Howard Stringer became Sony's chairman, he'd be the first foreign president.


    "MGM had one of the MPAA seats, and with Sony now in control, the seven MPAA seats are down to six. What a pity!" Charles was regretful about this.


    Evelyn smiled. "MGM was the last of the Big Seven independent distributors, and now it's gone."


    "Charles, the only independent film distributors making waves now are DreamWorks and Lionsgate."


    "Too bad DreamWorks, after losing DreamWorks Animation, is in horrendous debt. Without Jeffrey Katzenberg's management, can it rely on the semi-retired David Griffin or the greedy director Steven Spielberg?"


    "It's no secret that Spielberg and Griffin are looking to sell DreamWorks to Universal," added Charles, shaking his head with some sarcasm.


    Evelyn nodded. "DreamWorks and Universal have long collaborated. Selling to Universal would be a great choice!"


    Charles shook his head. "But Universal's parent company is General Electric now. Jeff Immelt has a classic Wall Street financier mindset. GE Capital is GE's main revenue module now. With DreamWorks' high debt, how much return does it generate annually?"


    "GE's board won't offer a high price. They aren't interested in properly managing an entertainment business!"


    "Alright, I'm heading back to the company. These large acquisitions are still quite distant from me."


    Charles said as he prepared to leave. Evelyn came over to hug her son, adjusting his tie with a smile. "Start with small companies. Atlantis Films is a good beginning."


    Evelyn then saw Charles and his assistants off to the company gate.


    Watching Charles and his two assistants get into a business GMC, Evelyn returned to her office.


    "ETA will complete the Atlantis Films acquisition for us within a month. The time needed is mainly for assessing the value of Atlantis's Canadian film copyright library," said Dona Williams, holding the commission acquisition agreement.


    Charles nodded. Back when CAA helped Sony acquire Columbia Pictures and helped Panasonic acquire Universal Pictures, they had done a good job.


    For small acquisitions like this, Charles believed ETA wouldn't waste much time.


  




  Chapter 113: Chapter 113


  

    Saw II gained traction due to the success of its predecessor. When the second installment was released, Capet Pictures had a guaranteed distribution network in theaters.


    At the same time, the company's promotional staff innovated their marketing strategies by striking cooperation agreements with numerous blood donation organizations across major American cities.


    At many blood donation sites, they introduced a lottery system where blood donors could win movie tickets. They spent millions of dollars promoting mobile blood donation activities in collaboration with these organizations.


    The production cost for Saw II soared to $5 million. Since James Wan had a contract for three films, it was anticipated that the budget for the third part would definitely exceed $10 million!


    "Hostel has found a small town in Quebec, Canada, that resembles an Eastern European village. It's near Montreal and will be filmed there." Phyllis Jones reported the progress to Charles.


    Charles nodded. The plot of Hostel involved American college students seeking thrills on a backpacking trip in Europe, indulging in the passion and temptations of the continent.


    They heard about a quaint hotel in a remote Slovakian town, known for its beautiful and gentle girls. A series of horrific and terrifying events unfolded after they arrived.


    "Let the team handle it. Building the set should take about a month or two, then we can start recruiting the crew. We should be able to begin shooting by the end of the year!" Charles didn't bother too much about a film with a $4.5 million budget.


    After all, it involved hiring a few young, beautiful women to enhance the gruesome and violent scenes and attract audiences with a taste for such content.


    If the company can't handle such minor tasks, they should just leave.


    Attention should be focused on higher-profile, more discussed horror thrillers like Saw. High box office returns were also crucial.


    "Boss, here's the current expenditure report for Underworld: Evolution," Phyllis Jones handed Charles another form.


    Charles took a look, primarily concerned with Kate Beckinsale's salary. For the first film, Kate Beckinsale received a $2.5 million advance and an additional $1.1 million due to a revenue-sharing agreement.


    Her fee for the sequel rose to $5 million, with a balanced profit bonus ranging from $500,000 to $1 million. The balance profit point was set fairly low, so achieving a similar profitability rate as the first film would secure the bonus.


    Expectedly, Kate Beckinsale was set to earn around $6 million from Underworld: Evolution. Not too shabby for a foreign actress, considering she was the centerpiece of the Underworld series.


    "Besides the increased salaries for the main cast, we've also spent more on special effects. Let's hope for some surprises!" Charles casually placed the paper on the table, trusting the finance department's meticulous calculations.


    "By the way, how much has Resident Evil: Apocalypse made at the box office?" Charles inquired. Both series were comparable, and the production budget for the second installment was $45 million.


    Phyllis Jones thought for a moment and recalled, "It premiered in North America on the 10th of last month, grossing $23 million on its opening weekend. Current North American box office totals are nearing $50 million.


    Foreign releases started late last month across various regions, and as of last week, it's earned $30 million overseas!


    Market analysts predict that the global box office for Resident Evil: Apocalypse will be between $100 million and $150 million."


    Charles nodded. Screen Gems was profiting considerably from distributing the Resident Evil series, especially with strong DVD sales.


    Charles gestured for Phyllis Jones to come closer. She sat on his lap, and as he caressed her thigh, he smiled and asked, "Who do you think is stronger, Alice or Selene?"


    Alice was, of course, Milla Jovovich's character in Resident Evil, while Selene referred to Kate Beckinsale's character in Underworld.


    "Alice can knock out zombies and kick mutated creatures; Selene is a vampire slaying werewolves like it's nothing. They're both pretty badass," Phyllis couldn't decide.


    "Many fans online think Milla Jovovich and Kate Beckinsale are among the most kick-ass women around!"


    "Boss, are you considering putting Kate Beckinsale and Milla Jovovich in one movie?" Phyllis Jones asked, eyes wide with surprise.


    Charles shook his head. "Without a good script, it's difficult to manage the dynamics of two fierce characters."


    Phyllis Jones, dressed only in a white blouse, leaned in for a kiss. The buttons of her shirt slipped open, revealing a lace bra that barely hid her 36D bust.


    "Hmm," Charles felt her unbuckling his belt and glanced at the office door.


    "I'll lock it, boss!" Phyllis Jones quickly got up and locked the door.


    Returning to Charles's lap, she wrapped her arms around his neck. "Boss, no one will dare to interrupt us. Even if Dona and I come in, we always knock first!"


    Charles wasn't overly worried, but better safe than sorry.


    "Some things can create bad impressions, right?" Charles remarked as he removed her bra.


    "Boss, why don't Dona and I join you at the Capet Estate tonight for a sauna session?" Phyllis Jones suggested seductively.


    Charles's eyes lit up at the idea of swimming followed by a sauna with the two of them. He quickly nodded in agreement. Phyllis smiled and slid to her knees, eliciting a pleased expression from Charles.


    At least half an hour later, Phyllis Jones finally reappeared in the office with Dona.


    "Took you long enough, reporting for two hours?" Dona teased knowingly.


    Phyllis linked her arm with Dona's and whispered in her ear, "Let's go to the Capet Estate tonight!"


    Dona, catching a whiff of the male scent on Phyllis, pinched her waist and said, "You trying to make the boss unable to come to work tomorrow?"


    "The boss is pretty amazing," Phyllis said, pinching her own lips.


    "Oh my god, you didn't freshen up or use mouthwash afterward?" Dona rolled her eyes.


    "I had to tell you before you went home," Phyllis explained.


    "Alright, we'll go to the Capet Estate together after work!" Dona declared before returning to her desk to organize files.


  




  Chapter 114: Chapter 114


  

    The air in Los Angeles was particularly fresh in the early morning due to the rain last night.


    October's warm and pleasant climate in Los Angeles was enchanting. In the bedroom of the Capet Manor in Beverly Hills, Charles Capet woke up holding Dona Williams and Phyllis Jones.


    "A wonderful morning!" Charles didn't want to get up after seeing the two women finish their breakfast under the covers.


    "Boss, are you really not going to the company today?" Dona asked and glanced at Phyllis Jones.


    Phyllis Jones just licked her lips, shrugged, indicating it wasn't entirely her responsibility.


    "Of course, I'm going! Why wouldn't I?" Charles would not skip work for such a reason.


    Dona Williams stretched lazily and got out of bed. "I'm going to take a shower first!"


    Phyllis Jones, half-kneeling on the bed, hidden under her sexy nightgown, coyly said, "Were you satisfied last night?"


    Charles smiled and gave a thumbs up. Definitely satisfied!


    "By the way, when is the Victoria's Secret show this year?" Charles asked. He had never attended a Victoria's Secret fashion show live before.


    Phyllis Jones was stunned and then laughed, "There's no Victoria's Secret show this year, boss!"


    "What happened? Isn't it held annually?"


    "Because of the Super Bowl incident with Janet Jackson's wardrobe malfunction earlier this year, the TV networks received many complaints. The Victoria's Secret show was canceled for being too sexy!"


    Charles rubbed his face. "Can't believe this happened. I had planned to enjoy it in New York this time!"


    Phyllis Jones straddled him and explained with a laugh, "Though there isn't a show, the Victoria's Secret models will be doing a nationwide tour, including cities like Los Angeles and Miami."


    "When the Victoria's Secret models come to Los Angeles, you can get up close and personal!"


    "I see," Charles said, squeezing her 36D breasts, "Alright, get up, shower, and get ready to go to the company!"


    At Capet Pictures, in a small conference room, Charles met with several company executives.


    "Dan Brown, co-producer and screenwriter of The Da Vinci Code, and director Ron Howard will go to France at the end of the month to scout locations and discuss filming in the Louvre," Henry Windsor started.


    "The production budget is a hundred million dollars, with Nicholas Cage getting 20 million, Ron Howard 14 million, and Dan Brown getting 1 million for his producer and screenwriting duties."


    As for the shared profits, it wasn't easy to get that money. With such high upfront payments, one shouldn't expect too much from the remaining profits.


    Dan Brown also had a $3 million novel-to-film rights income included in the production budget.


    "What about the banks on Wall Street? How much will the movie secure in a mortgage loan?" Charles asked.


    "Morgan Stanley is willing to offer a $55 million rights-based mortgage loan, but they need to be in the first tier for repayment after the movie is released."


    Charles knocked on the table. That's half of the production budget. "Reach out to some European and Japanese institutions, sign a distribution agreement to get some advances."


    "What about the German film tax rebate fund? How's that going?" Charles was quite concerned about this.


    The distribution head, Philip, shook his head, "The German government has introduced many laws in recent years to close tax loopholes for films; the application process has also become more complex and difficult!"


    "Now, Germany, like Canada, Australia, and the UK, requires spending and employment in the local area for better tax rebate applications."


    Charles wasn't happy. The German film fund's tax rebate was significant and easier to obtain, but the new regulation requiring 30% of production in Germany was a pain.


    Though this 30% didn't include post-production, it was still tough because The Da Vinci Code was primarily shot in France, followed by the UK.


    More and more Hollywood films weren't shot in California due to the lack of tax rebates, despite California having the most film industry professionals.


    Hollywood's favorite shooting locations were other English-speaking areas like Canada, the UK, and Australia, which all offered tax rebates.


    Especially the UK, with its well-established film industry system and various film talents for both pre and post-production, was a major overseas production area for Hollywood.


    "Talk to the TV networks, pre-sell the TV rights to raise another batch of funds, we'll be close to gathering around $80 million," Charles had a lot of films to release next year, and distribution costs were pure cash burns!


    Dan Brown's novel, directed by Oscar-winning director Ron Howard, and starring Oscar-winning actor Nicholas Cage.


    The Da Vinci Code was sure to attract substantial investment support!


    "Meeting adjourned. For now, focus on Matrix Pictures' release of Saw II; as our first self-released film, I don't want any surprises!"


    Philip, head of the distribution department, could directly manage film distribution work, with some experience and connections.


    Back in his office, Charles looked over the casting and promotional posters for the Coen Brothers' No Country for Old Men.


    "Javier Bardem's rendition of this sociopathic killer really is striking with that pale face and quirky hairstyle," Charles remarked while looking at the photos.


    The protagonist, Josh Brolin, had a cowboy style, and the sheriff, played by Tommy Lee Jones, had a typical cop look.


    "Boss, this movie will be shot in Texas. The director said Tommy Lee Jones suggested it as more fitting for the original novel," Phyllis explained.


    "I thought New Mexico's tax rebate was higher?" Charles asked, then shook his head with a smile, "Never mind, the Coen Brothers are also producers, and the difference between Texas and New Mexico isn't significant. Just complete the film within budget!"


    "Let's hope the Coen Brothers can return to their Blood Simple days." The Coen Brothers were good at handling this type of subject matter.


    Phyllis Jones sighed, "Now we should worry about the release of Brokeback Mountain, as it's facing a lot of opposition and protests."


    "Will a movie that won the Golden Lion Award not even make it to theaters in America?" Charles said, standing up with a smile.


    "As long as there are no extreme actions, let them protest all they want."
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    In Los Angeles, Charles had just attended a screening of Brokeback Mountain at the USC Shrine Auditorium.


    As soon as he walked out the theater, a group of reporters immediately surrounded him.


    L.A. Times Reporter: "Mr. Capet, regarding this film Brokeback Mountain, what movie do you think it should be compared to?"


    "Compared to? How about The Bridges of Madison County? It's a dreamy kind of love!"


    The reporters thought for a moment, then many of them couldn't help but laugh.


    Fox News Reporter: "Mr. Capet, a lot of groups recently feel that Brokeback Mountain linking American iconography like cowboys with homosexuality is inappropriate. What do you think?"


    "What do I think? Is American freedom not big enough to accommodate a gay couple?"


    Reporter: "Larry H. Miller, the billionaire owner of the Utah Jazz NBA team, banned the screening of Brokeback Mountain in his theaters, citing that 'the film deviated too much from traditional family values and is very dangerous'."


    Charles showed a regretful expression and said, "I can only say it's a pity. Homosexuals should be blessed, not spurned and opposed. I also regret and don't understand Governor Schwarzenegger vetoing the California gay marriage legalization bill!"


    Seeing the enthusiasm of many television and newspaper reporters, Charles quickly waved and hurriedly left the theater.


    Sitting in his business car, Charles rubbed his eyes, took a sip of wine handed to him by Dona Williams, and said, "Tell the driver to take me home; let the production team handle the rest."


    Brokeback Mountain had other producers and directors; Charles wouldn't waste too much time on just one film.


    "Fox News always supports the conservatives, but other networks like CNN and NBC are very supportive of homosexuals," Dona Williams quietly reminded him.


    "Don't worry. Whether it's Fox News or other conservatives, they wouldn't dare openly criticize homosexuals. Supporting homosexuality might not be as politically correct as not discriminating against African-Americans, but saying it openly would still attract public backlash," Charles wasn't too worried. 


    Discrimination always existed, but no one dared to say it publicly. How can you be part of the free world if you don't support it? As long as you talk the talk, it's fine.


    "I didn't expect Miller to be the first to openly oppose in Utah. The Jazz team owner is quite a celebrity, isn't he?" Charles shook his head and said regretfully, didn't he understand the idiom "the bird that sticks out gets shot"?


    There were quite a few supporters of Brokeback Mountain, and the homosexual community could voice their support. Wasn't he just asking for trouble?


    "He's a Mormon, his family has been faithful to orthodox Mormon teachings for generations," Dona explained.


    There're many branches of Mormonism: devout, peripheral members, and atypical ones. Most people pursued it for the polygyny practice.


    Though illegal, it indeed existed in Utah, as early Mormon teachings stipulated that polygyny and polyandry would lead to heaven after death.


    Though later abolished, many Mormons still supported this system, and Utah was the Mormons' stronghold! Its state laws' penalties for polygamy were much lighter than elsewhere.


    "Whatever, Larry H. Miller only runs a few theaters. His main business is car dealerships."


    Charles leaned back in his chair and didn't think much more about it. After all, Brokeback Mountain really was about gay cowboys; controversy was unavoidable.


    As the car drove down Hollywood Boulevard, through the window Charles could feel the Halloween atmosphere.


    Dona brought up another topic, "Matrix Pictures is releasing Saw II in over 2,900 theaters!"


    Charles casually replied, "It's a sequel. The first film had a good reputation, and we spent more than $7 million on promotion."


    "Well, this Friday's opening of Saw II might be our least controversial film this year!"


    After participating in The Passion of the Christ and producing Brokeback Mountain, he didn't expect the bloody and violent Saw II to be the most normal film.


    It was Friday, Saw II had its premiere the previous night at the Pacific Dome Theater on Sunset Boulevard.


    Competitors releasing at the same time included Sony's horror film The Grudge, which launched in over 3,300 theaters last week in North America and grossed $39 million on opening weekend.


    Meanwhile, Capet Pictures' Matrix Pictures released Saw II in 2,900 theaters on Friday, grossing $32 million and becoming the weekend box office champion.


    Sony's The Grudge had a second-weekend gross of $22 million, ranking second, with a 44% drop.


    In ten days, The Grudge had grossed over $70 million in North America, while this remake of a Japanese horror film had a production cost of only $10 million.


    Compared to Sony's The Grudge and DreamWorks' remake of The Ring, one can only say that DreamWorks lagged behind. Where did the $55 million production cost go?


    ...


    It was Election Day in America, and the voting for a new president happened that day. Charles, knowing the result, was uninterested in wasting time following it.


    Saw II was doing well at the box office; what more needed to be said?


    "Boss, Saw II will soon be released in France, Australia, and Germany. The rest will have to wait," Phyllis Jones reported the progress to Charles.


    In France, it's being released by EuropaCorp, in Australia and New Zealand by Village Roadshow, and in Germany by Constantin Film.


    Given their long-working relationship with Capet Pictures, letting them handle distribution meant Capet Pictures would at least have a stronger revenue share.


    "As for other countries and regions, we need more distributors for the Japanese market. It's a big market and a fan of horror films. For the rest, let Philip talk to the big six's international distribution groups." Charles knew that overseas distribution needed connections and resources.


    "Besides, Capet Pictures should set up distribution offices in places like the UK, France, Germany, and Japan. They're large markets. If there's suitable talent, we should establish distribution networks in these countries first."


    For other places, there's no choice but to find distributors. Charles knew just managing the primary markets would consume a lot of money, time, and energy.


    "Understood!" Phyllis Jones, capable of being Charles's personal assistant, indeed had the skills and attitude that matched his preferences.


    She was truly capable.
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    Saw II grossed another $17 million in its second weekend, bringing its ten-day North American total to $62 million, with a 47% drop.


    In the third week, Saw II made $9.2 million, a 46% drop, clearly showing the weakness common to horror films.


    In contrast, The Grudge experienced a 45% decline starting from the second week, but after a month of release, it was just a few million dollars short of reaching $100 million in North American box office, which it should surpass next week.


    Saw II definitely wasn't going to reach $100 million in North America, with $90 million being the estimated maximum.


    With Halloween in October just passed, it was now Thanksgiving. Bush, the winner of the presidential election, gave a speech wanting to celebrate this special Thanksgiving with all Americans!


    At the famous Michelin two-star Italian Spago restaurant in Beverly Hills, Charles was having dinner with his mother, celebrating Thanksgiving.


    "Mom's planning to go to Aspen, Colorado, for a vacation next week. Will you come with me?" Evelyn asked as she ate her steak.


    "Going skiing?" Charles smiled and then shook his head. "Next week, Brokeback Mountain will be released in some European countries, Italy, France, Germany, etc. It will gradually be released there, and we'll have to wait for it here in North America."


    "Dear, there are many ranches around Aspen where you can ride horses!" Evelyn reminded her son.


    "Ranches," Charles looked at his mother and suggested, "How about we buy a ranch? There's plenty of land for sale in the West anyway."


    Evelyn thought about it and nodded. "I'll look into it then. Ranches in Colorado are pretty good, and the scenery is lovely."


    "Saw II did pretty well at the box office, more popular than the first, and its global box office should at least reach $100 million!"


    Charles laughed, "James Wan, though young, is capable. We can trust him with the sequel. I believe the third installment will bring more surprises."


    Evelyn agreed. James Wan was one of the talents she signed with her company. Despite her high position, she still followed many capable young filmmakers closely.


    "Zack Snyder's remake of the low-budget horror film Dawn of the Dead also grossed $100 million worldwide. The two young directors you recommended are indeed promising!"


    Charles almost forgot about him. Hearing his mother mention Zack Snyder, he immediately thought of the highly stylized 300.


    "I just thought of a great idea for Zack Snyder to take on! We must get the rights to Frank Miller's graphic novel 300."


    "Oh, what's the idea?" Evelyn paused, showing interest in hearing more.


    "Frank Miller's comic 300, about the Battle of Thermopylae, needs strong visual impact. I believe Zack can handle it well!"


    "Frank Miller's comics... Miramax's Dimension Films just developed a stylized film Sin City this year, directed by Robert Rodriguez, Frank Miller, and Quentin Tarantino. It's set to be released next April," Evelyn nodded. "You better act fast; other companies might jump in first!"


    "Don't worry. I never wait!" Charles seemed quite confident.


    "By the way, has Brokeback Mountain's approaching release caused you any trouble?" Evelyn was aware of the conservative backlash against the film.


    "Not really. Many people still support the film. The conservative opposition is limited and wouldn't dare go too far!" If they did, it would become a political issue, similar to how racism can't be openly endorsed even if felt internally.


    "Besides, the film's attention is mainly focused on the director and leading actors. Ang Lee, Heath Ledger, and Jake Gyllenhaal have faced a lot of criticism, even Michelle Williams, who has a prominent role, has been affected."


    Evelyn had seen Charles' interviews and noted his composed demeanor, so she was reassured.


    After dinner, Evelyn went home to rest while Charles made a call and then drove his Corvette straight to Scarlett Johansson's house.


    Having spent six months shooting The Island, Scarlett Johansson felt that commercial films were much more exhausting than art films and had just returned to Los Angeles recently.


    "Hmm," Charles kissed Scarlett Johansson, who was only wearing a nightgown, as soon as he walked in.


    "Okay, okay. I've been really tired recently," Scarlett laughed, lying on the couch with Charles on top of her.


    "Oh, was the shooting of The Island not smooth?" Charles sat up and pulled Scarlett into his arms, his hands slipping under her nightgown.


    Though slightly aroused, Scarlett explained, "Michael Bay is really harsh on set. Many scenes had to be shot multiple times."


    "A lot of action scenes?"


    Scarlett Johansson shook her head. "Most of it was special effects, mainly focusing on the human aspect of cloning, with action scenes involving car chases, gunfights, and explosions. I wasn't in many action or explosion scenes."


    "Michael Bay can't direct without explosions and action," Charles shook his head.


    "The love scenes in Pearl Harbor made the plot drag. He didn't learn his lesson and added some personal ideas into the sci-fi film. He probably doesn't realize he can't tell a story."


    As a sci-fi blockbuster, The Island stayed true to Michael Bay's style, and Charles knew how much of a failure the film was.


    Exaggerated visual and sound effects, chaotic editing to create atmosphere, bullet-ridden explosions, and the usual three-stroke technique. But now, other directors had already perfected these elements.


    In movies that didn't need a plot, expanding these scenes turned them into blockbuster films that still attracted many viewers to the theaters.


    It's no wonder the Transformers series under his direction had such poor reviews; there was nothing notable apart from the explosions.


    If I develop Transformers in the future, it seems I can't use Michael Bay as the director. He's expensive and ruins the franchise.


    "Charles, I'll run you a bath and get your pajamas. You should take a shower first," Scarlett Johansson stood up from Charles' arms and headed to the bathroom.


    "Thanks!"
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    "Feeling good!" Charles lay in the bathtub with a look of complete enjoyment.


    Scarlett Johansson poured two glasses of champagne, sat down next to the bathtub, handed one to Charles, and playfully grabbed at him, "Nice muscles!"


    "Want to join me?" Charles took a sip and suggested with a smile.


    Scarlett shook her head, "How much longer are you planning to soak? Isn't Brokeback Mountain about to be released? Aren't you worried?"


    "It's releasing in North America next month, so there's still more than half a month left. Focus Features is handling distribution, so what do I need to worry about?" Charles shrugged.


    "The movie is great. I've watched it. It's a very healing film, the visuals are beautiful, and the emotions are sincere and somewhat tear-jerking!" Scarlett gave her opinion.


    Charles took another sip of champagne before explaining, "Director Ang Lee was in a career slump after Hulk failed both critically and at the box office. He was physically and mentally exhausted. The touching script and sincere emotions of Brokeback Mountain provided him with healing. The movie's outcome also reflects his state of mind."


    "Why did you decide to make a film with this kind of subject matter?" Scarlett asked, voicing a question many had.


    Given Charles Capet's age and experience, he didn't have any personal experiences in this area. So why buy a script about homosexuality?


    "My God, don't you know I have friends in that community? Designer Tom Ford, for instance. It just popped into my mind, it's quite normal," Charles explained again, having mentioned his acquaintance with Tom Ford before.


    "Just treat it like any regular movie. I produce it and then get Focus to distribute it!" Charles suggested.


    Scarlett smiled, watching Charles get out of the bathtub. She handed him a towel, "How can Brokeback Mountain be just a regular movie? The Passion of the Christ had a lot of support from conservatives, and you were an investor in that too."


    "And now you've made a gay-themed movie, Brokeback Mountain, which those same conservatives oppose. Many predict that Brokeback Mountain will fail at the box office due to this opposition!"


    Charles scoffed, "How many times have they been right with their predictions?"


    After saying that, he wrapped his arm around Scarlett's shoulder, and they returned to the bedroom. 


    ...


    Thanksgiving in America is from the fourth Thursday to Sunday in November. Ironically, Thanksgiving is a day filled with guilt.


    The Mayflower crossed the ocean to North America. The Native Americans helped them establish a foothold, and the first Thanksgiving was a celebration of the harvest, inviting Native Americans to thank God for the abundance.


    Soon after, these butchers raised their knives against the same Native Americans. Isn't Thanksgiving ironic enough?


    The 300 comic was published in 1998 by Dark Horse Comics, a war history comic created by Frank Miller, inspired by the Battle of Thermopylae in 480 BC between Greece and Persia.


    Charles had Capet Pictures reach out to Frank Miller for the movie adaptation rights. Dark Horse Comics, unlike DC or Marvel, allows creators to retain ownership of their works.


    Frank Miller once worked with both DC and Marvel, contributing to stories of Batman, Superman, Spider-Man, and Daredevil.


    The major American comic giants, DC and Marvel, impose various restrictions on creators, and the rights belong to the companies. Many comics creators, including Frank Miller, switched to the more lenient Dark Horse.


    Charles specifically brought Zack Snyder and Frank Miller together to discuss the movie adaptation.


    "The film style needs to be cinematic, requiring a lot of digital background technology," digital backgrounds, meaning shooting mostly with green screen. "Real sets are too expensive," Snyder said.


    Frank Miller nodded, "The recently finished comic adaptation Sin City was also mostly shot with green screen, and post-production gave it the dark tone we wanted!"


    "The movie needs to be grand and epic, and the actors need to have fresh and impressive physiques. We need real warriors," Snyder added.


    "Real warriors?" Charles was puzzled.


    "It means the actors will need extensive training to develop good physical shapes," Snyder explained.


    Charles was flabbergasted. Did they really need those bulky muscles? Some visual effects could enhance it, but yes, they needed several physically fit, muscular men to join.


    By December, Capet Pictures had set a $65 million budget for this adaptation film.


    With such a budget, they couldn't afford famous actors due to heavy spending on special effects.


    Snyder and Miller would first collaborate on script adaptation and casting, among other pre-production activities.


    "Charles, we've advanced $2 million to Zack Snyder for pre-production. If everything goes as planned, filming could start by late next year," Henry Winster reminded Charles. "With all the special effects, post-production will take over six months, so it'll likely be completed by the second half of the following year."


    "That means 300 might not get released until 2007!" Winster concluded.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "We'll support them a bit more, speed up pre-production, then focus on filming. The post-production will be the main focus afterward. We should aim for a 2006 end-year release. As long as funding is adequate, producing seven to ten films a year for Capet Pictures won't be too stressful."


    By the next year, Charles believed Capet Pictures' North American distribution network would be even more perfected.


    "By the way, how's the Atlantis Films acquisition in Canada going?" Capet Pictures spent $9.6 million to acquire this small independent distributor.


    Henry Winster nodded, "Phillip has already started the integration plan, incorporating it into Capet Pictures' North American distribution network."


    "They seem to have a video division, which will complement our home entertainment business," Charles was somewhat pleased.


    In the future, the Atlantis Films label would be directly abandoned.
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    Capet Pictures, Charles Capet, sitting in his boss chair, couldn't stop smiling, making people want to slap him.


    "Boss, are you that happy?" Phyllis Jones asked deliberately while massaging Charles' shoulders.


    "Happy? Look, Saw II has made 88 million dollars in the North American box office already. By the time it's out of theaters, it's expected to hit 90 million dollars. Overseas, it's already over 30 million dollars," Charles had every reason to be happy. 


    Based on the revenue split, Capet Pictures' earnings from the North American box office were 47 million dollars. After deducting 10 million for distribution and promotion costs, they had 37 million dollars in revenue left!


    And how much was the budget? Only 5 million dollars! The North American box office net earnings alone were 32 million dollars!


    Oh, the creators need their share? Given that they self-distributed and took a 30% commission, that meant 27 million dollars went to the distribution company. The net profit for the production company was 32 million dollars minus those 27 million, leaving a base of 5 million dollars.


    Charles was quite generous; the creators got to share 25% of the production company's total revenue, which meant they could share 1.25 million dollars!


    "Saw series is our ace series now. Matrix Pictures is releasing the horror movie Hostel next year. I wonder if it will be as successful!" Phyllis Jones quickly thought about the developing Hostel.


    Charles tilted the woman's chin with his hand and smiled, "You're really greedy. A series like Saw is rare and hard to encounter."


    "Knock, knock, it's Dona!" A knock on the door followed by Dona's voice interrupted them.


    "Come in!" Charles called out.


    Dona Williams pushed the door open, gave a casual glance at Phyllis, then handed an invitation to Charles, explaining, "Director Ridley Scott invites the boss to the 20th Century Fox screening room to watch the medieval epic war film Kingdom of Heaven!"


    "He's back in Los Angeles," Charles was not interested in Kingdom of Heaven; he wanted to discuss The Departed with Ridley Scott.


    "Also, there's trouble with the early screening of Brokeback Mountain in Utah. The public release next week might face a lot of issues!" Dona reminded him.


    "Utah again, what did they do this time? Are they going to ban the film in the entire state?" Charles frowned, clearly showing his displeasure.


    "The chairman of the Utah Eagle Forum expressed the opinion that the screening of this film should be canceled and advised young people that some contents of the film are highly problematic!" Dona Williams explained to Charles.


    Charles shook his head and said, "These guys are always causing trouble. By the way, how many theaters did Focus Features secure for the opening?"


    "There were 15 during early screenings; for the weekend, it should reach around 200, including our own Pacific Theatres," Dona replied.


    "Relying on word of mouth again!" Charles sighed. Was Focus Features not optimistic about this film's box office potential, or was the pressure too much?


    The next day, in Los Angeles, Century City, 20th Century Fox headquarters.


    In the screening room, Charles, along with 20th Century Fox's co-chairmen Gianopulos and Tom Rothman, 20th Century Fox president Jeffrey Godsick, executive vice-president Emma Watts, and other senior execs, as well as the main creators of Kingdom of Heaven, including director Ridley Scott, watched the director's cut of Kingdom of Heaven.


    In the 12th century, the Kingdom of Jerusalem, Baron Godfrey of Ibelin (Liam Neeson) went to France to find his son Balian (Orlando Bloom), guiding him to become a knight and join the Crusades to Jerusalem.


    Godfrey was injured by his own brother's plot and, after returning to Jerusalem, transferred his title and lands to his son Balian before dying.


    During his time in Jerusalem, Balian met the masked leper King Baldwin IV and the beautiful princess Sibylla, as well as the ambitious Grand Master Templar and Sibylla's husband, Guy.


    Balian bravely fought, embodying knightly virtues, and managed his Ibelin land well, winning the princess's heart.


    After Baldwin IV's early death, Guy inherited power and launched a disastrous war against the Muslims, losing badly to their leader Saladin.


    Saladin led the Muslim army to besiege Jerusalem, determined to recapture it from the Christians. Balian, given the urgent mission, led the remaining forces to defend Jerusalem.


    Charles watched with great interest because the war scenes were indeed well done. The realistic portrayal of Templar Knights, Hospitaler Knights, and Mamluk cavalry, along with siege towers, made for an exhilarating experience.


    In the end, after Balian repelled Saladin's attack, he agreed to surrender Jerusalem as long as Saladin promised not to massacre the city, which Saladin agreed to.


    Balian asked, "What is Jerusalem?"


    Saladin responded, "Nothing!" then as he turned to leave, walked a few steps, and turned back, smiling at Balian, saying, "Everything!"


    The ending saw Balian and Sibylla returning to France to live a secluded life, while Richard the Lionheart led the Crusades for the third invasion of Jerusalem.


    "Bravo!" After the movie ended, Charles joined everyone in applause.
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    The Beverly Hills Hilton Hotel, the location of the gala hosted by 20th Century Fox.


    Charles was chatting about movies with Jeffrey Godsick, the president of 20th Century Fox, but did not see Ridley Scott around.


    "Charles, tell me what you think about Kingdom of Heaven!" Jeffrey Godsick asked with a smile.


    Charles took a sip of his drink, knowing he shouldn't pretend to be oblivious any longer, and replied, "Kingdom of Heaven has grand epic war scenes and an interpretation of medieval knightly spirit. Despite being over three hours long, it doesn't feel boring at all!"


    Jeffrey Godsick glanced at Charles and then laughed, "You noticed too, the movie is over three hours long, so the cinemas can only schedule three screenings a day! Ideally, the length of a movie shouldn't exceed two and a half hours."


    More screenings mean higher box office revenue. The difference between three shows and four shows a day is significant. Charles had already guessed why Ridley Scott and Tom Rothman hadn't shown up yet.


    "A 3-hour and 12-minute movie cut down to two and a half hours, even if all the subplot scenes are removed, it will lead to incoherent and dull main plot," Charles kindly reminded Jeffrey Godsick, knowing Ridley Scott himself would surely say the same things.


    "But Kingdom of Heaven has one awe-inspiring battle after another and impressive, grand siege scenes that are visually captivating. Ridley Scott's mastery of depicting heroes from a personal perspective is still as robust as ever. The actors' performances are outstanding, and the plot and dialogue are deeply compelling."


    Facing Jeffrey Godsick's confident opinion, Charles could only nod and smile - the facts were as he said.


    But, Charles added a thought to himself: if a two-hour-plus movie is filled with one battle after another, all jumbled together, besides the actors' tattered and dirty clothes and long, unkempt hair, there wouldn't be much else for the audience to see.


    The higher-ups at 20th Century Fox weren't wrong. After all, Kingdom of Heaven wasn't like The Lord of the Rings, adapted from a powerful novel series, so the movie length was crucial to its plot progression.


    Medieval knights of the Crusades were overly romanticized, making most people scoff. How could the dusty desert scenes compare to the scenic splendor of Middle-earth?


    Charles believed that the storyline of Kingdom of Heaven meant to create a medieval knight hero would end in failure, whether it was the director's cut or the theatrical release.


    European and American audiences had been familiar with grand war scenes for years. The expansive visuals of King Arthur and Troy were impressive, but what were the results? Modern war epics without artistic depth didn't have much appeal anymore.


    Moreover, Kingdom of Heaven did not delve deeply into the historical animosities and causes of hatred between Christians and Muslims.


    After parting with Jeffrey Godsick, Charles approached French actress Eva Green and extended his hand like a gentleman, inviting, "Beautiful princess, may I have this dance with you?" referring to her role as the sister of King Baldwin IV of Jerusalem in Kingdom of Heaven.


    With her wavy curls, smoky eye makeup, and fair complexion, she was the epitome of a sexy, enigmatic Gothic dark beauty.


    "Good evening, Mr. Capet!" Eva Green cheerfully danced with Charles in the ballroom.


    The 24-year-old Eva Green had left a deep impression on Charles with her Venus de Milo look in The Dreamers.


    "Call me Charles, and I'll call you Eva! Your appearance in the movie was beautiful, and your performance was impressive," Charles sincerely praised, noting her striking presence in Kingdom of Heaven.


    Eva Green nodded, a bit shyly. "Nice to meet you, I don't know many people in the States."


    Charles nodded in return, acknowledging that while her facial features might not be classically beautiful, her perfect body and mysterious allure could captivate people.


    She was also one who didn't mind showcasing her body in films, a Frenchwoman unreserved in revealing herself to the audience.


    "You're quite special, unlike many Hollywood or French actresses, you have a unique charm, like a sexy black swan," Charles remarked, genuinely appreciating Eva Green's dedication to her craft.


    However, starting from her audacious portrayal in The Dreamers, the roles she received seemed to consistently require her to exhibit her seductive, enigmatic side.


    "Thank you. I don't mind showing my breasts in movies; every part of my body can serve art," Eva Green explained with a smile.


    Charles nodded in agreement. Although many Hollywood actresses were also unreserved, they still lacked the boldness of European stars.


    "I'd like to ask you out for dinner tomorrow. Are you free?" Charles got to the point.


    Eva Green was taken aback for a moment, then nodded in agreement.


    "Then, see you tomorrow night!" Charles hugged and kissed her on cheeks before walking away.


    Eva Green watched his departing figure move toward where director Ridley Scott was approaching.


    After mulling it over, Eva Green went off to find her agent.


    "Charles, sorry I'm late!" Ridley Scott apologized to Charles.


    "No worries. I know you've put a lot of effort into Kingdom of Heaven," Charles replied, indicating he didn't mind.


    Ridley Scott nodded and said, "I've always wanted to make a medieval knight movie, especially about the Crusades; In my view, the protagonist is an ordinary person swept up in monumental times. It's only through enduring pain and tragedy that they become a true hero, able to withstand everything without being swept away. Balian in Kingdom of Heaven is that hero!"


    Charles smiled and transitioned the conversation, "Becoming a hero comes with a heavy price."


    Ridley Scott shook his head with a wry smile, "20th Century Fox has decided to cut at least 40 minutes before its release!"


    Not many directors had final cut privileges for their films, with studios often editing according to audience reception.


    Charles wasn't at all surprised about the cuts to Kingdom of Heaven, as studios typically took into account the cinemas' preference for shorter film lengths.


    "I've read the script for The Departed. Tomorrow, I'll bring my plan to Capet Pictures. For tonight, just enjoy the party," Ridley Scott suggested with a smile.


    Charles nodded in agreement, understanding that Ridley Scott might be feeling frustrated over the significant cuts to his hard work.


  




  Chapter 120: Significant Changes


  

    In a lounge of the Beverly Hills Hilton's banquet hall, Eva Green asked her agent about Charles Capet.


    "Charles Capet, the rising young genius producer in Hollywood. As a French person, we are more familiar with him than others," said Dominique Bernard, a veteran French agent and top agent who groomed Sophie Marceau.


    Charles Capet made a big splash in the news when he earned 400 million euros from a European Cup in France.


    "I know, he's impressive. He invited me to dinner tomorrow night," Eva Green, who had just entered Hollywood, said with some concern.


    Dominique Bernard smiled casually and asked, "Charles Capet can be described as the most promising young movie company owner in Hollywood. His mother is of French descent, so maybe he has some affinity towards French actors. Marion Cotillard is already about to sign with Capet Pictures to star in the blockbuster, The Da Vinci Code."


    "You became known in Hollywood through The Dreamers, and you played the leading role in Kingdom of Heaven. 


    Marion Cotillard's film Love Me If You Dare also got Charles Capet to bring her into Hollywood to land the lead role in The Da Vinci Code. Marion Cotillard met Charles Capet at the Cannes Film Festival, and you know what she gained!"


    Eva Green was stunned, remembering newspaper reports that Marion Cotillard followed Charles and won 8 million euros!


    "I just..." Eva Green started to speak vaguely.


    Dominique Bernard understood immediately and said directly, "You're worried that Charles Capet has other intentions towards you?"


    After running his hand through his thinning hair, Dominique Bernard sighed and said, "With his status and wealth, now it's the female stars and actresses chasing after him. The number of actresses wanting to sleep with him could line up from Los Angeles to Paris!"


    Eva Green shook her head and explained, "It's not that I am worried about. Mr. Capet is young and handsome, which makes him very attractive to women. When he saw me, it gave me a different feeling."


    "A different feeling? What do you mean?" Dominique Bernard asked.


    "It's like a look of confusion or regret," Eva Green thought for a moment and explained.


    "Confusion, regret?" Dominique Bernard frowned, "It must be The Dreamers. That film was rated NC-17 in the U.S. Your performance was too bold. Fortunately, you gained a lot of recognition from filmmakers and didn't become typecast as a special kind of actor!"


    With those words, Dominique Bernard exhaled and added, "Charles Capet is a very lucky opportunity for you, and you should cherish it. Knowing a Hollywood producer will always be beneficial for you."


    Eva Green nodded in agreement, clear about the ways of the entertainment industry.


    ...


    The next day, at Capet Pictures.


    "Charles, I want Christian Bale to play the undercover cop in the gang," Ridley Scott suggested.


    "Christian Bale!" Charles thought for a moment and nodded, "Next year, Batman Begins will be released, bringing him a lot of exposure.


    I spoke with Jack Nicholson earlier, and he's willing to play the gang boss. Even with a change in director, I'm sure he's still on board," Charles said and then moved on to another key role.


    "Now, we just need a lead actor who can handle the more extensive role of Billy. We need someone with both acting skills and star power!"


    "I originally considered Johnny Depp, but he's shooting back-to-back sequels of the Pirates of the Caribbean series and doesn't have the time."


    Ridley Scott thought for a moment and then suggested, "I want to reach out to Brad Pitt for the role of Billy."


    "He turned down the role of Colin," Charles reminded Ridley Scott. Colin was the character that Christian Bale would play.


    "Charles, Billy's role in the script is significantly more important than Colin's. Brad Pitt's acting skills and status are perfect for it. I think he'll be up for the challenge!" Ridley Scott explained.


    Charles tapped his desk, imagining a version of The Departed with Brad Pitt and Christian Bale, directed by Ridley Scott. It would be quite different from what he originally had in mind.


    In Martin Scorsese's version, Leonardo DiCaprio's character was overly emphasized, and the depth and thoughtfulness of the film were lacking. Matt Damon's Colin was particularly disastrous.


    "Alright, Ridley, go ahead and start preparations. I'll make sure the company fully supports you," Charles said, feeling ambitious. He had been annoyed by Martin Scorsese's arrogance for a while.


    Leonardo DiCaprio and Matt Damon's performances were not comparable to Brad Pitt and Christian Bale at that point.


    Script revisions, casting, and crew assembly were going to take at least four or five months, so Charles was in no hurry.


    After Ridley Scott left, Charles called in Phyllis Jones.


    "Phyllis, a few years ago, the stockbroker Jordan Belfort was disbarred by the National Association of Securities Dealers for defrauding clients and got sent to prison. I want his autobiography film adaptation rights."


    Charles aimed to snatch another project from Martin Scorsese and Leonardo DiCaprio, ensuring Martin Scorsese wouldn't have any high-grossing films in the future.


    "Jordan Belfort's autobiography? I don't think he published his autobiography," Phyllis Jones asked. 


    "If he didn't publish his autobiography, we can ask him to write and pre-purchase the rights now, similar to Chris Gardner."


    "Is he out of prison now?" Phyllis Jones asked, unaware of the latest status.


    "He got out after four years and was paroled last year. He's almost a free man now, still famous enough," Charles instructed, unwilling to deal with a scammer himself.


    "Got it!" Phyllis Jones replied and left the office.


    The Wolf of Wall Street tells the whole story of how Jordan Belfort rose from an ordinary salesman to a millionaire, indulging in extreme wealth, alcohol, drugs, and money laundering, eventually ending up in prison.


    Just a financial madman, really. The Wolf of Wall Street was quite a pretentious title. His peak worth was only over a 110 million dollars.


    The real 'Wolves of Wall Street' are people like corporate raider Carl Icahn or those big shots in hedge funds.


    As for when to film The Wolf of Wall Street? Who knows? It depends on which producer or director shows interest, and they can talk when they come to the company!


  




  Chapter 121: Venus


  

    In the evening, at the Capet Manor's private cinema.


    The currently showing movie, Brokeback Mountain, played on the screen, while Charles and Eva Green lounged on the luxurious sofa in front of it.


    Eva Green, wearing black gloves, appeared like the mythical Venus in the dark, charging at Charles like a medieval knight.


    At that moment, the screen showed a scene from Brokeback Mountain featuring Liv Tyler in a car. This scene seemed to remind Charles of something familiar.


    After another sprint, Eva Green lay next to Charles, somewhat tired, and gazing appreciatively at the screen, said, "This movie is so artistic. Even watching it for the second time can empty one's mind."


    Brokeback Mountain only opened in 217 theaters in North America. It's clear Focus Features didn't put much effort into it. The movie would have to rely on word-of-mouth to expand its screening scale.


    As for Eva Green, Charles had known her for more than three days. Taking her home to watch such an excellent film together wasn't too much.


    Listening to Eva's praise, Charles held the girl and looked at her, saying, "I feel like I'm desecrating Venus!"


    Well, Eva Green was now mimicking the Venus look from the movie The Dreamers. However, Eva Green was more thoroughly undressed.


    Venus is a goddess of beauty in Roman mythology, one of the twelve main Roman gods, equivalent to Aphrodite in Greek mythology.


    "I'm an atheist and have no religious beliefs. Venus is just a statue to me," Charles responded, not expecting Eva Green's reply.


    Didn't the movie you starred in, Kingdom of Heaven, revolve around religious wars between Christianity and Islam?


    Fortunately, Charles also had no religious beliefs. Shouting slogans as a Catholic was just posturing because The Passion of the Christ was going to be released. Besides, his mother was indeed a devout Catholic.


    Eva Green removed her black gloves and leaned on Charles's chest quietly, watching the movie.


    Clearly, French actresses have plenty of character. Charles held the girl and watched the screen.


    "Taking on a role in The Dreamers right at the start of your career, you've got guts," Charles said. "Weren't you worried you might end up like Maria Schneider?"


    In 1972, the French actress Maria Schneider, just 19 at the time, made her debut alongside a 48-year-old Marlon Brando in Last Tango in Paris, known for one of the most notorious sex scenes in film history, which redefined movie boundaries.


    Because of this, Maria Schneider was indelibly marked in viewers' minds as a symbol of sexual revolution. She worked hard to shed this image, but she couldn't escape the notoriety, forever damaging her reputation.


    Though the film was controversial, it earned Oscar nominations for Bernardo Bertolucci and Marlon Brando and made Maria Schneider famous overnight.


    However, the impact on Maria Schneider was immense. Endless controversies led to her breakdown, and she spiraled into emotional turmoil, attempted suicide, and even drug addiction.


    Charles remembered that Maria Schneider would pass away in a few years. The forced filming of that infamous scene by Marlon Brando and director Bernardo Bertolucci without her knowledge truly ruined her life.


    How could a newcomer at the time resist a renowned director like Bernardo Bertolucci and a superstar like Marlon Brando?


    Eva Green shuddered, clearly still shaken, "When I received the script from Bernardo Bertolucci, my agent and family were against me taking the role. I desperately needed a break back then and was only playing small parts in plays, so I accepted the script. Thankfully, the result wasn't like Maria Schneider's in Last Tango in Paris."


    Charles nodded, "You know the entertainment industry well; you know a lot of its dynamics."


    Marlon Brando's reputation was already bad, and this wasn't his only scandal. As for European directors, not many are serious people either.


    "I know I'm just a small actress, and I can't resist many things, but I love acting. I have my principles and limits," said Eva Green, who was daring in her films but was quite low-key in real life.


    "Are you heading back to Paris in the next few days?" Charles asked, turning his head.


    Eva Green nodded, "This time I came for the movie Kingdom of Heaven. It's set to release in May next year, and I'll come to America for its promotion with the crew."


    Then she looked at Charles and asked, "Will you remember me? Will you look for me when you're in Paris?"


    "Ha, why wouldn't I remember?" Charles found it amusing. Was he that type of person?


    "Why wouldn't I go to Paris? Haven't you already entered Hollywood? It's not like we won't have chances to work together."


    Eva Green laughed, "I understand, but you don't have to worry about me clinging to you. Over these days, I've found you very attractive. Sleeping with you was my choice, and I don't feel shortchanged."


    "Haha," Charles laughed. Attractive because he was a billionaire and a movie company boss.


    "Don't worry. If you run into any trouble in Hollywood, you can call me. I think I should be able to solve it!" Charles didn't have any roles for her at the moment. Besides, this was her high point.


    Sony took over MGM, forming Columbia-MGM movie group, and the new James Bond movie was starting. The next Bond girl was indeed in his arms.


    "Thank you. If you visit Paris, you can look for me!"


    Charles nodded. 


    He then leaned down and kissed her, and Eva Green followed his lead.


    The movie on the screen reached the end, its beautiful music accompanying the breathtaking scenery. Half-reclining, Charles couldn't help but softly say, "Dear, I think I will definitely go to Paris and find you!"


    "Okay!" Eva Green mumbled, not entirely clear.


    Without going to Paris, life won't be as exciting, right?


  




  Chapter 122: Chapter 122


  

    When Brokeback Mountain was released, although it received many negative reviews from conservative groups, it garnered immense support from numerous critics and media outlets.


    Empire Magazine - "The delicate and restrained narrative style, brisk pacing, and poetic cinematography of Brokeback Mountain are the foundations of its transformation into a classic!"


    After Christmas, at Capet Pictures, Charles Capet sat in his chair and called one of the heads of Focus Features, James Schamus, to complain about their limited screening of Brokeback Mountain.


    "James, Brokeback Mountain has been getting rave reviews for half a month now, but you're only showing it in 320 theaters, and that includes about fifty of my own Pacific Theaters! You can't do this; our North American box office for Brokeback Mountain is only $15 million! The overseas box office is already $25 million!"


    From far away in New York, James Schamus responded on the phone "Charles, don't worry, we are ramping up our efforts. Brokeback Mountain is highly controversial after all. There's no legal same-sex marriage in the United States, and we can't ignore the protest from conservative groups."


    "Even if Brokeback Mountain won the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival?"


    "Relax, Charles. The number of theaters will double next week, I promise!"


    After putting down the phone, Charles shook his head. Even if it doubled, it would only be six or seven hundred theaters.


    At this moment, Phyllis Jones came in and handed a stack of reports.


    "There was a massive tsunami in Indonesia yesterday morning, causing severe losses. It should be the morning of the 26th over there, right? In the name of my private charity foundation, donate $5 million to the International Red Cross and $500,000 to the United Nations Food Fund!" 


    "Alright." Phyllis Jones nodded and then asked, "Boss, I haven't seen Dona in almost a month. Did she go to New York again?"


    Charles shook his head and said, "I sent her to San Francisco to handle some venture capital matters for me."


    Dona Williams had been gone for a while. Could it be she hasn't found it yet?


    "Oh, is that so?" Phyllis Jones nodded again and reported, "Boss, the film adaptation rights for Jordan Belfort's autobiography have been acquired for $800,000!"


    "Great, that was quick!"


    "How did Martin Scorsese's The Aviator do at the opening?"


    "It opened on the 17th in 40 theaters with an $850,000 performance. From the second week, the number of theaters expanded to 1,800. Last weekend's ten-day North American box office was $10.8 million," Phyllis Jones quickly answered Charles's question, as today was Monday.


    "The film's reviews are good; it's also a strong contender for the Best Picture Oscar. However, the most buzzed-about film now is Million Dollar Baby, which has been showing in a limited release for half a month with fewer than ten theaters, probably aiming for Oscar qualification!"


    Charles nodded and agreed, "I've seen Million Dollar Baby. It's indeed very inspiring, and Clint Eastwood is really quite capable!"


    Clint Eastwood was already 75. His earlier Dollars Trilogy was a classic in Western movies. The romance film The Bridges of Madison County also received good reviews.


    Action, romance, and literary films - he mastered them all. An actor and director!


    "In terms of reputation and artistry, our film Brokeback Mountain isn't inferior. Boss, we must compete in next year's Oscars!" Phyllis Jones reminded.


    "Don't worry. We have to ramp up the film's promotion. With the two-film contract with Focus Features completed, notify the publicity department to prepare $2 million for promoting Brokeback Mountain. TV stations, newspapers, media, and meet-and-greets - get Director Ang Lee and the main actors like Heath Ledger, Jake Gyllenhaal, and Michelle Williams to make appearances." This was to help with Brokeback Mountain public relations.


    Director Ang Lee, Heath Ledger, Jake Gyllenhaal, and leading actress Michelle Williams all performed excellently. There was no reason Brokeback Mountain wouldn't catch the judges' eyes.


    "Boss, Brokeback Mountain received quite a few Golden Globe nominations. Its main competitor in the Best Motion Picture - Drama category is The Aviator, but most people favor our Brokeback Mountain!"


    The Golden Globes in America. Charles honestly didn't care much about this award. The Aviator facing off against his Brokeback Mountain, was its bad luck!


  




  Chapter 123: Chapter 123


  

    "Good evening, Charles!" Jodie Foster smiled and greeted Charles Capet.


    "Good evening, Jodie," Charles had a lot of respect for this talented Hollywood actress.


    However, he had experienced Mel Gibson's loose tongue firsthand. Was Charles angry?


    Of course, but he couldn't start a fight with Mel Gibson here.


    This was a public event, and Charles did not want to be a laughingstock or become fodder for tabloid stories.


    After locking eyes with Mel Gibson for a few seconds, Charles shook his head slightly and walked away.


    Several partygoers breathed a sigh of relief. After all, one was a Hollywood action star and the other a young, newly rich Hollywood producer.


    They all thought the young and fiery Charles Capet would lose his temper and do something rash, but he merely glanced at Mel Gibson.


    "Jodie, I'm not wrong. Charles Capet shouldn't be making this film!" Mel Gibson said with a slight frown.


    Jodie Foster, who had a deep friendship with Mel Gibson, kindly reminded, "Currently, Brokeback Mountain is receiving countless praises and is a strong contender for Best Picture at the Oscars. You shouldn't belittle it in public."


    "I was really worried Charles would snap and argue with you. You have enough on your plate right now; you shouldn't be making new enemies, especially not a genius filmmaker like Charles Capet!"


    Mel Gibson stubbornly replied, "I'm fine, Hollywood needs me. The Passion of the Christ indeed changed my life, but I can still bring profits to movie studios."


    "And I've also taken on Disney's project Apocalypto, an action-adventure film about the Mayans!"


    Jodie Foster sighed inwardly. Her old friend always liked to speak out of turn. While criticizing a movie was one thing, this time the developer himself had heard it. Charles Capet was not to be underestimated at this moment.


    Jodie Foster was very worried that Mel Gibson's loose tongue would offend some powerful alliances or corporations.


    After entering the banquet, Charles struck up a conversation with Doug Liman, the director of Mr. & Mrs. Smith.


    "Post-production should take about another month. The test screenings received positive feedback. Pitt and Jolie's performances are really outstanding!" Doug Liman said, glancing at Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, who were chatting happily in the distance.


    Charles smiled. The relationship between Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie was almost public, though neither had officially acknowledged it.


    At the Cannes Film Festival, even though Brad Pitt attended with Jennifer Aniston and didn't meet Angelina Jolie, who was also at Cannes, the newspapers still had plenty to say.


    Moreover, at the premiere of Troy, Angelina Jolie had attended with her adopted son.


    The rumors were flying. Charles also glanced over. Angelina Jolie's previous two husbands had both married her while engaged to others, and she had frequent rumors with her married co-stars.


    "I believe with Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, our film won't lack for publicity!"


    Charles didn't care about these scandals. After all, in Hollywood, who was a saint?


    Doug Liman nodded with a smile, "Universal is also paying a lot of attention!"


    After a while, Donna Langley joined their conversation.


    "Charles, Brokeback Mountain is an excellent film. It's normal for some to oppose it!" Donna Langley knew about the incident at the banquet hall entrance and tried to comfort Charles.


    Charles smiled and said, "Since when has Hollywood not allowed people to criticize films? If I got angry about that, I wouldn't survive in Hollywood anymore."


    Doug Liman, sensing the two had something to discuss, quietly left.


    Donna Langley called over a waiter, and after she and Charles each took a glass of champagne, she smiled and said, "He's a Catholic conservative with strong prejudices against a film like Brokeback Mountain. But he has his own troubles now, so he might be having headaches too!"


    Charles knew well that The Passion of the Christ had angered many Jewish groups by exposing scars, but Mel Gibson was still running his projects as usual. Besides The Passion of the Christ, he had four other films releasing this year that he was involved in, because he was indeed capable.


    "Hollywood can make or break someone overnight, right!" Charles laughed knowingly.


    Donna Langley nodded with a smile. Even the greedy Jewish individuals have their bottom lines since it is their foundation. Touch it, and they could easily discard someone like Mel Gibson.


    However, Charles thought that in the future, when Mel Gibson made those anti-Semitic remarks, it would probably be genuine. A few too many drinks and his mouth ran wild.


    "How's the The Departed project? Have the director and actors been decided?" Donna Langley asked about their next collaborative film.


    "I've talked with Ridley Scott. We plan to cast Brad Pitt and Christian Bale as the leads and Jack Nicholson as the mob boss. The other roles will be decided through auditions."


    "Brad Pitt? Didn't he turn down Martin before?"


    "This time he's playing Billy, the cop undercover in the mob. In Martin's script, Billy had much more screen time than the other lead, Colin. We've adjusted the settings a bit, giving more weight to Colin's role, but Billy is still the main character. His role is more challenging, so I'm sure Brad Pitt will accept."


    Charles explained truthfully. Without Leonardo DiCaprio to outshine, Brad Pitt likely wouldn't have any objections.


    "Christian Bale, huh. His performance in the Spanish thriller earlier this year was unforgettable!" Donna Langley, being who she was, knew the film well.


    "Yes, in The Machinist, Bale lost almost 60 pounds for the role, then regained the weight for Batman Begins. His dedication to acting is remarkable!" Charles hadn't seen The Machinist, but he had read up on it and knew of the film.


    Donna Langley glanced around, then patted Charles on the shoulder with a smile, "With me here, I'm probably scaring away many young ladies. I'll leave you to mingle!"


    With that, Donna Langley walked away.


  




  Chapter 124: Chapter 124


  

    There were indeed many beautiful girls at the party, but the slightly fatigued Charles wasn't in the mood.


    "Hey, Charles, long time no see!" Nicole Kidman gracefully approached with an elegant gait.


    "Good evening, Nicole! Congratulations on your Golden Globe nomination for Best Actress in a Drama!"


    Nicole Kidman's low-budget suspense film The Others, which was released this year, turned a $20 million budget into $22 million worldwide box office.


    The $90 million budget sci-fi comedy The Stepford Wives garnered a $100 million global box office.


    The only accolade she received was this Golden Globe nomination for Best Actress in a Drama.


    Charles was watching to see how Nicole Kidman turned into a box office poison.


    Nicole Kidman shook her head, whether Charles's congratulations were sincere or not didn't matter now.


    She simply stated, "Charles, we should be friends, right?"


    Charles nodded. They should be, considering they knew each other before. However, Charles was no longer the small-time figure searching for opportunities everywhere; he was now a billionaire.


    Money brings courage, and the aura Charles exuded now was entirely different.


    "You want to ask about what happened near the banquet hall's entrance earlier?" Charles guessed from Nicole Kidman's expression.


    Nicole Kidman nodded. In just three years, Charles Capet was no longer the novice he was when he first entered the production industry.


    "Mel Gibson likes to drink; he must've had a few too many then," the clever Nicole Kidman fully understood Mel Gibson's current situation. The Passion of the Christ was like a thorn in the side of Hollywood's Jewish power.


    Young figures like Charles Capet shouldn't be enemies.


    "So?" Charles smiled. Even though Mel Gibson was American, he grew up and debuted in Australia, just like Naomi Watts, and was considered an Australian actor.


    The Australian crew really stuck together, Charles knew. It seemed true!


    "Charles, I just want to say that Mel Gibson didn't mean what he said. You two worked together on The Passion of the Christ, so there shouldn't be a big rift!"


    Charles laughed, "Mel Gibson is a Hollywood superstar; he wouldn't restrain himself over insulting a movie. Besides, what can I do to him, right?"


    Nicole Kidman shook her head, "Today's incident will appear in countless newspapers tomorrow. Supporters of Brokeback Mountain will certainly launch a wave of criticism against Mel Gibson. He didn't just insult a movie."


    Charles knew Nicole Kidman was very smart. Now it seemed she was not only clear-headed but also saw things far more clearly than those muscle-bound fools.


    She had stayed popular for so many years; it wasn't simple!


    Charles not taking Mel Gibson seriously didn't mean he would let it go. Naturally, someone would say something timely in the papers to put Mel Gibson at odds with the entire LGBTQ community.


    "No wonder you're called the finest product Australia exports. Nicole, you're indeed different - at least smarter and more thoughtful than any other Hollywood actress I know!" To remain in Hollywood long-term, one had to be smart and cunning.


    Nicole Kidman laughed and shook her head, "I'm far from you. At your age, I was still quite naive and ignorant."


    Naive and ignorant? Making Tom Cruise's head spin was called naive and ignorant? If not for Tom Cruise, Nicole Kidman's beauty would have been devoured clean in Hollywood long ago!


    "Don't worry, it's just a small matter. I don't have the time to waste on this kind of thing," Charles really didn't plan to spend much thought on Mel Gibson; he was always a mess.


    The Murdoch family, a powerful force in Hollywood, led the Australian faction, and directors and actors liked helping each other. No wonder the Australian crew thrived in Hollywood.


    The strength and language advantage of the Australian crew were also significant aids.


    Nicole Kidman nodded. After all, she had done her part. It wasn't as if she hoped Charles would say there wasn't any gap between them in an interview. She just hoped Charles would be a bit tactful during interviews.


    "Alright, I'm leaving!" Charles said, giving Nicole Kidman a pat on the shoulder. Even with her height and heels, she seemed taller than Charles.


    "Charles, wanna grab a drink together?" Nicole suddenly invited with a stunning smile.


    Nicole Kidman was about to turn 38, and unlike the typical early aging among Europeans and Americans, she exuded a different charm.


    Charles nodded and agreed!


    In his Mazda RX-7, Charles drove Nicole Kidman from Hollywood Boulevard, and then he directly turned onto a shady path up the Hollywood Hills.


    After parking and turning off the engine, Nicole Kidman asked with a smile, "Charles, where are you taking me?"


    Charles Capet had already unbuckled his seatbelt, leaned over, and kissed her on the mouth.


    In an instant, Nicole Kidman hugged Charles and passionately responded, lowering her strapless evening gown.


    "Charles, wait, weren't we going for a drink?" she whispered in his ear as he pressed down on her.


    Charles, having just removed her pasties, smiled suggestively, "We can have a drink anytime! But opportunities to get intimate with an Oscar-winning actress don't come often."


    Nicole Kidman reached out to touch him and then whispered in his ear, "Doesn't it feel conquering to have the childhood goddess from TV under you?"


    "Especially one who's a Hollywood Oscar-winning actress!"


    Charles paused, realizing how well Nicole Kidman understood men. This feeling was mostly about the mind; no 38-year-old Nicole Kidman could compare to the youthful allure of Scarlett Johansson or Megan Fox now.


    Especially since he still had America's sweetheart, Britney Spears, in her prime by his side!


    "Let's go to the Brentwood community. I have a quiet, secluded villa there," Nicole Kidman, also aroused, whispered again in Charles' ear when he didn't speak.


    "Okay," Charles responded and kissed her again.


    Three minutes later, as he was about to return to the driver's seat to drive, Nicole Kidman held onto Charles tightly, not letting him leave her body.


    "Nicole, let's head back first!"


    Charles grinned, reminding her with a smile, then returned to the driver's seat and started the car.


    Nicole Kidman, leaning in the passenger seat, her clothes disheveled, looked at Charles somewhat wistfully.


  




  Chapter 125: Chapter 125


  

    In the Brentwood community of Los Angeles, in Nicole Kidman's luxurious bedroom, Charles lay contentedly over the lady.


    Heavy breathing indicated exhaustion. An utterly exhausted Nicole Kidman weakly patted Charles's back and said, "Get off!"


    Charles rolled over and lay beside the lady, both staring at the bedroom ceiling.


    "How does it feel?" Nicole Kidman inquired.


    "Hmm? A bit tiring, I guess."


    "No, I mean, how does it feel to conquer an Oscar-winning actress?"


    Charles suddenly understood and responded, "Satisfaction. A lot of mental vanity and satisfaction, I suppose!"


    "Haha, countless viewers see me as a screen goddess trampled by you. That must feel satisfying," Nicole's words sounded philosophical to Charles.


    "They don't know that Hollywood goddesses can be terrifying when they go wild," Charles, feeling sleepy, glanced at the time, indicating it was already the early hours of the morning.


    "Yeah, sleep now!" Nicole pulled the covers over the two of them and immediately closed her eyes, holding onto Charles.


    The next noon, Nicole peeked out from under the covers, covered her mouth, and rushed to the bathroom.


    Charles lay in bed, chuckling. It took quite a while to coax the high-and-mighty Oscar-winning actress to have breakfast - or rather, lunch - under the covers!


    Soon after, Charles also went to take a shower. While Nicole lay in the bathtub, she glanced at Charles showering under the spray and grumpily remarked, "You really have no manners with your goddess!"


    "It's all part of the fun, isn't it?" Charles laughed as he enjoyed the hot water.


    "Are you leaving now?" Nicole asked.


    "Yes, but I really don't want to leave. Sigh!"


    "Don't think about it; there won't be a next time. Don't expect me to do that again with you!"


    "Hmm, hard to say. In Hollywood, you ladies are like grass, and I am the wind. Where the wind blows, the grass bends, right?"


    Nicole felt Charles was a bit arrogant but couldn't help but agree inwardly. After all, Charles's rise had been extremely fast and fortunate.


    "Do you want me to be your lover? I want to get married and start my own family now. My beauty won't last forever," Nicole, being smart, remained clear-headed.


    Charles, finished with his shower, came over to the bathtub where Nicole was soaking, and said with a smile, "If in the future you face some tough issues, let me help you once!"


    "Like what tough issues?" Nicole, who now had the title of an Oscar winner, was renowned in Hollywood and internationally, getting the highest salary among foreign actresses in Hollywood. What tough issues could there be?


    "Remember, Harvey Weinstein. All Hollywood actresses know him. If possible, keep a normal distance from him," Charles said and then left the bathroom, wrapped in a towel.


    Nicole frowned. Of course, she knew who Harvey Weinstein was. She had collaborated on several good movies with Miramax before.


    But back then, she was shielded by her status as Tom Cruise's wife. Now, as a globally famous star, she had many project choices.


    Though her recent works hadn't met expectations, her immense popularity could sustain her. Another good film would keep her going!


    "Keep distance from Harvey Weinstein?" Nicole muttered, then got out of the bathtub.


    At the villa's entrance, Nicole asked Charles, "Not staying for lunch?"


    Charles shook his head, "I need to get back to the office!"


    Nicole nodded, hugged him, and smiled, "It was a wonderful night!"


    Charles hugged her waist and kissed her. After finishing, he whispered in her ear, "Glad I used freshener!"


    Nicole got the hint and, before she could speak, Charles waved and got into the car with a smile.


    As Nicole guessed, newspapers were soon filled with Mel Gibson's comments on Brokeback Mountain: a stupid film, a movie against faith, a signal to fight for same-sex marriage rights.


    However, director Ang Lee quickly responded to the media: Love can transcend cultural and racial differences. When love arrives, heterosexual love and homosexual love are indistinguishable.


    Soon, various major publications like the Los Angeles Times, Wall Street Journal, San Francisco Chronicle, and Vanity Fair published articles criticizing Mel Gibson.


    Returning to Capet Pictures, Charles was swarmed by reporters inquiring about his thoughts.


    Of course, he accepted the interview:


    "Mel Gibson sees Brokeback Mountain as a pioneer for same-sex marriage rights, which is entirely wrong. This film isn't a call for gay rights, nor is it a conservative observation on homosexuality. I'm a producer. For me, the bottom line of this movie is it's just a love story."


    Brokeback Mountain is neither a gay film nor a western, nor is it the 'gay western' as some call it. Because such labels make some people miss the essence of the film.


    Brokeback Mountain isn't about sex but about love - love that ties, separates, and hides deep in the heart. The emotions the film expresses are complex and profound, resonating deeply within human hearts like all great love stories before it."


    Charles said quite a bit, and as he was about to go inside, a reporter asked, "Charles, what do you think of Mel Gibson openly criticizing the film?"


    "What do I think?" Charles looked at the reporter and said, "I'm in my twenties. Should I bicker with a drunken fifty-year-old?"


    Then, with the help of security, he entered the company's doors, leaving the reporters puzzled and deep in thought.


    In his office, Phyllis Jones came in to report, "Boss, we've stirred up a lot of gossip. It'll get noisier in the coming days. Mel Gibson kind of did our advertising!"


    "Haha, speaking carelessly comes with a cost," said Charles. Gossip tabloids loved making things up and often distorted Mel Gibson's words.


    Brokeback Mountain needed controversy; supporters and opponents clashing was best. Otherwise, how else to draw more people into theaters?


  




  Chapter 126: Caribbean


  

    With the arrival of 2005, the total box office results of Hollywood in 2004 had increased compared to 2003, surpassing $9.3 billion.


    The awards season was also the busiest time in Hollywood. Brokeback Mountain had swept the Best Picture awards in the Writers Guild, Screen Actors Guild, and Producers Guild with its delicate and bold approach and theme right after the start of the year.


    At the upcoming Golden Globe Awards, the most direct competitors were Brokeback Mountain and The Aviator, while the inspirational American film Million Dollar Baby wasn't favored by the Foreign Press Association.


    While Hollywood was bustling, Charles Capet was vacationing near Paradise Island in Nassau, Bahamas.


    In a luxurious beachside villa, Charles was lying in bed holding Britney Spears, kissing her.


    The sudden ringing of a cell phone interrupted the tranquility. Charles picked up the phone, and Britney Spears complained, "Charles, you get too many calls. We've been here for only a week, and you haven't spent quality time with me!"


    Britney Spears had arranged this place for a vacation with Charles. She had planned everything three days after New Year's Eve in Las Vegas.


    "Honey, this is really important!" Charles said while embracing the girl, looking at the caller ID which showed Dona Williams.


    Britney didn't feel like speaking anymore and just leaned her head on Charles's shoulder.


    "Dona, you finally called back!" Charles answered the phone.


    "Boss, two things. First, Facebook was founded last February, and angel investment came in September. It's now valued at $5 million!"


    "Do you mean they don't want investment now?" Charles was puzzled. His memory was unreliable; who remembers exactly when Facebook was founded? If he hadn't overheard Camille mentioning it, he'd have forgotten.


    "I found the angel investor, and he's willing to sell 5% of Facebook shares for $2 million!"


    "Buy it, buy it immediately!" Charles didn't hesitate. The valuation was $5 million, 5% was $250,000; this guy's asking price of $2 million was definitely business sense.


    "Okay, I'll have someone arrange it immediately," Dona now had a team around her with lawyers, accountants, and risk assessors.


    "What's the second thing? Did you find those engineers who quit eBay?" Charles had asked Dona to look for YouTube's founders. 


    Eventually, they created YouTube, which Google acquired in a little over a year for more than $1.6 billion!


    "Yes, that's the second thing. I found them, and they indeed have the idea of creating a video-sharing website!"


    "Do they have a name for it?"


    "Yes, they're planning to call it YouTube. They will soon form a company. Boss, you want me to join them and provide funding to help them start the company; is that really what you want?"


    "Of course, that counts as angel investment for us, right? How are negotiations going?"


    "Boss, they set a high price. Dawn Investments will invest $1 million in YouTube, but our maximum stake can only be 40%!" Dona Williams reminded over the phone.


    "Oh, that's good, not bad!" Charles was quite pleased.


    "Boss, they haven't even launched; it's just an idea. Are you sure you want to invest?" Dona asked once more.


    "Yes, we must invest!" Charles, anyway, just talked with confidence; venture capital has no charm without risks.


    "Okay, boss. Our shares will also be diluted in future funding rounds!"


    "Understood, no problem. Get everything done as quickly as possible, and then you can take a long vacation to spend time with your family!" Charles had to ensure Dona could take a good break.


    After putting down the phone, Charles excitedly leaned over Britney Spears.


    "Finished with the work?" Britney Spears, beneath him, asked while holding Charles's neck.


    "Yes, it's done!" Charles finished speaking and kissed the girl on her lips.


    An hour later, Charles and Britney Spears lay exhausted, cuddling on the bed, admiring the ocean view through the floor-to-ceiling windows.


    Blue skies and clear waters, seagulls perched on the palm trees occasionally spread their wings to fly high, and yachts and sailboats dotted the distant sea.


    "Happy, Charles?" Britney Spears opened her eyes and asked.


    Charles nodded, "Happy. The Caribbean is indeed perfect for a winter vacation. We could buy a private island here later, build a dock, a villa, and other needed buildings."


    Britney's eyes lit up, and she smiled, "That's a marvelous idea!"


    "Should we head back home? The Golden Globes and Oscars are coming up soon, right?"


    Charles nodded, "The Golden Globes are soon, and the Oscars are at the end of next month. What about you? I remember the Grammys are at the end of this month, right?"


    Britney Spears nodded, "I need to attend the Grammys. Time to head back to Los Angeles and start preparing!"


    ...


    In Los Angeles, at the headquarters of ETA, in Evelyn Capet's office.


    "Charles isn't back in Los Angeles yet?" Evelyn asked her assistant.


    The assistant shook her head, "Phyllis said not yet; probably the day before the Golden Globes."


    Evelyn shook her head and smiled, "This year, his Brokeback Mountain is doing so well, it could win the Best Picture Oscar. He doesn't seem to care much."


    "Recently, the promotion of Brokeback Mountain has been considerable, and the cast members are appearing frequently. It seems Capet Pictures has made arrangements," the assistant reminded.


    Evelyn nodded in agreement. Brokeback Mountain was now showing in over 1,200 theaters, and its North American box office had surpassed $40 million!


    "Well, never mind, let him enjoy his vacation. His company is on track now," Evelyn was just a bit worried her son might be moving too fast. Capet Pictures had initiated several projects.


    The production and distribution budgets needed were substantial. Evelyn didn't know how Charles planned to solve it?


    "Notify Naomi that I'm inviting her for dinner tonight at the Capa restaurant in Beverly Hills," Evelyn now had a lot more people and businesses to manage, but she needed to maintain good relationships with the artists under her.


    Naomi Watts had just shot Universal's sci-fi monster film King Kong, a big special effects film with a $200 million budget; it was very commercial!


  




  Chapter 127: Golden Couple?


  

    January of 2005 was only halfway over, and Hollywood's golden couple, model husband and wife Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston, publicly announced their separation and started the divorce process.


    Looking back to the year 2000, the marriage of Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston had caused quite a sensation. One was Hollywood's prince charming, and the other was America's sweetheart.


    At the same time, the 62nd Golden Globe Awards were held at the Beverly Hills Hilton Hotel. Brokeback Mountain beat The Aviator, Million Dollar Baby, and Sideways to win Best Motion Picture - Drama, Best Director, Best Screenplay, and Best Original Song, becoming the biggest winner.


    Charles did not waste time attending the Golden Globes but instead held a celebration party at the Plaza Hotel not far from the Hilton Hotel on Wilshire Boulevard in Beverly Hills.


    "Congratulations! It's a pity that Heath Ledger and Jake Gyllenhaal didn't win any acting awards this time," Charles complimented while clinking glasses with Ang Lee.


    Ang Lee nodded, "Indeed, it's a shame. Heath Ledger and Michelle Williams received nominations for Best Actor and Best Supporting Actress in a drama but didn't take home the awards!"


    "Don't worry, the Oscar nominations will be announced soon. Maybe we'll see some wins there," Charles hoped that Brokeback Mountain could win the Oscar for Best Picture.


    If that happened, Capet Pictures would become a studio with an Oscar-winning film, which would be a significant recognition!


    "I hope so," Director Ang Lee's Brokeback Mountain had gained both critical acclaim and box office success, in stark contrast to the negative reviews and low earnings of his previous film, Hulk.


    The party not only invited numerous media personalities and Hollywood celebrities but also some Oscar voters.


    Special edition Brokeback Mountain DVDs would be given as gifts to the guests, ensuring that the voters watched and remembered the film in a positive light.


    Publicity efforts aimed to let more people know about the film, increasing its discussion and buzz in the market.


    Charles mingled warmly and kindly with many attendees.


    "Hey, Charles, good evening!" Brad Pitt, who was talking to his friend Brad Grey, greeted him.


    "Good evening!" Charles shook hands with Brad Pitt and then looked at Brad Grey, "Perhaps we'll have more opportunities to work together in the future!"


    It wasn't a secret that Viacom was planning to replace the current chairman of Paramount, Sherry Lansing, with Brad Grey, although the official announcement had yet to be made.


    Brad Grey had already begun reforming and operating Paramount Pictures.


    "Charles, I also hope to deepen our collaboration with you and talented filmmakers like Pitt," Brad Grey, who had a sunny disposition, smiled.


    Brad Grey had started as an agent and then became a manager, producing HBO's hit series The Sopranos.


    He had also joined forces with Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston to form Plan B Entertainment, but he would be leaving Plan B once he took over Paramount.


    "Capet Pictures is still a small company and needs to collaborate with major studios with extensive international channels," Charles had no particular preference for which of the Big Six to collaborate with, as long as it maximized his benefits.


    Brad Grey nodded, "Paramount's previous cost-cutting policies have led to a declining market share, but that will soon change."


    During Sherry Lansing's decade-long tenure at Paramount, the studio had produced some great films early on. However, as production costs rose, her conservative strategy of tightly controlling budgets caused Paramount to miss out on many opportunities.


    Cutting costs or finding more partners to share the risk led to lower-quality films and more divided profits.


    Charles nodded and asked, "I heard Sumner Redstone is planning to split Viacom and CBS Broadcasting Group?"


    "Separating CBS and Viacom and listing them independently will allow for better resource allocation and utilization, which is good for shareholders," Brad Grey explained with a smile.


    Sumner Redstone had used a small theater chain, National Amusements, to control Viacom. In recent years, legal battles with relatives over stock shares had become notable Hollywood news.


    Charles understood that splitting off CBS from Viacom was because the television group was currently more profitable than other businesses.


    After chatting with the two Brads for a while, Charles met Scarlett Johansson in the banquet hall. Despite being nominated for Best Actress in a Motion Picture - Drama, she didn't win.


    "What's up? You were so close to winning Best Actress for A Love Song for Bobby Long," Charles hugged Scarlett Johansson as they moved to the lounge area of the banquet.


    Scarlett took a sip of her drink and shook her head, "Not even close. Hilary Swank's performance was great and deserved the win!"


    This year's Best Actor in a Motion Picture - Drama at the Golden Globes went to Leonardo DiCaprio for The Aviator; Best Actress went to Hilary Swank for Million Dollar Baby.


    "Honey, you know that both the Golden Globes and the Oscars have biases against beautiful actors, especially beautiful actresses," Charles shrugged and continued, "It's not just about transformative performances; you also need to pay your dues. You're still young; there's no rush."


    "I know, but I see a lot of guests here tonight, Charles. You're really invested in Brokeback Mountain's chances at the Oscars," Scarlett smiled suddenly.


    "Oscar Best Picture is worth fighting for, isn't it? And Brokeback Mountain certainly has what it takes," Charles knew that winning an Oscar could greatly benefit the company and the film's longevity.


    In the subsequent DVD, home video market, television, or streaming industries, an Oscar win would guarantee greater profits.


    Winning an Oscar not only brought fame but also directly impacted financial gains!


  




  Chapter 128: Waiting Game


  

    In the early morning, at the Capet Mansion, Charles Capet, dressed and ready for work, leaned down to kiss Scarlett Johansson, who was still lying in bed.


    "Darling, I'm heading to the office!"


    Still half-asleep, Scarlett responded by wrapping her arms around Charles's neck and returning the kiss before letting go, "Alright, I'll book a table for dinner tonight. Meet me after work!"


    "Okay!" Before Charles left, he took the opportunity to enjoy a few more moments with her.


    Capet Pictures' New York City office on Manhattan Island was fully operational. They managed several divisions including Capet Pictures, Matrix Pictures, Capet Family Entertainment, Capet Television, and Capet Investments.


    "Hey, sweetheart, no day off today?" Charles asked as he walked into the office and hugged Dona Williams.


    Dona initiated a kiss, explaining after a moment, "The Facebook equity transfer agreement is signed. I've set up a team to help YouTube form their company, so I don't need to be there anymore."


    Owning 5% of Facebook shares and 40% of YouTube shares was excellent, even if they got diluted later, it was fine. Charles remembered that YouTube would soon be acquired by Google for cash, bringing in another significant cash flow.


    "Oh, by the way, Mrs. Depp is worried about our current cash flow. We have a lot of projects slated for the next two years," Charles said.


    Annie Depp, the Chief Financial Officer hired by Capet Pictures, was formerly a partner at an accounting firm in Los Angeles.


    "Didn't Annie say we could get a huge line of credit from Wall Street investment firms? Even if we have to convert debt to equity later, it's fine," Charles said, confident in Capet Pictures' momentum. Movie revenues were promising, and banks would eagerly lend money.


    "Mrs. Depp is discussing this with Wall Street, specifically with First Credit Suisse Boston and Merrill Lynch banks, to issue convertible bonds as our fund for future operations," Dona responded.


    Charles nodded, "This year's self-produced films are low-budget. Wedding Crashers and Mr. & Mrs. Smith are under distribution contracts with Universal."


    "The concern is next year's films. Except for the contracted film The Departed, we have to manage all others by ourselves, which is a substantial production and distribution budget," Dona said.


    The Pursuit of Happiness, The Da Vinci Code, and 300 were planned for next year, and Charles also aimed to start developing The Devil Wears Prada this year.


    "Mrs. Depp said at least $200 million in cash is needed as reserve capital. But she will try to extend that limit as much as possible," Dona added.


    "More, the better. Saw II has grossed $90 million domestically and $65 million overseas. We are looking at roughly $50 million in cash returns from its box office," Charles smiled.


    "Plus, DVDs and TV sales, the home video rights from the first film have already surpassed $100 million. Our cash flow is quite healthy. Once Wedding Crashers and Mr. & Mrs. Smith hit theaters, more big returns will come in." Charles stated confidently.


    "Boss, are you thinking what I'm thinking?" Dona seemed to catch on.


    "Exactly. Didn't I ask you to keep an eye on Marvel? This year, I plan to purchase Marvel with cash," Charles said, knowing Marvel's internal instability very well. Majority shareholder Ike Perlmutter and second major shareholder Avi Arad were at a complete standoff.


    Avi Arad wanted Marvel Studios to develop their own movies, but Ike Perlmutter didn't want to take on the film development risk. David Maisel's lobbying on Wall Street wasn't successful either. Many heroes from Marvel were still held by external entities.


    Charles narrowed his eyes, "Keep an eye on Avi Arad. If he shows any intention to sell his Marvel shares, buy them immediately and start the full acquisition of Marvel Entertainment."


    Ike Perlmutter and Avi Arad had been collaborators since Toy Biz. When Marvel Entertainment went bankrupt and split in the 1990s, Toy Biz merged with Marvel to form the current structure.


    Together, Ike Perlmutter and Avi Arad owned over half of Marvel's shares. Charles wouldn't give Marvel external pressure now, as it would only unite Ike and Avi against a common enemy.


    Only if one of them exited would Charles have a chance. It was a waiting game.


    "I will keep an eye on it," Dona Williams assured. She had shifted her focus to Capet Pictures' investment division and managing Charles's Capet Fund, focusing more on her specialty.


    The entertainment side was mostly reported to Charles by Phyllis Jones now.


    After Dona Williams left, Charles pulled out the script for The Devil Wears Prada, which was ready for development.


    Meryl Streep and Anne Hathaway had to be cast; they were worth it. David Frankel, skilled in directing fashion dramas, was ideal for directing.


    David Frankel had directed HBO's Sex and the City and Entourage, making him a good fit for The Devil Wears Prada.


    "Next up, we need to quickly negotiate with Hasbro about the live-action adaptation of the Transformers toys. Can't let DreamWorks beat us to it. Steven Spielberg's fame and prestige still surpass mine," Charles muttered.


    "Phyllis, come in."


    Responding to his call, Phyllis Jones quickly appeared in Charles's office.


    "Boss, what's up?"


    "First, send the script for The Devil Wears Prada to David Frankel. Capet Pictures is inviting him to direct it. The production department should also quickly come up with a budget report."


    "Second, arrange a meeting for me with Hasbro's head. I need to discuss the Transformers live-action film adaptation," Charles directed.


    Phyllis Jones nodded and prepared to handle the tasks.


    "Oh, also set up a meeting with Anne Hathaway. I think the role in the film is perfect for her," Charles added.


    "Got it!"


    After Phyllis Jones left, Charles leaned back in his chair. DreamWorks and Paramount's future big cash cows, the Transformers film IP, would soon be his.


  




  Chapter 129: Eventful Autumn


  

    At the end of the month, the Oscars announced the list of nominated films. Brokeback Mountain received eight nominations, second only to The Aviator, which had ten. However, in terms of the most significant awards, Brokeback Mountain nearly swept them all!


    Best Picture, Best Director, Best Adapted Screenplay, and Best Actor, Best Supporting Actor and Actress, and other major non-technical awards.


    Hollywood's three major guilds and the Golden Globe Awards gave Brokeback Mountain the most substantial backing. 


    Starting in 2005, significant events seemed to happen to every major film company in Hollywood. Sony-Columbia officially took control of MGM in a large acquisition deal worth $4.8 billion.


    Time Warner announced the sale of its Warner Music Group for a total of $2.6 billion.


    Sherry Lansing, the President of Paramount Pictures, announced her upcoming departure from Paramount. Viacom Chairman Sumner Redstone also declared the split of CBS from Viacom.


    Rupert Murdoch, Chairman of News Corp., 20th Century Fox's parent company, just used a poison pill strategy to prevent Liberty Media, the second-largest shareholder, from acquiring more than 15% of the shares. Murdoch owned a significant percentage of News Corp., while Liberty Media owned 9%. Liberty Media had reached an agreement with Merrill Lynch, which held 8% of News Corp. shares, allowing Liberty Media to acquire these shares after six months.


    Rupert Murdoch did not want News Corp. to leave Murdoch family control in the future, so he released an anti-takeover shareholder rights plan: if anyone acquired more than 15% of the company's shares, or if a shareholder owning more than 15% increased their shareholding by 1%, existing shareholders would have the right to purchase the company's stock at half-price, proportional to half of their current holdings.


    Clearly, if Liberty Media's deal with Merrill Lynch went through, this poison pill would be triggered immediately. Liberty Media would then need to pay several times more to acquire additional shares in News Corp.


    Upon hearing the announcement, Liberty Media quickly abandoned its plans and announced it would hold no more than 15% of News Corp. shares, maintaining its position as the second-largest shareholder.


    Universal Pictures, now under the new ownership of General Electric, also needed further reform.


    Currently, Disney's situation was even worse, with increasing public disputes with Miramax. The breakup negotiations with the Weinstein brothers had been going on for more than half a year.


    "Disney aims for family-friendly content, and what kind of movies do the Weinstein brothers produce? Sex, religious controversies, political thrillers, and violent stories - they've completely offended Michael Eisner," Charles said, chatting with his mother in his office.


    Evelyn smiled. "Michael Eisner isn't having an easy time either. The collaboration with Pixar ended because of his relationship with Steve Jobs. Disney's lack of investment in the theme parks led to a drop in visitor numbers and a significant decrease in revenue. Now, Disney's morale is low and creativity is dry; it's soulless!"


    Charles laughed. "Michael Eisner is just too self-centered. He squeezed Pixar too hard. In the distribution deal for six movies, Pixar only got about 15% of the profits and some software patents; the rest went to Disney. Not only did the rights for the animated films and the consumer products market belong to Disney, but even sequels for animated feature films weren't counted in the six-movie contract. Disney could make sequels like Toy Story themselves."


    "Steve Jobs always wanted to change this unbalanced contract, but Michael Eisner completely ignored him!"


    Evelyn continued, "At the recent Disney shareholders' meeting, shareholders and the board united against Michael Eisner, not supporting him to continue as chairman. Michael Eisner was ousted, and Senator George Mitchell temporarily took over. Michael Eisner would step down as CEO of Disney by mid-next year at the latest!"


    Charles thought for a moment and said, "If I guess correctly, the one succeeding Michael Eisner as CEO should be Robert Iger, the current COO of Disney."


    "Very likely, but they might also hire someone externally," Evelyn nodded.


    "Disney's most crucial issue now is to solve the collaboration problem with Pixar. The best way is to buy Pixar directly," Charles sighed, foreshadowing Robert Iger's first major acquisition as Disney's new CEO.


    "Would Pixar be willing? Pixar's brand value isn't low now," Evelyn asked skeptically. After all, many media outlets had raised this question, noting that Pixar could develop its own feature animations after fulfilling its movie contract with Disney.


    "What can Pixar do if they aren't willing? The rights to Pixar's animated films belong to Disney. Any sequels would have to involve Disney," Charles shook his head.


    "Develop new animated stories? How much would it cost to produce and distribute? Even if Pixar found a major distributor, which company would agree to Steve Jobs' requirements for the new contract with Disney?"


    Besides, Disney's shareholders aren't fools. They ousted Michael Eisner to ease tensions with Pixar.


    How much profit has Pixar brought Disney? Not just box office and home video sales, look at how many popular toys and games in Disney parks are Pixar characters!


    Why haven't other Hollywood distributors approached Pixar, especially since Pixar rejected Disney's renewal talks last year?


    Disney's quick move to remove the main culprit, Michael Eisner, was to give Steve Jobs a way out.


    As for Michael Eisner, who ran Disney for 20 years, if you can't grow the group and even become a hindrance, of course, the shareholders will move against you.


    Evelyn was a bit surprised. Her son seemed to understand everything clearly. Though she had finished college, she felt inferior to her high-school-graduate son.


    "By the way, I plan to acquire Marvel this year. How much support can you provide on the ETA front?" Charles asked.


    Evelyn thought for a moment and said, "Marvel's current market value is about $700 million. It's not too difficult, but the shares are somewhat concentrated, so we need to deal with the major shareholders."


    Charles nodded. "Alright, I'll let you know when to join me in the action."


    Evelyn nodded, fully supporting her son's endeavors.


  




  Chapter 130: Chapter 130


  

    "This role is fantastic. The script is adapted from last year's bestselling novel The Devil Wears Prada, and I get to act alongside Meryl Streep. I love it!" Anne Hathaway said excitedly to Charles Capet in the reception room of Capet Pictures after finishing reading the script.


    Charles Capet nodded. Anne Hathaway and her agent had already received the script and were here to discuss the contract.


    "The movie should start shooting in New York in the fall, with a filming period of three months, and it will be released next summer. Go back and prepare for your role!"


    Anne Hathaway nodded and, encouraged, asked Charles, "I really need to thank you for this. Could I treat you to dinner?"


    Charles was momentarily taken aback. He looked at Anne Hathaway and then nodded, "Friday night works."


    "Great!" With Charles' confirmation, Anne Hathaway happily left the reception room.


    The budget for The Devil Wears Prada was $35 million. Anne Hathaway's current salary was around $3 million, while Meryl Streep's was between $5 million and $6 million.


    After returning to his office, Charles reclined in his chair as Phyllis Jones massaged his head, saying, "LV has provided a lot of branded clothing, along with other brands. The film won't lack for fashion elements."


    "Now, the company has sent someone to New York to search for suitable buildings for filming."


    Charles pulled Phyllis Jones into his lap, kissed her on the neck, and said, "After the Oscars, I'll probably be spending some time in New York!"


    "Boss, Dona went to San Francisco again. She said the company named YouTube has been established. Is it really that important?" Phyllis Jones asked with a hint of doubt.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Important, very important!"


    After dealing with matters in San Francisco, Dona Williams would head to New York ahead of time. Tom Ford's eponymous brand was about to be established, and Dawn Investments was expected to participate in the investment.


    "How is Ridley Scott's preparation for The Departed coming along? Has Brad Pitt agreed to join?"


    "He has agreed to play Billy. He'll be acting opposite Christian Bale. Brad Pitt is quite the hot topic right now, and it seems he went on vacation with Angelina Jolie!"


    Charles shook his head. That guy, even though Jennifer Aniston was America's sweetheart, he still managed to cheat during their marriage. Impressive.


    If Johnny Depp wasn't busy with Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and the sequels to Pirates of the Caribbean, Charles would really want Depp to play Billy.


    "Did you come across any promising independent films or new directors at the Sundance Film Festival?" Charles inquired.


    Phyllis Jones shook her head, "No, but at this year's Sundance Film Festival, George Lucas promoted Star Wars: Episode III - Revenge of the Sith."


    "Star Wars: Episode III - Revenge of the Sith will be released in May. George Lucas has finally finished the six-part series!"


    Lucasfilm could live off the Star Wars series for a lifetime, reflecting America's deep affection for the franchise.


    "By the way, boss, Brokeback Mountain is now showing in 2,100 theaters, and its North American box office has surpassed $70 million. The Golden Globes and Oscar awards have boosted its box office!"


    Charles nodded. Brokeback Mountain, a low-budget film, had really surpassed expectations, achieving both critical and commercial success.


    "Oscar, huh," Charles mused while caressing Phyllis Jones' thigh. Million Dollar Baby and The Aviator were the competitors.


    While Brokeback Mountain was excellent, its subject matter was a tough sell. Would the Academy give the Best Picture Oscar to a film about a gay romance?


    Charles shook his head, dismissing the thought, and asked about the progress of the TV show Prison Break.


    "The crew has been assembled. As per your instructions, we'll shoot the pilot first and present it to the network. If they're satisfied, we'll proceed with the series," Phyllis quickly explained.


    "Where's the shoot taking place, in Chicago?"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, smiling, "Yes, in Chicago, because that's where the story is set."


    Over the weekend, Charles, casually dressed, drove to Anne Hathaway's beachfront villa in Long Beach.


    "Charles, you're here. I'm preparing the meal!" Anne Hathaway, dressed in a short skirt and white blouse, greeted Charles warmly as he stepped inside.


    "I thought you'd pick a restaurant. I didn't expect it to be your place," Charles remarked, noting the tasteful decor of Anne Hathaway's two-story beachfront villa, spanning 3,500 square feet and featuring extensive glass materials for ocean views.


    "I'm quite good at cooking. Relax in the living room for a bit!" Anne Hathaway said as she headed back to the kitchen.


    Feeling a bit bored, Charles picked up the script in front of him. It seemed to be another script Anne Hathaway had received.


    "Havoc?" Charles skimmed through it. The story was about two young girls getting caught up in the gang culture of Los Angeles, leading to tragic consequences.


    Anne Hathaway had a rather risqué role in this low-budget independent film.


    Anne Hathaway, seeing Charles flipping through the script, walked over and shrugged helplessly, saying, "This is a low-budget independent film shot in 2003. It was only this year that New Line Cinema bought the distribution rights, and they're planning to release it directly on DVD instead of in theaters."


    "This script... you were really bold. The scenes in there aren't mild at all," Charles put down the script, puzzled. In 2003, Anne Hathaway was supposed to be preparing for The Princess Diaries 2: Royal Engagement.


    "After filming The Princess Diaries, I kept being called Princess Anne. Maybe there was some rebelliousness inside me, so I took the role," Anne Hathaway said casually, feeling it was a normal part of an actress's job.


    Charles was helpless. What could he say? She didn't want to be a "pure" actress, but the audience always cast her in that light.


    "Let's eat. I want to try your cooking anyway. My mom's cooking isn't great," Charles said, standing up and heading to the dining table with Anne Hathaway.


    Anne Hathaway took out a bottle of red wine, poured some for both of them, and said, "Let's have a drink!"


    Charles raised his glass and nodded. After drinking, would he still be able to drive home?


  




  Chapter 131: Princess Anne


  

    On the sofa in Anne Hathaway's villa, the two, having finished dinner, were leaning on the couch, sipping coffee.


    A bottle of red wine had been consumed, and Anne Hathaway's cheeks had a slight blush, making her fair complexion even more enticing.


    "Not had too much?" Charles Capet put down his coffee, asking Anne Hathaway who was sitting beside him.


    Anne Hathaway shook her head, also putting down her coffee, and laughed: "Actually, not that much at all."


    "But really, thank you. Remember that Italian Raffaello Folliari I mentioned before? He indeed sought to come to America through me to seek some capital to invest in his company!"


    Anne Hathaway had been cautious and quickly cut off contact, as it was just a recommendation from a manager anyway.


    Charles didn't care about this matter, moving closer and putting his hand on her thigh, he smiled: "Now I'm more interested in your movie Havoc, after all, it's Princess Anne's alluring movie."


    "Charles, are you considering a casting couch?" Anne Hathaway wrapped her arms around Charles' neck, "Do you want me to personally act out a scene from the movie for you?"


    It was quite clear what would happen next after Charles got to her house for dinner. No need to guess.


    Charles couldn't resist any longer, kissing the woman's lips, and Anne Hathaway eagerly responded to his kiss.


    Clothes were pulled off, buttons undone, and Charles picked up Anne Hathaway in his arms and headed directly to the bedroom.


    Two days and nights passed, and by the third day's noon, when Charles was ready to leave Long Beach, he found Anne Hathaway in the kitchen brewing coffee.


    She was wearing just a white shirt casually draped over her long legs. He hugged her from behind and kissed her on the neck.


    "I'm heading out; this weekend was awesome!"


    Anne Hathaway turned around, wrapped her arms around his neck, and smiled: "You've been here quite a while; don't you care about the Oscars?"


    With an open shirt showcasing everything, Charles kissed her deeply, making her giggle.


    Anne jumped up, wrapping her legs around Charles's waist, then they passionately kissed again.


    "Alright, the coffee is ready," Charles put her down and reminded, "Two nights, wasn't that enough?"


    Anne Hathaway laughed and handed Charles a cup of coffee, and they both sat down in the living room.


    "The Oscars, Brokeback Mountain, may be good but it's hard to win. The Academy's stubbornness is legendary," Charles said taking a sip of coffee.


    "Because of the subject matter? Can't push harder with the PR?" Anne Hathaway asked.


    Charles shook his head. He truly didn't know to what extent they needed to push to have a chance. Plus, he wouldn't waste too many resources for one award.


    It's not about whether the movie is good or bad; as long as the subject matter isn't too controversial, it can be PR'd. The most famous Oscars PR was when Shakespeare in Love defeated Saving Private Ryan in 1998 and Chicago defeated The Pianist in 2003.


    Both were the handiwork of Miramax, blackening the opponent and promoting themselves.


    After finishing the coffee, Charles stood up, touched the woman's face, "Alright, I'm leaving!"


    "Mm, call me when you have the time!" Anne Hathaway reminded.


    Charles nodded, leaned close to her ear, and whispered with a smile: "Don't worry, I love that mouth of yours."


    Anne Hathaway's mouth was quite big, and it felt different indeed, no wonder many people like women with big mouths!


    The 77th Academy Awards ceremony took place, with flocks of reporters and fans gathering along the long red carpet outside the Kodak Theatre.


    Because of its strong momentum, Charles attended this Oscar ceremony with his mother, Evelyn Capet.


    Dressed up, Evelyn Capet seemed several years younger, walking arm in arm with her son down the red carpet.


    "This time feels different, I'm a bit nervous!"


    Evelyn said to her son as they walked.


    "Why nervous? Haven't we attended the Oscars before?" Charles asked puzzled.


    "Because I want to see you on the Oscar stage holding that Best Picture statuette," Evelyn explained with a smile.


    Charles shook his head helplessly, then they entered the auditorium after the red carpet and headed to the backstage lounge.


    "Oscar is just a tool for American politics and commerce," Charles laughed. It was originally a tool for America's cultural expansion and ideological promotion.


    "Charles, you're overthinking. It's also for bigger market shares," Evelyn wasn't too concerned.


    Charles laughed bitterly, looking at some of the nominated films and documentaries. Born Into Brothels was a realistic documentary depicting the hardships of child sex workers in India.


    Hotel Rwanda portrayed the heroic story of the protagonist saving lives during the genocide, but the protagonist was just a tool supported by the West to overthrow the Rwandan government.


    The West always viewed the Middle East, Far East, and the Third World with colored glasses. They only promoted the negative sides, the worst of humanity, and social misery.


    To win awards on Western-dominated platforms, movies and novels from these regions had to show the worst aspects of their countries and their people's inherent flaws to gain the West's approval.


    Positive, enjoyable, and well-rounded works never got the chance to be reported. That led to many people exploiting their countries' pain points and scars to garner Western sympathy and awards.


    Displaying a grotesquely exaggerated negative side of the East under the guise of sophistication, only highlighting its dark corners and marginalized groups to seek Western masters' casual rewards.


    They could never see positive, happy, good aspects; perhaps once you kneel for long, it's hard to stand again.


    Observing the fancily dressed men and women around him, Charles sighed silently in his heart.


    "Charles, we should head to the main hall!" Evelyn reminded her son.


    Deep in thought, Charles nodded and followed his mother to their seats in the hall. The 77th Academy Awards of 2005 were about to begin.


    "What were you thinking so deeply about?" Evelyn asked again.


    Charles smiled: "I was wondering how many Hollywood stars will talk about politics and the President, considering last year was quite tumultuous!"


    "Don't worry, Fahrenheit 9/11 didn't get nominated!" Evelyn replied with a smile.


  




  Chapter 132: Oscar Incident


  

    The crew of Brokeback Mountain attended this year's Oscars, including Liv Tyler, who had just given birth to a son at the beginning of the year, who dressed up for the occasion.


    Charles sat with his mother, not far from the crew of The Aviator. The front seats were always reserved for competitive productions and their members.


    Seeing Chris Rock as the host made Charles unhappy; that guy always had a sharp tongue and loved to mock people.


    "The Oscars are getting more and more boring. No wonder the ratings are dropping," Charles mumbled, shaking his head.


    Evelyn laughed, "So the committee hopes to invite more stars and create topics!"


    The Oscars were originally a bit dull, which was why Charles didn't like attending them. Soon, it was time to present the Best Supporting Actress award.


    Michelle Williams from Brokeback Mountain lost to Cate Blanchett from The Aviator. The big boss remains the big boss.


    Watching his mother applauding so enthusiastically, Charles also clapped, wondering why she was so excited when it wasn't even her artist.


    Next were some technical awards and guest performances. Charles planned to take a break backstage.


    "Where are you going? Are you going back?" Evelyn, knowing her son too well, guessed he might just run off.


    "I'm going to the bathroom, then get a drink!"


    Charles got up and left, heading straight backstage.


    The Kodak Theater's backstage had a bar where award ceremony guests could grab a drink. Charles didn't plan to return to his seat early, so he came over here.


    As soon as he arrived, Harvey Weinstein and his new young girlfriend, Georgina Chapman, approached him.


    "Hey, Charles, our Hollywood genius filmmaker!" Harvey greeted.


    "Good evening, Harvey. Want a drink? It's on me!" Charles waved dismissively; with his wealth of over $600 million, he didn't care for such arrogance.


    "You rest over there," Harvey told his girlfriend, giving her a pat on the butt.


    Sitting beside Charles at the bar, Harvey ordered two whiskeys and said with a smile, "Your Brokeback Mountain is good, but it also has its share of negative press."


    "A movie about homosexuality always has its protesters."


    Charles glanced at the fat man beside him. If he guessed right, some of those negative reports on Brokeback Mountain might be his handiwork.


    The Aviator is a mainstream American biopic and very competitive, but the reputation of Brokeback Mountain was just too high.


    The Aviator was also co-produced by Miramax and Warner Bros., with the Weinstein brothers as producers.


    After taking a sip, Charles smiled, "Winning awards doesn't matter much to me. My main focus is commercial films!"


    Charles and Harvey Weinstein were fundamentally different. So far, the highest-budget Miramax film was The Aviator, with a production cost of $110 million. Their previous high-budget films were Cold Mountain at $80 million and Gangs of New York at $90 million.


    Unfortunately, all of them flopped commercially, which couldn't be compensated.


    Harvey Weinstein smiled and said, "Charles, you're still young and perhaps don't fully understand Hollywood's rules and systems."


    Harvey Weinstein felt a bit annoyed because this young man showed no respect, speaking to him as an equal.


    All the actors, directors, or young producers were usually in awe and trying to please him.


    Charles took another sip and laughed, "Hollywood's rules? Do commercial system rules really need more explanation?"


    "Charles, your mother has many actors who need opportunities. I think we can collaborate in some aspects," Harvey Weinstein's smile was a bit creepy, but the words sounded normal enough.


    "Bob and I are planning to leave Disney and set up our own independent production company. There will be many projects!"


    "Then you can discuss casting with the agents at ETA. My mother rarely pays attention to ordinary actors now," Charles said casually. Actors do need opportunities.


    "Charles, what I mean is I need some private interactions with a few actresses, and in some aspects, I need your mother's cooperation," Harvey Weinstein made it clear.


    Now Charles understood that an actress trading her body for opportunities was pretty normal, and usually, agents wouldn't interfere; they might even support it.


    Evelyn Capet certainly wouldn't stop actresses at ETA from doing that, but now Harvey Weinstein wanted his mother's cooperation? To tell those actresses to follow his hidden rules? Given Evelyn Capet's status and as Charles Capet's mother, would she need to do something so degrading?


    Charles turned his head, looking at the fat man in front of him, already feeling angry. Did this guy, who dabbled in indie films, think he was the boss?


    "Harvey, are you drunk?" Charles smiled but had a cold tone.


    "My mother needs to care? A film project with a budget of millions or tens of millions of dollars? I can develop 20-30 such projects a year without any financial pressure, without even wasting time on financing. Do you think I'm a naive newcomer to Hollywood or a foreigner who doesn't understand the scene?"


    Harvey Weinstein stared at Charles, stunned, realizing this young Charles Capet was now part of the capital.


    "Haha, Charles, let's collaborate? Hollywood needs everyone to come together to thrive," Harvey Weinstein quickly changed to a warm smile, patting Charles on the shoulder to show friendliness.


    Charles also smiled, patting Harvey Weinstein's shoulder, then whispered in his ear, "Don't push the limits. Otherwise, I can easily throw out $100 million or $200 million to spread across various newspapers and magazines.


    If my mother isn't happy, I won't be either! Hollywood is a whole. What do you think Hollywood would do if someone tarnished its image and ruined its market?"


    After speaking, Charles left, unable to fathom why this dog, about to be kicked out by Disney, dared say such things to him. Although Charles didn't have deep feelings for Evelyn, she was sincerely good to her son, and Charles would be a good son to her!


  




  Chapter 133: Oscars


  

    "Why did it take you so long?" Evelyn asked as she finally saw her son return.


    After Charles sat down, he discreetly glanced at Harvey Weinstein and his brother Bob sitting nearby and responded with a smile: "Ran into the big guy from Miramax backstage, had a little chat."


    "And did you make a new enemy this time?" Evelyn raised an eyebrow.


    "He mentioned he had his eyes on one of your actresses and wanted your cooperation. I threatened him not to cross the line, or we'd go down together," Charles said nonchalantly, but Evelyn found his words quite alarming.


    "Charles, you're being a bit impulsive. Many actors in ETA have collaborations with Miramax!"


    Ben Affleck and Matt Damon are big-name actors under ETA, both are Harvey Weinstein's henchmen.


    "Don't worry, mother. Worst case, you can have all the actors move to CAA, or come work for Capet Pictures as the president. I'll triple, five times, or even ten times your current salary," Charles chuckled.


    Evelyn also laughed and shook her head. "That won't be necessary. ETA is worried about me leaving; that's why they're tying me down with shares."


    "Hollywood actresses may not earn as much as their male counterparts, but my team is doing pretty well, especially with Britney Spears as our ace. The shareholders at ETA know how to handle this.


    I'm worried about you. After all, Harvey Weinstein has been entrenched in Hollywood for more than 20 years, and his connections run deep."


    "I know, but he's not the force he was in the 90s. Over the years, he's offended quite a few directors and producers with his shenanigans at the Oscars," Charles shook his head. "Disney wants to get rid of him, and he's just looking to rebuild an independent film company. Even with Wall Street backing, he can't outmuscle me. My financial resources far exceed his.


    Capital seeks profit. Miramax's returns in recent years have been poor. The big films have mostly flopped, and only the actors care about the Oscars.


    Do Morgan Stanley, Bear Stearns, or Goldman Sachs care how many Oscars he has? They only care about return on investment!"


    Evelyn sighed and smiled, "That man loves to smear others behind their backs. Be careful."


    "I know. Let's just hope he doesn't do anything too stupid, or I'll make sure he becomes a pariah," Charles said. He was currently in the phase of capital accumulation and didn't wish to waste time and energy fighting these battles.


    However, if Harvey Weinstein wanted to make trouble, Charles wouldn't mind exposing Weinstein's sexual misconduct scandals through financial maneuvers.


    Such a high-level scandal would tarnish the entire reputation of Hollywood, which ultimately affects profits.


    For the sake of profit, sacrificing one detestable man seems quite straightforward.


    Evelyn looked at her son and reminded him, "Charles, see if you can acquire any newspapers or magazines. You need to have your own voice in the media now."


    Evelyn was hinting at Charles to start acquiring some newspapers or magazines. Charles nodded; it was indeed something he needed to focus on.


    However, traditional newspapers were on the decline, with many news companies facing losses, layoffs, and struggling to transition to digital platforms.


    "But, Charles, don't stress too much about this. Harvey Weinstein, as influential as he is in independent films, doesn't hold as much sway in the commercial film industry, which is Hollywood's main focus now.


    Given your youth and the incredible wealth you've amassed in just two or three years, people might think you're audacious and reckless.


    Harvey probably knows who to mess with and who to avoid, especially thinking of your financial clout. Toppling him wouldn't be hard for you."


    Evelyn's analysis, based on her experiences, suggested that an old fox like Harvey wouldn't risk antagonizing a wealthy and young opponent.


    After all, Harvey Weinstein had too many scandals. Though the dark side of Hollywood is well-known internally, Harvey's behavior had been excessively blatant, and the small actors he exploited didn't have the strength to retaliate.


    "I get it. I'm in no mood to deal with him for now. Hollywood has too many such issues, and addressing them could create a domino effect," Charles continued. The real challenge would come from other Hollywood capitalists interfering, and that's where the true battle would lie.


    It might spark a Hollywood upheaval, leading to a market shakeup that would see many fall and others rise.


    As the award ceremony continued, Brokeback Mountain had so far won only two Oscars: Best Original Score and Best Adapted Screenplay.


    Best Supporting Actress went to The Aviator, and Best Actress to Hilary Swank for Million Dollar Baby, marking her second Best Actress Oscar.


    In the Best Supporting Actor and Best Actor categories, Jake Gyllenhaal and Heath Ledger went home empty-handed.


    When the presenter, Al Pacino, announced, "Best Director, Ang Lee for Brokeback Mountain!" the crew around Charles stood up and applauded.


    "Congratulations!" Charles also stood up to shake Ang Lee's hand. 


    Brokeback Mountain was undoubtedly outstanding. Ang Lee, though emotional, delivered a steady acceptance speech on stage, thanking many, including family, crew, and audience.


    "Of course, a special thanks to Charles Capet of Capet Pictures. Without him, Brokeback Mountain might still be gathering dust. Thank you, Hollywood's genius boss!"


    As the camera zoomed in on him, Charles maintained a smile, though inwardly he pondered if the Best Picture award was now out of reach.


    Sure enough, the Best Picture Oscar went to Million Dollar Baby, with Clint Eastwood and his co-producers accepting the award on stage.


  




  Chapter 134: Chapter 134


  

    After the Oscars ceremony ended, some people went to the Vanity Fair after-party held near the Sunset Tower Hotel.


    However, a three to four-hour award ceremony left many guests famished. When Charles stepped out of the Kodak Theatre, he found Ang Lee holding the Best Director Oscar statuette in one hand and devouring a hamburger with the other.


    "Mom, do you want to get something to eat? You must be hungry too," Charles kindly asked as he supported Evelyn.


    Evelyn shook her head and said, "Have you ever seen a woman eating casually at this hour? Your mom still needs to maintain her figure!"


    She glared at her son, "If you're hungry, go eat something on your own. At the after-party, there are reporters everywhere; hardly anyone will eat casually!"


    Charles chuckled, "I already ate while leaving the awards hall, so I am not that hungry."


    Besides, Charles wasn't a star worried about being photographed while eating.


    "Alright, I'm going back to the hotel to change clothes. Charlize and Scarlett should also be back at the hotel; they are presenting awards tonight!" Evelyn said as she began to head back to change her attire and makeup.


    Heh, women, they always want to look their best!


    After accompanying his mother back to the hotel, they indeed ran into Charlize Theron and Scarlett Johansson, who were preparing to change outfits for the Vanity Fair party.


    "Mom, it'll take about an hour, right?" Charles inquired, seeing Evelyn at the makeup table while a makeup artist and stylist were working on her.


    Evelyn didn't respond immediately. She picked up a nearby cushion and tossed it at him, "If you're free, head over first. You need to spend more time on networking!"


    Charles laughed and nodded. He put the cushion back and then left the room. Charlize, who was also getting her makeup touched up, smiled and said, "Charles finally looks his age now!"


    "He's fine; he's always been laid back since he was young. But over the past few years, maybe because he's entered Hollywood, he's become more serious in all aspects!" Evelyn's face was full of smiles. Nowadays, Charles was also a shareholder of LV, and many high-end luxury brands would send products over at a mere phone call.


    Charlize Theron responded, "Charles seems more like a businessman now than a filmmaker!"


    Evelyn nodded with a smile, "I used to want him to enter the film industry as an actor. I sent him to audition for various roles, but he'd often tell me he didn't want to audition. He'd say he'd rather be the one auditioning others, not be auditioned by them!"


    "So he's indeed achieved that now. He can directly decide many actors' futures. You have to admit he's a movie genius; his vision has rarely faltered!" It was undeniable that Capet Pictures had developed many films over the years, some quite controversial, but commercially and artistically, they were highly successful.


    "This year, he plans to distribute many films himself. We'll see the results. Last year, he was lucky in France, won a lot of money, which supports his ventures now!" Evelyn couldn't lie; she was worried. Film production can attract significant investment to share the risk, but distribution involves hefty promotion costs upfront.


    High box office revenue is one thing; if films don't perform well, it takes a long time to recover the investment through DVD and other markets, risking a cash flow crisis in the company.


    Meanwhile, Charles entered Scarlett Johansson's room, where she was resting, sipping champagne while sitting on the sofa with her high heels off.


    "Hey, aren't you planning to change your outfit before going to the Vanity Fair after-party?" Charles poured himself a drink.


    Scarlett Johansson shook her head, "I think my current dress is beautiful; it goes perfectly with my makeup and hairstyle. I don't want to change."


    She indeed looked stunning in a black Roland Mouret off-shoulder gown and a diamond tiara, highlighting her beauty at 21.


    "I heard you're currently shooting a new movie with Christopher Nolan?" Charles asked.


    Scarlett Johansson nodded, "Yes, it's called The Prestige, starring Hugh Jackman and Christian Bale."


    "After this, isn't Christian Bale going to film your The Departed?" Charles nodded. Scheduling filming involves balancing actors' fees and availability.


    "Christopher Nolan is quite an exceptional director. I've watched Following and Memento; they're deeply profound for low-budget films. Unfortunately, his production company has an exclusive deal with Warner Bros., so all his films are led by them," Charles regarded Christopher Nolan highly but could only work with him through Warner Bros.


    Scarlett Johansson reminded, "The Prestige involves Disney's Touchstone Pictures and holds North American distribution rights, though Warner Bros. handles overseas distribution."


    Charles leaned back on the sofa, saying, "I've got enough of my film projects to deal with. I hardly have the energy to meddle in theirs."


    Scarlett Johansson put down her glass and leaned on Charles, whispering, "I love that new Ferrari 430 you gave me. It's so beautiful and perfect for a woman!"


    Charles hugged her, giving her a kiss, and jokingly said, "It's like the successor to the 360, and it indeed looks good. But don't you prefer driving large SUVs like the Suburban or the Mercedes G-Wagon?"


    "Sometimes I like driving smaller cars too. California's sunny weather is perfect for convertibles!" Scarlett said before kissing Charles again.


    After making out on the couch for a while, Charles pushed her away and reminded her, "We still need to head to the Vanity Fair after-party, then we'll leave early."


    Scarlett Johansson probably needed to touch up her makeup before leaving the hotel.


    "Alright, let's go quickly. You do need to celebrate with the Brokeback Mountain crew and accept some media interviews," Scarlett Johansson was understanding. Although Charles didn't feel like going, he had to recognize the significance.


    Brokeback Mountain won three Oscars, including Best Director, making Ang Lee the first Asian to win this award, which held significant importance.


    At the Sunset Tower Hotel, the Vanity Fair party was already buzzing. Besides the nominees and winners, many big-name stars, models, fashion insiders, and a lot of media made the event glitter with star power.


    Winners held their Oscars while receiving congratulations and posing for photos to capture this memorable moment!


  




  Chapter 135: Chapter 135


  

    The Oscar party organized by Vanity Fair was always so extravagant, luxurious, with the best photographers, top-notch dresses, perfect makeup, and fame within easy reach!


    Parmesan cheese, Burgundy winter truffles, Miyazaki beef with lobster, caviar, shrimp, crab legs, Moroccan spiced vegetable tagine, yuzu ravioli, dried fruit jam dark chocolate, and more.


    As for drinks, they had top-quality brandy, tequila, and a variety of champagne and red wines.


    "Congratulations, how do you feel now?" Charles asked after clinking glasses with Ang Lee.


    "Like a dream, I still can't believe this is real!" Ang Lee had just given an interview media reporters.


    At this moment, media tycoon Rupert Murdoch and his wife Wendi Deng appeared at the Vanity Fair party to congratulate Ang Lee.


    As a top Hollywood media mogul, Charles politely greeted Rupert Murdoch.


    Although Charles did not have good feelings about the News Corporation, he didn't have much of a chance to fight back now.


    "Charles, your rise in Hollywood over the past two years has been amazing," the 74-year-old Rupert Murdoch still looked robust.


    Charles smiled, "I'm still learning, and the future is still far ahead!"


    Rupert Murdoch nodded and then, with a smile, said, "You have a good sense of the commercial aspects of films. How about leading Capet Pictures to join 20th Century Fox?


    "I believe with the platform of 20th Century Fox, you will thrive, and under your leadership, 20th Century Fox would reach new heights!"


    Charles smiled internally, Old Fox! Is this a recruitment or an acquisition? Leading Capet Pictures to join 20th Century Fox means swallowing Capet Pictures whole!


    Shaking his head, he said, "Mr. Murdoch, I grew up in East L.A., too laid-back to lead such a behemoth like 20th Century Fox. I just want to run my own Capet Pictures and make the films I want to make."


    Rupert Murdoch seemingly didn't catch Charles's implication, continuing to smile, "20th Century Fox also has the independent label Fox Searchlight Pictures, which can make the films you want;


    And you're still young, don't you want to become the head of one of the world's biggest film companies?"


    Charles shrugged, "Unfortunately, I don't have enough experience now. How could I manage it well?"


    As the chairman of News Corporation, Rupert Murdoch would not spend too much time persuading Charles since 20th Century Fox is just one segment of his film entertainment group.


    After chatting a bit more, Rupert Murdoch and Wendi Deng left the party.


    "What a big shot indeed!" Charles felt a bit envious. Fox Television, 20th Century Fox, and numerous newspapers, magazines, and media outlets under News Corporation.


    Rupert Murdoch could be considered the most powerful mogul in Hollywood now, with only Viacom's Sumner Redstone able to compete with him.


    However, in terms of assets, the Redstone family couldn't match the Murdoch family! After all, the News Corporation's global presence couldn't be rivaled by Viacom.


    "Charles, congrats! I can't believe our collaboration is ending like this," James Schamus approached Charles, looking a bit conflicted.


    Capet Pictures now distributed its own films, no longer needing Focus Features' distribution channels, as they both dealt with the North American market.


    "James, cheer up, we still have opportunities to work together. If there's a high-budget film, we can still join hands!" Charles smiled, comforting James Schamus.


    James Schamus bitterly nodded. Would you really come to Focus Features for a high-budget project? You'd likely seek a film investment company or a major studio with global distribution.


    After all, Focus Features, under Universal Pictures, primarily targeted independent and foreign films, with strict budget limits.


    At the midway point of the Vanity Fair dinner, Charles Capet took Scarlett Johansson back to the seaside villa in Santa Monica Palisades.


    ...


    Meanwhile, in Harvey Weinstein's Malibu beach villa, Harvey, who had just vented his frustrations on his young girlfriend, was angrily complaining to his brother, Bob Weinstein.


    "That Charles Capet, he doesn't respect me as a senior and even dares to threaten me not to make any moves!"


    Bob Weinstein looked puzzled, "What did you do this time to get involved with Charles Capet again?"


    "Our negotiation price with Disney hasn't been settled yet. Michael Eisner may not be the chairman anymore, but he's still the CEO. Our main job now is to secure our rightful benefits from Disney!"


    Harvey's fat face jiggled with a menacing look as he shouted, "Is there any way to teach him a lesson?"


    Bob Weinstein looked at Harvey like he was an idiot, "Are you playing with women so much that your brain's gone soft?"


    "How can you deal with Charles Capet? Do you know how much capital he controls? Do you know Capet Pictures is negotiating a large commercial loan on Wall Street? Do you know the combined box office of the six movies Capet Pictures has released is sky-high?"


    "Do you know how many investment institutions are lining up to give him money? If you mess with him, Miramax's profits for the last two years won't be enough to cover the profit of one of his movies. You're just a dumb fat pig playing with women!"


    Bob Weinstein practically shouted at Harvey. The relationship between the two brothers was terrible, and Bob, who was focused on making money, had long been dissatisfied with Harvey wasting money on indie films and PR stunts.


    "Bob, shut up! Dimension Films is your responsibility, and it hasn't made much money either!" Harvey, dressed in a bathrobe, stood up and roared.


    "The Scary Movie series, the Mimic series, and the Hellraiser series are all profitable low-budget films, right? And you used the profits to invest in those artsy films!" Bob didn't want to continue arguing and turned to leave but looked back at the door and said, "If you get caught in a big scandal, don't expect me to face it with you. Charles Capet is a billionaire, not some no-name actress or small-time model you can threaten or throw money at to settle things."


    "Think with your hormone-filled brain about the consequences of offending a wealthy and energetic young man!"


    Bob left the beach villa, fuming. The negotiations with Disney were not going smoothly.


    Disney wanted to retain the Miramax brand and its rights library completely, but their offer for Bob and Harvey's shares was unsatisfactory.


    ...


    The 2005 Oscar ceremony ended in such a context. The movie Million Dollar Baby was the biggest winner, but the excellence of Brokeback Mountain was undeniable.


    For the media, the Oscar ceremony was big news with plenty to report, and audiences paid close attention to Oscar entertainment news.


    However, Charles didn't care much about the Oscars. What mattered was box office and profits.


    Capet Pictures' various film projects were progressing steadily. The Da Vinci Code, after several months of preparation, finally held a press conference to announce the start of filming.


    But because it involved sensitive topics like Jesus's secrets and religion, The Da Vinci Code faced many controversies from the beginning. Protests and letters from the Catholic League and ministry groups made it one of the most controversial films of 2005-2006.


    In Charles's office, director Ron Howard actively responded to questions about the film, reassuring that The Da Vinci Code wouldn't dwell excessively on religious issues, emphasizing the film's focus on thrilling suspense instead.


    "A far-fetched, heretical novel?" Charles muttered as he turned off the TV and walked to the office window, sighing. It seemed that Capet Pictures was involved in controversial films these days.


    The Passion of the Christ, Brokeback Mountain, and now The Da Vinci Code. At least they stayed clear of Fahrenheit 9/11.


    "Boss, what's wrong?" Phyllis Jones asked, puzzled.


    Charles shook his head. Capet Pictures couldn't give the impression that it thrived on controversy. The sequel to The Da Vinci Code should be handed off.


    Hogging the limelight, especially with such controversial material, wasn't wise. Collaborators were necessary. Besides, the sequel or prequel, Angels & Demons, wasn't as thrilling as The Da Vinci Code.


    "Can the crew shoot inside the Louvre?" Charles asked.


    Phyllis nodded, "Mr. Brown and director Howard met with the French president, Jacques Chirac, in Paris late last year. After an hour-long meeting, they got permission to shoot in the Louvre. They'll film after hours or on Tuesdays when the museum is closed. 


    However, the 'Mona Lisa,' the Louvre's centerpiece, won't be the original but a precise replica for filming."


    Charles nodded, noting the importance of the Louvre scenes, especially the "Mona Lisa" painting as a crucial prop.


    "However, the key scenes set in Westminster Abbey didn't go smoothly. Shooting there wasn't allowed. But Lincoln Cathedral, with a structure very similar to Westminster Abbey, welcomed the crew. They signed filming agreements with both Lincoln Cathedral and Rosslyn Chapel," Phyllis continued.


    "I hope Nicolas Cage doesn't disappoint as Robert Langdon this time."


    Nicolas Cage's treasure-hunting adventure film National Treasure had already grossed over $300 million worldwide.


    Charles hoped The Da Vinci Code would achieve even greater success. After all, National Treasure was an original script with a $100 million budget.


    The Da Vinci Code, based on a bestselling novel, also had a $100 million budget, with Capet Pictures putting up $30 million in cash and financing the remaining $70 million.


  




  Chapter 136: Lobbying Hasbro


  

    New York, Manhattan. Ever since Capet Pictures revealed its intention to develop a live-action movie based on Hasbro's hit toy line, Transformers, negotiations began.


    However, what Charles didn't expect was that Hasbro already had plans to bring Transformers to the big screen back in 2002.


    New Line Cinema and DreamWorks joined Capet Pictures in a three-way battle for the rights, which suddenly made Charles feel the pressure.


    He hurried from Los Angeles to Hasbro's headquarters in Rhode Island. He needed to personally convince the high executives at Hasbro.


    Producers Don Murphy and Tom DeSanto, along with Hasbro's COO Brian Goldner, met with Charles at Hasbro's headquarters.


    Don Murphy and Tom DeSanto had started the journey to adapt Transformers into a live-action format quite early, but the progress was not smooth.


    The interest shown by New Line Cinema and DreamWorks put Hasbro in a dilemma. This year, Hollywood's genius filmmaker Charles Capet also joined the race.


    "Transformers was my whole childhood; no boy dislikes them. I always wanted to adapt it, but the CGI technology might not meet my standards, and the massive production budget was daunting," Charles shared.


    "Now, I feel I've gained enough capability. The live-action Transformers movie can enter development. Improvements in technology, accumulated capital, and my understanding of filmmaking..."


    "...we'll start by adapting the main storyline of the animated series, focusing on the world of Cybertron, the origins of the Autobots, and the conflict between the factions. However, the live-action version can't just be a kids' movie. We need to include some elements that adults will enjoy, making it a series for all ages!"


    Charles spoke confidently on stage, discussing the universe of Transformers, the interplay between the animated series and toys, and the design aspects.


    Hasbro's COO Brian Goldner was aware of Charles's capabilities. Aided by Hollywood-savvy producers Don Murphy and Tom DeSanto, he was somewhat assured.


    Brian Goldner found Charles's proposal for the development of the Transformers universe intriguing despite not understanding all aspects of movie production.


    "Charles, we don't doubt your expertise. But Transformers is Hasbro's ace, and we don't want to develop it too casually," Brian Goldner remarked to Charles.


    Don Murphy added, "Spielberg also seems to have a strong interest in a live-action Transformers. He's always been a director with a strong sense of wonder."


    "New Line Cinema, which developed The Lord of the Rings series, also has ample experience," Tom DeSanto explained.


    Charles smiled. "Both of you understand Hollywood well. DreamWorks' current situation should be clear, as would Spielberg's busy schedule. He won't have the time to direct. As for New Line Cinema, they do have experience with big projects. But Capet Pictures is already handling three projects exceeding $100 million. Mr. & Mrs. Smith is about to release this summer, so there's no need to question Capet Pictures' ability to develop big films."


    Charles was stating facts. DreamWorks was already contemplating aligning with larger studios, and a failure with The Island could expedite that. As for New Line, they seemed to lack sincerity and didn't appear pressured by the competition for the Transformers franchise.


    Toy-based movies were still considered niche compared to video game adaptations.


    However, Spielberg's high standing in the industry was undeniable. If he directed the live-action Transformers, Charles believed Capet Pictures wouldn't stand a chance.


    But Charles knew Spielberg intended to have Michael Bay direct and still needed convincing since Michael Bay currently viewed the Transformers live-action film as a dumb toy movie.


    "Charles, which director do you have in mind?" asked producer Don Murphy.


    "J.J. Abrams!" Charles answered.


    "The director of Lost, a very talented individual who started as a writer. He should be filming Tom Cruise's Mission Impossible 3 right now," Don Murphy quickly explained.


    "Exactly. J.J. Abrams is highly capable. Though his background is in television, his debut film is Mission Impossible 3, which says a lot about his competence. Tom Cruise wouldn't wait a year for him otherwise," Charles continued to explain.


    "The live-action Transformers can't thrive on just flashy effects and battle scenes. It needs a solid story to support its vast universe. I aim to develop this series into a sci-fi blockbuster comparable to the Harry Potter series!"


    Brian Goldner chuckled, "Charles, you're absolutely right. For Transformers to become an enduring hit, continuity in plot and story are crucial. Spectacle alone won't cut it!"


    As COO of Hasbro, Brian Goldner certainly hoped to see the live-action Transformers film become a continual success, as the profits in the toy market would be unimaginable.


    Charles spent three days in Rhode Island, trying to persuade Hasbro's top executives. However, Hasbro wouldn't easily sign a development agreement with Capet Pictures.


    Because, in many people's eyes, if veteran director Steven Spielberg helmed the film, its success was practically guaranteed!


  




  Chapter 137: The Huffington Post


  

    New York, Manhattan. Charles Capet walked out of the Merrill Lynch headquarters building and took a deep breath. Another 100-million-dollar credit loan was secured.


    Previously, Capet Pictures had also signed a $200 million credit loan with the First Boston Bank of Switzerland, bringing the total credit limit to 300 million dollars.


    "Annie, well done!" Charles was very satisfied with his CFO standing beside him.


    Annie Depp shook her head and said, "Charles, it's mainly because your track record is just too impressive. They also see a bright future for Capet Pictures!"


    "I just heard that Marvel also secured a mortgage loan from Merrill Lynch and got some funding," Charles asked with a frown.


    "It seems so. Marvel's COO, David Maisel, has been lobbying for this for the past six months. The specifics are still unknown, as Marvel hasn't officially announced anything," Annie Depp shook her head, indicating she didn't know the details.


    Charles nodded and returned to the headquarters in Greenwich with Annie Depp.


    ...


    Meanwhile, in Miami, Florida, at the luxurious home of Marvel's chairman, Ike Perlmutter.


    Ike Perlmutter was hosting David Maisel and Avi Arad.


    Holding a document, Ike Perlmutter remarked that Merrill Lynch would invest 150 million dollars in Marvel Entertainment, with the rights to over 30 superhero characters as collateral. Marvel was allowed to shoot any PG-13 rated comic adaptation movie with a budget of up to a 100 million dollars each.


    Marvel could extract 5% profit from the copyrights revenue of the movies. At the same time, Marvel Entertainment would retain all consumer goods rights and 100% of the toy sales income.


    Marvel Entertainment would have creative control, could build its own film library, and freely use its superhero characters!


    The most critical clause was that Marvel had to bear 13% of the production budget for each movie.


    "David, I need Marvel to not have to invest any money or take any risks. The board will absolutely not use Marvel's money to take the gamble on making movies!" Ike Perlmutter firmly stated his point of view.


    David Maisel shook his head, "I also wished there wasn't the last clause, but Merrill Lynch isn't willing to take on the risk alone after finding out the superheroes we have are relatively unknown. In fact, we can solve a third of the production budget."


    Avi Arad also spoke, "We can finance by pre-selling distribution rights, just like other Hollywood studios!"


    "Have you decided which superhero's movie to shoot? Can you successfully finance it? And after financing, how likely is the movie to succeed?" Ike Perlmutter's three consecutive questions left them speechless.


    David Maisel thought for a moment and reminded, "We were prepared to shoot an Iron Man solo movie, but now the rights are in the hands of Capet Pictures.


    If we cooperate with Capet Pictures, the movie rights would surely belong to them, which means Marvel wouldn't get much, just like how we get minimal revenue from Sony and 20th Century Fox."


    Avi Arad shook his head, "Charles doesn't seem to have plans to develop any superhero movies right now."


    "Failures of 20th Century Fox's Daredevil, Lionsgate's The Punisher, and Man-Thing have made him cautious. DC's female superhero movie Catwoman's failure also made Lionsgate give up plans to develop a Black Widow solo movie!"


    Starting this year, except for the already developed The Punisher and Man-Thing, all the other characters received from Artisan Entertainment would automatically revert to Marvel.


    Of course, characters like Thor would directly fall under the contract between Marvel and Capet Pictures.


    Ike Perlmutter shook his head, "Let's still stick to our established strategy: support other studios in developing our characters; Marvel doesn't need to take any risks and only needs to promote our comics and toys based on the movie releases!"


    Avi Arad was thoroughly disheartened, and David Maisel was also lost in thought. After working so hard for so long, would this be the result?


    ...


    At the end of March, Charles met a 55-year-old Greek-American woman at the Grand Hotel in SoHo, Lower Manhattan.


    Arianna Huffington was attempting to establish the political blog website The Huffington Post and needed a substantial amount of funding.


    "We're all part of the liberal team. Capet Pictures can support the creation of The Huffington Post and can continuously provide funds for expansions in the future," said Charles, straightforwardly extending a hand.


    "$5 million in startup funds, Capet Pictures invests $4 million for a 70% stake. You and your partners only need to invest $1 million for a 30% stake. Although The Huffington Post would belong to Capet Entertainment, it will operate independently, and I won't interfere.


    If more funding is needed in the future, external funds can be introduced, but Capet Pictures must continue to invest to hold onto the original shares!"


    Back in late 2003, Arianna Huffington participated in the California governor recall election and even competed against Arnold Schwarzenegger but dropped out due to low voting rates.


    Arianna Huffington looked into Charles's eyes, "Really won't interfere with the operation of the site?"


    Charles shook his head, "You'll be in charge. I'm a neutral liberal, not one of those corrupt politicians!"


  




  Chapter 138: Chapter 138


  

    In the screening room of Capet Pictures in New York, Little Miss Sunshine had been completed, and Charles had just finished watching it.


    Dona Williams quietly reminded Charles: "Arianna Huffington and her two partners agreed but hope to get the startup funding for the website as soon as possible."


    "Great, give them the funds!" Charles said as he stood up and left the screening room, heading back to his office.


    "Anything else?"


    "Tom Ford's brand, Dawn Investments can acquire a 35% stake!"


    Charles nodded, this wasn't an issue, just a fashion brand, nothing to worry too much about.


    Dona Williams spoke seriously: "Avi Arad stepped down from his position as President of Marvel Studios and Chief Creative Officer."


    "Avi Arad left Marvel!" Charles' eyes lit up. He immediately instructed, "Go buy his Marvel shares. Since he left Marvel, he obviously lacks confidence in the company and wouldn't hold onto those shares."


    "Alright, I'll have someone inquire immediately," Dona said as she left Charles' office. She was efficient and didn't waste time.


    After Dona left, Phyllis Jones entered the office. "Boss, Little Miss Sunshine will be promoted with special screenings at the Tribeca Film Festival and then at other film festivals across the US. The national release starts in August!"


    Charles nodded. Little Miss Sunshine didn't have much budget for promotion, so boosting its reputation by participating in film festivals was a good strategy.


    "By the way, how's the licensing deal with Hasbro for Transformers going?" Charles was very concerned about this toy IP since it was indeed profitable.


    Phyllis Jones shook her head, indicating that Hasbro was still considering it. "The good news is Spielberg hasn't convinced Hasbro either. DreamWorks has no concrete plans; Spielberg just likes the toy series!"


    "Oh, and The Devil Wears Prada will start filming next month, with the main location being Building Four near Times Square."


    "Conde Nast Building?" Charles chuckled. They sure knew how to pick a spot; that's where Vogue's headquarters were!


    The protagonist, the female editor-in-chief Miranda in The Devil Wears Prada was based on Anna Wintour, the current editor-in-chief of Vogue.


    "What about Prison Break? Which TV network are we considering for the premiere deal?"


    "The company is leaning towards partnering with the USA Network!"


    Charles nodded. USA Network, jointly operated by Universal and Paramount, had a wide reach.


    "Also, Disney Studios' Chairman Dick Cook announced that the new head of Miramax will be Daniel Battsek, head of distribution at Buena Vista International. He'll take over three months after the Weinstein brothers' departure," Phyllis Jones continued to report.


    "Did the negotiations between Disney and the Weinstein brothers conclude?" Charles hadn't been following this.


    "The Weinstein brothers left with Dimension Films, one of Miramax's subsidiaries. Disney gave $130 million plus five years salary in cash compensation and retained the Miramax label along with the rights to over 700 films!


    The Weinstein brothers are now looking for investors on Wall Street to establish The Weinstein Company. Merrill Lynch has shown interest."


    Charles leaned back in his chair and scoffed, "Back to independent art films again, huh? It's already the 21st century!"


    After Phyllis Jones left, Charles called his mother in Los Angeles.


    "Avi Arad left Marvel. I've already sent people to buy his shares. Now you can start taking action. I want to acquire as many Marvel shares as possible!"


    Evelyn laughed over the phone, "I have three companies that are absorbing Marvel shares from the market, but we've been careful not to impact Marvel's share price. If you're confident, I'll have them ramp up the acquisition. But Ike Perlmutter holds 46% of Marvel's shares. What's your plan?"


    Charles spoke directly, "I'll soon become Marvel's second-largest shareholder. Then, I'll propose a full acquisition at the shareholders' meeting. If Ike Perlmutter doesn't sell, I'll hold out and let Marvel continue losing money."


    Evelyn laughed, "Alright, the shares absorbed by my three companies will be directly transferred to you when you need them!"


    After hanging up with his mother, Charles' eyes grew deep. Marvel will either belong to him or there will be no Marvel Universe!


    Independent production and distribution companies now included only a few sizable and independent ones like DreamWorks, Lionsgate, and Summit. Companies like IFC Films, Newmarket Films, and Magnolia Pictures were still not making a significant impact.


    DreamWorks was seeking a major backer. The Weinstein brothers had reestablished The Weinstein Company, but were they really a match for Capet Pictures?


    Regarding independent labels managed by the major six studios, such as Paramount Vantage, Paramount Classics, Sony Pictures Classics, and Miramax; Fox Searchlight, Fox Atomic, and Focus Features; Warner Bros. Independent Pictures, Charles wasn't afraid of any of them.


    Of course, New Line Cinema under Time Warner still had a considerable reputation. The Lord of the Rings trilogy had turned New Line around, showing that commercial blockbusters could be quite addictive.


    New Line also acquired the movie adaptation rights for the British writer Philip Pullman's best-selling His Dark Materials trilogy from producer Deborah Forte of Scholastic Media. New Line was planning to develop this series.


    The first book, The Golden Compass, had already been adapted into a screenplay.


    Aside from New Line's Lord of the Rings series, Warner Bros. also had the Harry Potter series; 


    Disney had the Pirates of the Caribbean series; 


    20th Century Fox had the distribution rights to the Star Wars series and the X-Men series; 


    Sony Columbia had the Spider-Man series; 


    Universal had the Fast & Furious series; 


    And Paramount had the Star Trek and Mission: Impossible series.


    If Charles' Capet Pictures could acquire the Marvel and the Transformers series, wouldn't that be perfect?


    Although Capet Pictures had the Saw series, it couldn't compare to other blockbuster IPs. To be successful, Charles needed to not only develop his own properties but also keep others at bay.


    In the future, Charles was determined to seize every valuable IP, leaving none for others. Otherwise, he would be crushed by the competition.


  




  Chapter 139: Hard Candy


  

    In Tribeca, Lower Manhattan, at Charles' riverside villa.


    Kate Beckinsale, who came to New York, was brought here by Charles. Having just finished bathing, Kate Beckinsale was pulled to the villa's private cinema by Charles to watch a movie together.


    "Charles, what movie? You're really interested in it?"


    Kate Beckinsale was a bit puzzled but still sat down with Charles.


    As the screen lit up, Charles explained with a smile, "It's something I found recently, a low-budget indie film that was released in January, with global box office earnings of around six million dollars."


    "You'd be interested in this type of movie?" said Kate Beckinsale, wearing a robe and looking enticing.


    "Cost a million dollars to make, let's watch!" With Charles' explanation, the movie title appeared: Hard Candy.


    Charles had indeed unintentionally discovered the Hard Candy DVD and specifically bought a copy because he had a vague memory of the actress, Ellen Page, in it.


    Hard Candy was a story about a young girl taking revenge on a twisted older man. Ellen Page played the female lead, and though she had been 17 last year, her petite figure allowed her to convincingly play a fragile 14-year-old girl.


    Moreover, Ellen Page was still female at this time, not having transitioned to a man yet, and the fragile girl vibe was very much present.


    "This young actress has good acting skills, reminds me of the actress in Homeless to Harvard. Both are very talented," Kate Beckinsale commented while watching.


    Charles was aware of Homeless to Harvard, a touching inspirational movie based on real American figures, released in 2003. Ellen Page played the younger sister of the protagonist in that movie.


    However, inspirational and touching movies didn't have much market value, except for sports inspirational films, which had some commercial value. Most other types barely earned anything at the box office.


    Just like the future American version of Hachi: A Dog's Tale, which wouldn't have much box office success, or the French touching movie The Intouchables, which also didn't perform well in the US box office.


    Staring at the screen, Charles suddenly realized that the actor playing the twisted older man was Patrick Wilson, who would later star in James Wan's Insidious and The Conjuring series.


    "This actress has a bright future!" Charles remarked, obviously thinking of how Juno, the low-budget feminist film about a teenage pregnancy, made Ellen Page famous.


    Kate Beckinsale was taken aback, then smiled, "You have another idea?"


    Charles smiled, pulling Kate Beckinsale onto his lap, "I've got an idea for a story about a teenage girl who, after a tryst with her boyfriend, is at a loss of what to do and eventually gives the baby up for adoption."


    "Teenagers and all..." Kate Beckinsale couldn't help but laugh.


    "Bold as it might be, it's also a way to express feminism; it should have a market. I think it could be developed," Charles had already planned to go straight to the Writers Guild to check if the script for Juno had been written.


    If it was available, he would buy it directly; if not, it was certainly his own idea, and he would then find someone to write the script.


    Anyway, the process from the initial draft to shooting usually involves revisions from a few to twenty or thirty times.


    "Your ideas are always good; I'm sure this time is no exception. You came up with the idea because of this actress?" Kate Beckinsale, being an Oxford graduate, quickly made the connection.


    "More or less!" Charles nodded, regardless of whether Kate Beckinsale believed him or not, he certainly believed himself.


    "By the way, why are you suddenly in New York?"


    Kate Beckinsale had returned to London after filming Underworld: Evolution early this year.


    "Click is filming in New York for a while," Kate Beckinsale said, straddling Charles directly, "You're also in New York, and I haven't seen you for a long time. If I didn't come, you'd probably forget me. The beauties of Hollywood are lining up, waiting for your call!"


    Charles chuckled, hands roaming inside her robe, "Just busy with lots of things, or I'd have gone vacationing abroad already! But Click is a comedy with Adam Sandler; it probably won't do badly at the box office."


    Adam Sandler was a generation's comedian, though not as famous as Jim Carrey, has a different style of comedy. Additionally, Adam Sandler could also handle some romance and inspirational films.


    "He's got a sports comedy The Longest Yard this year that's drawing quite a bit of attention, an inspirational movie," Kate Beckinsale reminded him again.


    "I know about this movie. It's being released in May, another remake of an old film. Original scripts are indeed getting rarer in Hollywood," Charles said, smiling, keeping his focus on the movie's box office and profitability.


    As for the advancement of American cinematic art? Charles couldn't care less. Novels, games, comics, and toy adaptations, or remakes of old movies, were all safer than original scripts.


    Kate Beckinsale didn't speak, instead responding with a passionate kiss. Soon, her moans completely overshadowed the sounds of Hard Candy in Charles' ears.


    After a while, Kate Beckinsale got up from Charles and knelt on the carpet.


    Leaning back on the sofa, Charles observed the scene of Ellen Page's character preparing to chemically castrate the tied-up Patrick Wilson's creepy character on-screen.


    Charles reached out and dialed a number for Phyllis Jones, explaining his new idea.


    "Call it Juno, named after the Roman goddess of motherhood. It fits the story about teenage pregnancy quite well," Phyllis Jones, having been in the film company for some time, knew quite a bit about movies.


    "Right!" Charles' breath was slightly uneven.


    "I'll check with the Writers Guild if there's a similar idea or script. If not, I'll register it. Is this project urgent?"


    "No rush, the most important thing right now is the licensing with Marvel and Hasbro's Transformers," Charles was focusing on these two major tasks, with the Marvel acquisition being top priority this year.


    "Phew," After hanging up the phone, Charles finally relaxed completely.


    After a little while longer, Kate Beckinsale stood up from the carpet, looking at the ending credits on the screen, "The movie's over too?"


    Charles smiled, "Ending together!"


  




  Chapter 140: Avi Arad


  

    "Charles, can you tell me what you plan to do with Marvel after this?" In a conference room at the Central Park Hotel in New York, Avi Arad had just signed the transfer agreement for a significant percentage of Marvel's shares.


    Avi Arad was unable to refuse a $38 million cash check. 


    Watching Avi Arad sign his name, Charles smiled and remarked, "I'll make my own movies, just like I've been doing at Capet Pictures!"


    Avi Arad shook his head and reminded with a wry smile, "That's tough. Shareholders led by Ike Perlmutter won't agree, even if you're the genius Charles Capet."


    Charles walked to the window and gazed at the closed Plaza Hotel on 59th Street where the Plaza Accord was signed by the US, Japan, UK, France, and Germany years ago.


    "Look, the famous Plaza Hotel needs extensive renovations and upgrades to reopen. Marvel's current business model is no longer suitable for modern Hollywood."


    Avi Arad, with his scruffy beard and balding head, joined Charles at the window and agreed, "Relying on selling character rights to other studios means only getting scraps. Marvel indeed needs a revamp!"


    "A bunch of people who don't understand Marvel can't run it properly," Charles said while glancing at Avi Arad meaningfully, "Sometimes you have to break it to rebuild it."


    After Capet Pictures acquired the shares from Avi Arad, adding to those previously bought from the market, Charles now owned a significant percentage of Marvel's shares.


    Including the shares acquired through a proxy, Charles had become Marvel's second-largest shareholder.


    "Annie, notify Marvel that I request a shareholders' meeting to be held next month!" Back on Greenwich Street, Charles soon instructed CFO Annie Depp to prepare for a major showdown with Marvel's shareholders.


    "Got it!"


    "Boss, there's an invitation to a charity gala at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Are you attending?" Phyllis placed the invitation on Charles's desk.


    Charles picked it up and tossed it into the trash, muttering, "A bunch of over-the-top clowns trying to grab attention."


    Phyllis Jones stuck out her tongue, feeling it was a bit of a waste. The invitation alone could sell for at least $10,000.


    "The script for The Pursuit of Happiness is loved by Will Smith. He not only wants to star in it but is also interested in being its producer. The production department has proposed a $55 million budget!"


    "Will Smith as the producer? I'm on board with that!" Charles really didn't have the time to oversee frontline productions himself.


    "Will Smith's upfront salary is $14 million, with an additional $6 million profit participation, totaling $20 million!"


    Charles nodded. The upfront salary was included in the production budget, and the profit participation would be settled after the movie's release, provided the performance was decent.


    "The Pursuit of Happiness is positioned as an inspirational film. A $55 million budget is quite substantial for a non-commercial film. Will Smith's compensation is indeed $20 million."


    "Brokeback Mountain earned $85 million domestically and $95 million overseas, totaling over $180 million globally!" Phyllis Jones excitedly pointed out.


    Brokeback Mountain was distributed by Focus Features, with a commission rate of 12%, meaning they pocketed $21.6 million.


    From the $85 million domestic gross, Capet Pictures received $33 million after deducting 49% for theater negotiations and 12% for distribution commissions. Focus Features spent $8 million on marketing, leaving Capet Pictures with a profit of $25 million.


    In the international market, Capet Pictures earned a net profit of $22 million, roughly 23% of the total overseas gross.


    Charles carefully reviewed the financial statements. Focus Features had handed over numerous international regions to Universal's United International Pictures for distribution.


    In many international markets, distribution involved local partners, with international distributors typically taking 40-45% of the box office, about 10 percentage points lower than in the U.S.


    Even after deducting distribution fees and exchange rate costs, the production side should still get no less than 30%. Additionally, international markets had lower promotional expenses compared to the U.S.


    The U.S. was the world's largest film market and the center of the film industry. Properly established in the U.S., international distributors often voluntarily joined in, covering promotional costs to leverage film marketing to promote their brands.


    "Focus Features is being shady. They spent $8 million domestically, but they didn't even give us 25% of the overseas box office revenue!" Charles scoffed at the hefty international expenses. Thankfully, this was the last movie contract with Focus Features.


    "International promotion, film festival PR..." Charles sighed as he scanned the various expenditure reports. However, he aimed to renegotiate DVD, TV rights, and VOD streaming deals overseas with Universal.


    Phyllis Jones stood silently, deeply shocked by the financial dealings of Hollywood studios as she delved deeper into the industry.


    Currently, Capet Pictures' profit from the box office of Brokeback Mountain was $47 million, but the initial $15 million development budget for the film, being an art piece, meant directors and actors were paid modestly.


    Thus, they had signed deals for a share of the global box office profits, amounting to $1.5 million production budget plus $2 million for PR and marketing.


    The net box office profit was $30 million, with creatives taking 25%, amounting to a $7.5 million post-release income.


    Of course, Capet Pictures could easily make Brokeback Mountain appear unprofitable by inflating PR, promotion, interest, legal fees, marketing taxes, and various other expenses.


    After all, every film is operated by a dedicated company, and Capet Pictures also charges interest for funding these operational companies.


    However, there was no need since the success of Brokeback Mountain owed much to the team, with Ang Lee winning the Oscar for Best Director and other lead actors receiving Oscar nominations for acting categories.


    Capet Pictures had invested $15 million in Brokeback Mountain last year and this year had almost recouped $40 million from the box office.


    Of course, it could have been higher, but Focus Features' distribution methods were problematic. However, Capet Pictures could now distribute films independently in North America, although they still had to share a portion of international profits.


    The $15 million production cost for Brokeback Mountain, with global box office revenue over $180 million, brought Capet Pictures a net profit of just over $20 million.


    However, the real profit from Brokeback Mountain was yet to come from the DVD market, TV rights, and subsequent VOD streaming revenues.


  




  Chapter 141: Kingdom of Heaven


  

    As May approached, movie companies fiercely competed for the summer box office. The first movie to set off the fireworks was 20th Century Fox's medieval epic war film Kingdom of Heaven.


    Kingdom of Heaven opened in North America across 3,216 theaters, grossing only $19.6 million on its opening weekend.


    On the same day, Lionsgate released the low-budget film Crash in 1,850 theaters, which grossed $9.1 million in North America on its opening weekend.


    However, the production cost of Kingdom of Heaven was 130 million, while Crash only cost $6.5 million to make.


    "Boss, the reviews for Kingdom of Heaven are overwhelmingly negative. Will this affect director Ridley Scott?" Phyllis Jones asked, holding a newspaper with some concern.


    After all, The Departed was set to start shooting at the end of the month, and Ridley Scott was the director.


    Charles picked up the newspaper and glanced at it. Kingdom of Heaven had been released globally, earning $31 million overseas in its opening weekend. Together with $19 million from the North American market, it had grossed $50 million.


    Shaking his head, he said, "He's a top-tier director. One film won't affect him. The theatrical release of Kingdom of Heaven is very different from his director's cut. Plus, medieval war films aren't really that popular!"


    "This Crash movie, on the other hand, is getting rave reviews!" Charles added, paying attention to the low-budget film distributed by Lionsgate. Capet Pictures had No Country for Old Men set for release this year, and how it fared at next year's Oscars, particularly Best Picture, would depend on whether it could beat Crash.


    Lionsgate and Capet Pictures had never won an Oscar for Best Picture, which added a competitive edge.


    Phyllis nodded and said, "It focuses on racial discrimination, very realistic, and critics love that."


    "No Country for Old Men has met its match!" Charles felt his competitive spirit stirring. It all came down to how everyone maneuvered during the end of the year.


    "No Country for Old Men has been selected for the main competition at Cannes. Boss, are you going this year? The crew is about to head to Cannes," Phyllis Jones asked brightly.


    "You want to go, right? If you want to, you can go and take a look; I don't have the time. This year's Cannes Film Festival started - today's already Friday the 13th. Now, my focus is on acquiring Marvel and securing the movie adaptation rights for Hasbro's Transformers!" Charles said.


    Phyllis Jones shook her head and said, "If I'm not by your side, Boss, I'm afraid you won't get used to it!"


    "What's going on with Hasbro? They aren't agreeing to either DreamWorks or us. Do they even want a movie adaptation or not?" Charles needed a strong blockbuster IP to become the company's ace, and the Transformers series was perfect.


    "What films is DreamWorks preparing to release soon?" Charles asked, standing by the window.


    Phyllis Jones flipped through the files. "Next month, there's War of the Worlds in collaboration with Paramount, The Island in July, and Munich and Match Point in December. Their other films aren't drawing much attention.


    Currently, the only majorly successful movie DreamWorks has is The Ring Two, which has grossed over a hundred fifty million dollars worldwide."


    Phyllis Jones reported the buzzworthy films, noting that War of the Worlds was an alien invasion movie directed by Steven Spielberg and starring Tom Cruise. Munich was another Spielberg project based on a true story. The Island was a sci-fi action film by Michael Bay, and Match Point was an indie project from Woody Allen.


    Charles paused, intrigued. "Isn't Capet Pictures releasing Mr. & Mrs. Smith next month? And Wedding Crashers is also releasing in July, with No Country for Old Men coming out in December. Is Hasbro waiting to see the summer box office results for Capet Pictures and DreamWorks?"


    "Alright, notify me if there's any other news," Charles said, preparing to head out. The cast and crew of Kingdom of Heaven were in New York for promotion, and Charles had an evening date with Eva Green.


    After driving his Mercedes SLR McLaren to the luxurious Carlyle Hotel, Charles had a romantic French dinner prepared in his room.


    It wasn't long before the doorbell to his suite rang. Opening the door, Eva Green stood there, looking stunning.


    "Mmm," Eva Green immediately hugged and kissed Charles as she entered. Not to be outdone, Charles pressed her against the wall and kissed her back passionately.


    Lifting one of her legs, Charles smiled at her and said, "Feeling down because of the Kingdom of Heaven reviews?"


    "I'm not really down. The main issue is the theatrical cut was edited too much. My character's storyline was basically abandoned!" Eva Green said. She had barely participated in the promotional activities beyond what was required by her contract and even wanted to skip the North American premiere.


    Well, with the initial hype of Kingdom of Heaven, the crash upon release was just as hard. The promotional activities for the film had significantly decreased.


    After all, given the reviews and box office numbers, it wasn't worth further investment.


    "Let's eat first," Charles said, leading Eva to the table and asking, "The actor playing King Baldwin IV of Jerusalem, the one in the mask, that's Edward Norton, right? He doesn't seem to have any relation to the film; his name isn't even in the credits."


    "He requested that himself. Since he didn't show his face in the movie, he doesn't want people to know it's him. He asked not to have his name in the credits," Eva Green explained.


    Charles nodded. "He did a great job!"


    "But since there aren't many promotional activities for Kingdom of Heaven now, you should fully cooperate when there are. Remember, you're just a newcomer in Hollywood. Don't have thoughts of refusing premieres like before," Charles advised. If it weren't for his feelings for Eva Green, he wouldn't waste time reminding her.


    Eva Green was spirited, and although her Princess Sibylla role in the theatrical cut of Kingdom of Heaven had become a mere decorative trophy with little screen time, not cooperating in the film's promotions was surely upsetting 20th Century Fox.


    Eva Green looked up at Charles. Although she was two years older than him, their auras were completely different.


    "I understand. My agent has already reminded me. I will cooperate from now on," Eva Green nodded and said.


    No wonder future Eva Green had scant opportunities in Hollywood. Apart from her sex appeal and propensity for nudity, a newcomer refusing to attend the premiere of a major film like Kingdom of Heaven?


    Even Ridley Scott had to dutifully promote the film, despite the theatrical cut being 44 minutes shorter than his director's cut!


  




  Chapter 142: Chapter 142


  

    In a luxurious suite at the Carlyle Hotel, Charles Capet and Eva Green had a sumptuous and romantic French dinner before heading to the bedroom.


    "Phew," Eva Green lifted the blanket, taking a few deep breaths, then leaned silently against Charles for a rest.


    Charles patted the lady's back, asking somewhat contentedly, "Did you get an audition invitation from MGM to be a Bond girl?"


    "Bond girl?" Eva Green shook her head, puzzled. "I heard MGM is still hurriedly picking the next James Bond actor!"


    Pierce Brosnan had announced last summer that he was stepping down from the role of the charming spy in the 007 series.


    The 007 production team was also looking for a change; after all, Pierce Brosnan had played Bond in four films, his salary was getting higher, he was aging, and the movies' reputations were declining.


    "Oh, really?" Charles felt a bit embarrassed. Sony Columbia controlled MGM and got the distribution rights to the 007 series.


    "Yeah, the 007 series likes to use European actresses for the Bond girls. If I were a producer, I would surely choose you!"


    The production rights for the 007 series had always been with a small company, Danjaq LLC, although United Artists had held the distribution rights since the first 007 film. When MGM acquired United Artists, they also gained the 007 distribution rights.


    Now, the Broccoli family runs Danjaq LLC, as the 007 rights were purchased by the elder Broccoli.


    All the current 007 series are produced by the elder Broccoli's daughter, Barbara Broccoli, and stepson, Michael G. Wilson.


    MGM's earnings from the 007 series meant Danjaq LLC would get a significant share of the profits!


    "I don't know. My agent didn't get any news. Besides, many Bond girl roles don't have much depth; they just need to be sexy and pretty!"


    Eva Green was both sexy and pretty, indeed quite fitting for a Bond girl, and she had some recognition.


    "Casino Royale, Ian Fleming's first 007 novel, and the last of his novels not yet adapted into a Bond film," Charles had some understanding of the complex copyright disputes of the 007 series, but now MGM had completely secured the rights to the Casino Royale novel.


    "Forget it, let's rest first! Although Kingdom of Heaven didn't get good reviews, as the exotic beauty in the film, your popularity has significantly increased!"


    Eva Green, praised for her alluring beauty in the film, had indeed kickstarted her international fame thanks to her sensual and glamorous appeal.


    However, with another weekend ending, Kingdom of Heaven only managed to secure $9.6 million in weekend box office revenue. In its first ten days, it had only grossed $35 million in North America.


    Meanwhile, Crash, which premiered the same day, had already grossed $20 million in its first ten days in North America.


    Clearly, Kingdom of Heaven's failure was inevitable. Although the overseas market could save a little, the huge losses for the film company were unavoidable.


    And in late May, Twentieth Century Fox would release Star Wars: Episode III - Revenge of the Sith in a full global run.


    Meanwhile, Charles publicly announced his intention to acquire Marvel and directly offered a price to Marvel's current chairman, Ike Perlmutter.


    Previously owned shares plus the portion of stock that Capet Pictures had recently acquired now meant Charles held a significant share, not counting the shares acquired on behalf of ETA.


    "So, what's Ike Perlmutter's attitude now?" Charles lazily asked Dona Williams, leaning back in a chair.


    "He doesn't want to sell. His stance is quite firm. We offered $850 million, which is roughly a 24% premium, but Ike Perlmutter rejected our acquisition offer," Dona Williams said, then cautioned Charles.


    "Boss, there aren't many individual investors left outside. Some shareholders are observing, and it's hard for us to acquire shares on the market now."


    "ETA made their move early and obtained shares from several small shareholders. Adding shares from the market, they probably have about 15% now," Charles, although in New York, had stayed in contact with his mother and was well aware of the progress.


    "Just like a greedy Jew," Charles understood Ike Perlmutter's thoughts clearly; it was just a matter of the price being too low!


    "Let's raise the offer to $900 million and see if he gets tempted!"


    By valuing Marvel at 900 million, Charles is willing to buy Ike Perlmutter's 46% shares at 414 million dollars.


    Considering Marvel's current market value, this was almost a 40% premium!


    Resolving the matter with Ike Perlmutter before the shareholders' meeting would allow Charles to propose fully privatizing Marvel as the majority shareholder at the meeting.


    He planned to delist Marvel and forcibly acquire shares from all other shareholders, merging Marvel into Capet Film.


    Mr. & Mrs. Smith had been released, and its promotional efforts were extensive. Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, along with the love triangle including Jennifer Aniston, had the entertainment reporters swarming.


    The movie's topic had remained high, and whether the film was good or not seemed less important. Audiences' attention was focused on the actors.


    In Los Angeles, Marvel headquarters, Ike Perlmutter received another offer from Capet Film - $900 million cash for Marvel. Ike furrowed his brows, not understanding why Charles Capet wanted to acquire Marvel.


    Why not follow other film companies' lead by obtaining character rights from Marvel and developing them into movies?


    He quickly summoned David Maisel, his trusted chief operating officer after partner Avi Arad left.


    "Is Charles optimistic about Marvel?" Ike Perlmutter asked, "He sent another offer!"


    "Marvel has over 5,000 characters, essentially a rights library. We just don't have our popular characters right now," David Maisel sighed.


    "Just like Warner Bros. with DC Comics, keeping the rights means we can develop anytime. He's already the second-largest shareholder, and Avi warned upon leaving that Charles Capet wants Marvel to develop its own movies, investing huge sums in production and distribution!"


    Ike Perlmutter sensed David Maisel seemed to support Charles's decision and frowned. "I am not Charles Capet; I can't risk my fortune repeatedly shooting films. And don't forget, I am the majority shareholder!"
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    After the global premiere of Star Wars: Episode III - Revenge of the Sith at the Cannes Film Festival, it was released in over 110 countries and regions.


    It was shown in 3,661 theaters in North America, grossing 108 million dollars in the opening weekend.


    Fortunately, the reputation of the prequel trilogy of Star Wars was not very good, and George Lucas had stated he would no longer personally direct the series.


    In Manhattan, near Times Square in the Conde Nast Building, on the set of The Devil Wears Prada, Charles chatted about the movie with director David Frankel in the office.


    "LV brands provided us with many clothing needs; I invited Patricia Field, who worked with me on Sex and the City, to handle the film's costumes. She said that choosing clothes this time was a real happy trouble!" David Frankel also wanted to shoot in important locations like the Museum of Modern Art and Bryant Park, but the $35 million budget wasn't enough.


    "This is a women's urban film; fashion is an important expression method. Clothing is indeed one of the key expressions," although many people outside didn't hold much hope for this movie, Charles himself was optimistic.


    "Miranda is an independent feminist, and Andy is a growing girl. Our theme focuses on the workspace and personal ideal pursuits of women, using the special features of the fashion industry to concretely externalize the character's psychological changes and image positioning!"


    David Frankel also used the comedic shell to showcase the plight of women in a traditional male-dominated society, a sort of female consciousness expression.


    Charles stood up and said with a smile, "The current shooting of the movie is pretty good, and women's films are not necessarily without a way out. 


    I'm heading back to Los Angeles in a couple of days. Any issues can be resolved by the producer. 


    Besides, the mansion you needed for Miranda's character has been agreed upon for shooting in the Upper East Side!"


    After leaving the director's office, Charles went to Anne Hathaway's dressing room. Because Charles specifically requested Anne Hathaway for this film, it saved a lot of unnecessary auditions.


    Anne Hathaway also liked this film very much since it meant she no longer had to only shoot princess movies that appealed to teenagers.


    "How's it going, learning a lot from acting with Meryl?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Anne Hathaway nodded, "In terms of expressions, movements, and emotions, Meryl is really amazing! The screenwriter even deliberately cut a lot of her lines, thinking she didn't need so many lines."


    "From the first look at the script, both I and the screenwriter, as well as the involved producers, had Meryl Streep pegged for Miranda's role!" Charles explained. Indeed, Meryl Streep's performance in this movie was simply stunning.


    Anne Hathaway leaned close to Charles, wrapped her arms around his neck, and whispered, "Will you come to my room tonight? I prepared your favorite whiskey and ice!"


    "Oh, that's impressive," Charles smiled and then kissed her on the lips, "Don't worry, I'll come tonight. I'll go back to Los Angeles the day after tomorrow!"


    After leaving Anne Hathaway's dressing room, Charles was preparing to leave the set when Phyllis Jones found him.


    "Boss, Will Smith invited Italian director Gabriele Muccino to direct The Pursuit of Happiness because he greatly admires Gabriele Muccino's previous films The Last Kiss and Remember Me, My Love."


    Charles nodded and asked, "The director is set, what about the other actors? When can the film start shooting?"


    "The other actors are still being selected. The film is expected to start shooting in San Francisco in October," Phyllis Jones quickly explained.


    "Okay," Charles said as he walked, suddenly seeing two beautiful women approaching him.


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Capet!"


    "Good afternoon," Charles nodded, then looked at the tall beauty and complimented, "As expected of a Victoria's Secret model, truly different!"


    Yes, it was Adriana Lima, the Victoria's Secret model making a cameo in the movie. Charles most vividly remembered her dancing with Michael Jackson during his concert.


    Adriana Lima said cheerfully, "Just being able to participate in the movie makes me happy. Mr. Capet, you should come watch the Victoria's Secret Show at the end of the year!"


    Charles nodded; Brazilian models were really numerous and sexy, hot, and wild.


    "Emily Blunt, your performance was really good," Charles said to the slightly shorter woman next to him, who played the mean assistant in the film.


    "Oh, thank you, I had to go through nine rounds of auditions for this role and did a lot of preparation!" Emily Blunt, a Brit, had only appeared in a few British productions. The Devil Wears Prada was her first Hollywood movie.


    Charles looked at Emily Blunt a few more times, feeling she looked familiar but couldn't remember exactly why. However, her acting was indeed good, and she was beautiful.


    After Charles and his team left, Adriana Lima held Emily Blunt's arm, excited, "Did you hear? Charles Capet said your performance was good. He is going to remember you now, right?"


    Emily Blunt seemed a bit confused, "Probably not, I'm just a small-time actress. I just came to Hollywood, and no one knows me. Many supporting roles auditions ended in failure."


    "But Charles Capet just looked at you a few more times!"


    Although Adriana Lima was now a Victoria's Secret supermodel, models lived off their youth, and the best career change was into the entertainment industry as eye candy to maintain their fame.


    The modeling world was as dark as Hollywood, if not darker; young pretty models emerged like an endless wave, and even famous models had to face the fact their youthful beauty wouldn't last.


    Emily Blunt stared in the direction Charles and his team left and sighed. She didn't know if she had left any impression on him.


    If Charles Capet remembered her, Emily Blunt's future development could be very different.


    "Come on, it's time to get to work!" Emily Blunt nudged Adriana Lima. The two had a few seconds of screen time together in the movie.


    After all, Adriana Lima only had a brief appearance in the movie with a few simple lines.
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    As more and more Wall Street capital flowed into Hollywood, major film studios signed slate financing agreements with Wall Street investors.


    20th Century Fox Film Corporation announced an agreement with Wall Street venture capital firm Dune Capital's Dune Entertainment involving 28 films and hundreds of millions of dollars, with the possibility of additional financing.


    Warner Bros. also announced a $500 million agreement with Legendary Pictures, planning to co-invest in 25 films over the next five years.


    Credit Suisse First Boston, which had just signed a credit loan agreement with Capet, established a billion-dollar fund to invest in 32 live-action films produced and distributed by Disney through its subsidiary Kingdom Pictures.


    "Legendary Entertainment and Warner Bros.' development of Batman Begins and Superman Returns really paid off," said Charles Capet, who put down his newspaper. "Even Warner Bros. didn't expect Batman Begins to be such a hit!"


    After all, George Clooney's Batman & Robin had such a bad reputation that it almost spelled the end for superhero movies.


    "Thomas Tull has a lot of private equity backing him," Dona Williams said, keeping tabs on the industry.


    "Relativity Media is also negotiating slate financing deals with Sony and Universal," she added.


    "With Paramount's cooperation with Merrill Lynch's fund last year, these six major studios all have their own investment partners!" Charles was not particularly envious, as Capet Pictures' film revenues were very high. Although they bore the risk alone with direct loans for development, the profits were also solely theirs.


    When Capet Pictures grows in the future, they too would bring in investment partners, as Charles couldn't possibly oversee all the films alone.


    "Has Ike Perlmutter from Marvel gotten back to us?" Charles asked.


    Dona Williams shook her head. "414 million dollars isn't a small amount. Ike Perlmutter is probably considering selling his shares."


    "Alright then, I'm heading back to Los Angeles soon anyway. I'll apply some pressure during the shareholders' meeting," Charles said as he lit a cigarette and continued, "Get some media to publish bearish news about Marvel. Even Merrill Lynch is skeptical about Marvel's remaining obscure characters."


    The third film of the early Marvel character Blade: Trinity had a poor reputation and box office performance last year, further shelving yet another character.


    Dona Williams nodded. Phyllis Jones entered and handed Charles a list of this year's Cannes Film Festival awards and transactions.


    Charles glanced over it. No Country for Old Men didn't win any awards. He quickly skimmed through some of the film transaction records.


    ...


    "When are you coming back to LA?" Charles received a call from Megan Fox while he was in a private club in Manhattan.


    "In the next couple of days, why?"


    "My movie, The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, is premiering. I'd love to hear your thoughts!"


    "Alright, I'll check it out once I'm back. We can go to the theater together." Charles couldn't be too indifferent to Megan Fox's feelings; after all, it was her first leading role.


    After hanging up, Charles returned to the room and continued chatting with Luc Besson, who was seated across from him.


    Luc Besson had come to the U.S. to promote Unleashed which was releasing in North America this month. The film had grossed only $10.6 million at the opening weekend box office.


    It had been about two weeks, and the North American box office had barely reached $20 million. The movie didn't have great reviews, and its daily box office was down to just $300,000 to $400,000. It was expected to be pulled from most theaters within a month.


    "Charles, The Da Vinci Code production in France is going smoothly. The crew shooting at the Louvre is really something!" EuropaCorp, the distributor for The Da Vinci Code in France, was a French partner in this movie.


    Charles smiled, "The Louvre, huh? I've never been inside!"


    He then shook his head and changed the topic: "I have an idea for a collaboration with EuropaCorp."


    "Oh, what idea?" Luc Besson straightened up, clearly interested.


    "A retired agent's daughter is kidnapped while on a trip to Paris. The agent has 96 hours to rescue her... an action movie, which is your forte," Charles was describing the plot of Taken.


    "It's not enough to have just action. You need to add some emotional elements, and the action scenes should be cohesive..."


    Luc Besson, who had a deep understanding of action films, had produced a plethora of action-packed movies like District B13, The Transporter, and Taxi.


    "I need to prepare the script first. Once it's ready, I'll send it to you. If it's good, we can go straight into production!" Luc Besson, already fond of action films, found the story intriguing.


    "Sounds good, I'm actually quite interested in your The Transporter series. The second one should be out this year, right?"


    Luc Besson nodded and smiled: "It will be released in France in August, and 20th Century Fox should have it in September for the U.S."


    EuropaCorp developed films in the Hollywood style and had partnerships with Hollywood distributors for the North American market.


    Charles nodded. "By the way, the story I mentioned - the script could be titled Taken!"


    "Taken," Luc Besson thought for a moment and then nodded. He stood up and said, "Charles, you should visit France again. I'm heading back to Paris tomorrow!"


    "Paris, I'll be there!" Charles had always been fascinated by major European film markets like the UK, France, Germany, Italy, and Spain.


    Especially Spain, where the Spanish-speaking market in Latin America was vast. In Mexico, Central America, and most of South America, apart from Brazil where Portuguese is spoken, Spanish was the dominant language.


    After seeing Luc Besson off, Charles called Anne Hathaway to invite her out for a bite to eat.


    As for the movie project he discussed with Luc Besson, there was no telling how long it would take for the script and other initial work to be completed.


    After waiting in his room for a while, Anne Hathaway arrived. Wearing just a trench coat, she walked in, embraced Charles, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "Why didn't you come to the hotel? I was waiting for you after coming back directly from the set!"


    "Just finished a chat with Luc Besson. I'm now collaborating with EuropaCorp," Charles said, holding her as they sat down on the sofa. "Have you eaten yet?"


    Anne Hathaway stood up with a smile, puzzling Charles for a moment, before slowly untying the belt of her trench coat.


    When the trench coat opened, Charles was stunned. Anne Hathaway had come out wearing nothing but the trench coat!


    Charles stood up, embraced her, and kissed her, laughing, "It's only in the teens at night in New York, huh?"
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    The Californian sunshine on the West Coast finally allowed Charles to escape the gloomy weather of New York. Back in Los Angeles, Charles felt rejuvenated.


    Megan Fox's The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants opened with a $10 million box office in North America and received quite decent reviews.


    At night, the bedroom lights in the Malibu beach villa shone brightly. Charles lay on the bed holding the woman, rekindling their passion after a brief separation. Megan Fox had given Charles a fulfilling reunion.


    Leaning against Charles' chest, Megan Fox asked with a rosy face, "How did you feel watching The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants at the theater just now?"


    "The movie is quite good, very fitting for the values of teenage girls. The box office won't be skyrocketing, but the reviews are good, and the cost is low. Warner Bros. shouldn't lose money on this!" Charles understood that Megan Fox cared about the movie, but it really didn't have much commercial value.


    A story about growing up, one of the rare normal teen films in the U.S.


    However, Charles had discovered a beautiful actress in the film, the debutante Blake Lively.


    "Do you know Blake Lively well?"


    "We're friends," Megan Fox showed a guarded expression, "Why? She's quite pretty, isn't she? Are you thinking of sleeping with her?"


    Charles chuckled, thinking how could she speak so straightforwardly? But he definitely couldn't admit that out loud.


    "What are you thinking? I feel she might be more suited for some fashion-related projects," Charles definitely couldn't let Gossip Girl slip away.


    "Fashion projects? Like your current The Devil Wears Prada," Megan Fox naturally wanted a role in The Devil Wears Prada, but there really wasn't a suitable one, and a cameo was unnecessary.


    Charles shook his head, "That's workplace stuff. I think you guys at your age and looks are more suited for school life stories, like the tales of rich kids and their romances in New York's Upper East Side!"


    "Oh, a teenage drama," Megan Fox instantly understood, except it would need to be as successful as Mean Girls.


    "I've already been studying at an acting school in L.A. for so long, and there's still no suitable role for me?"


    "Don't worry. I'll arrange a role for you that can make you famous overnight, but you'll need to wait," Charles felt quite helpless about Hasbro's indecisiveness.


    "That teenage drama you mentioned?" Megan Fox showed interest.


    "Yeah," Charles was stunned. But Gossip Girl could indeed make someone famous quickly. Even though it was TV, it was better than being a mere side character in a movie.


    "I'm very confident about this drama!" Charles continued along with Megan Fox's words. It would also be great to have Blake Lively paired with her, wouldn't it?


    However, Charles didn't have time to focus on TV or movies these days; the shareholders' meeting of Marvel was approaching.


    Capet Pictures held a significant percentage of Marvel's shares, and ETA had acquired another 17% for Charles!


    In Burbank, Los Angeles, in Charles Capet's office at Capet Pictures, Evelyn Capet was gracefully sipping coffee on the sofa.


    "Now you own a substantial percentage of Marvel's shares, the position of the second largest shareholder is unshakable. How much money did it cost in total?"


    "About 250 million dollars," Charles shrugged, "Marvel's stock price has dropped a bit again!"


    "Heh, we've spent a lot of money getting the media to report Marvel's crisis and dilemma. I wonder how Isaac Perlmutter stabilized the remaining shareholders of Marvel," Evelyn Capet chatted casually with her son.


    "What are you going to do today?"


    Evelyn was inquiring about Charles' plan for the shareholders' meeting at Marvel.


    "What am I going to do?" Charles smiled. "Stir up trouble, throw money around!"


    Evelyn stood up with a smile, "Let's go. It's time to leave!"


    In Beverly Hills, the second floor of the Mercedes-Benz showroom was the headquarters of Marvel.


    In the conference room, Charles Capet, Ike Perlmutter, David Maisel, and other Marvel shareholders and executives sat together.


    "Charles, you've called a shareholders' meeting. What exactly do you intend to do?" Ike Perlmutter, Chairman and a major shareholder, asked.


    Charles waved his hand to Dona, who then distributed a set of documents to each of the shareholders and executives present.


    "Marvel's market value has dropped to less than 650 million dollars. Comic and toy sales are down. Except for Spider-Man and X-Men, all licensed movies have flopped both critically and commercially. Marvel needs a change!"


    "I know everyone's time is tight, so I'll be brief - I want to buy Marvel and privatize it. I'm sure you all know. So, I'll get straight to the point," Charles stood up and raised four fingers, "850 million dollars, I'm offering to buy your shares at a valuation of 850 million dollars for Marvel!"


    Many people gasped. This was almost 50% premium.


    "Three days. You only have three days to decide whether to sell," Charles said while glancing at the seated shareholders, finally fixing his gaze on Ike Perlmutter.


    "You can choose not to sell, but Marvel's debts will keep rising, and the stock price will keep dropping. Eventually, departments will be cut, and jobs will be lost. When Marvel goes bankrupt again, I hope you'll still have your homes, enough dollars to put your kids through college, and that your wives won't have to pawn their jewelry..."


    Ike Perlmutter stared at Charles. The shareholders had united to raise the price, but Charles had drawn a clear bottom line.


    "Charles, Marvel still owns the rights to over 5,000 characters. That's a huge fortune..."


    "Who? Morbius? Typhoid Mary? Black Widow or War Machine and Black Panther?" Charles slapped the table, "Spider-Man, Thor, Fantastic Four, X-Men, Daredevil, Ghost Rider, the Punisher - where are they?


    At Sony Columbia, Universal, 20th Century Fox, and Lionsgate!"


    Charles Capet finished and turned to leave the conference room. He paused and said with a smile, "Those who still hold shares in three days, welcome to join me in facing Marvel's continuous losses!"


    Of course, Charles's gaze was mainly on the most greedy major shareholder, Ike Perlmutter.
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    The day after Marvel' shareholder meeting, Charles received the stock sale agreement from the smaller shareholders. However, Charles was most concerned with Ike Perlmutter's shares in Marvel.


    As long as Charles held 90% of the shares, he could apply for a forced privatization and reclaim the remaining shares.


    However, in three days, Charles believed that Ike Perlmutter would make the right choice.


    "Phyllis, have someone purchase the adaptation rights for Cecily von Ziegesar's bestselling teen novel Gossip Girl. Capet Television needs to develop more TV series, and a teen drama isn't a bad choice," Charles instructed, given that he had already discussed the topic with Megan Fox. It needed immediate action.


    "Gossip Girl? It sold a lot of copies since its publication in '02," Phyllis Jones noted. The love stories of rich kids easily captivated teenage girls.


    The teen romance genre had always been a niche market and wasn't particularly beloved in the film industry.


    "What if the rights are already with another producer?" Phyllis inquired.


    Charles glanced at her and smiled, "Then we'll just have Capet Television support them in development. A producer who eyes that adaptation right understands a lot!"


    "By the way, George Martin's novel A Song of Ice and Fire published its fourth volume this year, right? I'd like to acquire the adaptation rights to this novel too."


    Phyllis Jones was startled, "Boss, Martin has already refused many companies!"


    A Song of Ice and Fire was incredibly popular. The first book, A Game of Thrones, the second, A Clash of Kings, and the third, A Storm of Swords, were all published before the year 2000.


    This year, George Martin published the fourth volume, A Feast for Crows.


    Such a popular, large-scale IP wasn't just about simple novel rights transactions anymore but required an in-depth collaboration with the author.


    Film, TV, and merchandise profits all needed to be negotiated. The author would be involved in the preparation and adaptation process. Most crucially, the film company's budget for adapting the novel was a significant factor.


    A Song of Ice and Fire had shades of The Lord of the Rings; it was an American epic fantasy novel.


    "Looks like convincing George Martin won't be an easy task!" Charles murmured, rubbing his chin. "Go ahead and make contact first; we can propose a high production budget if necessary."


    However, even though TV series with a per-episode budget of over a million dollars were not uncommon anymore, most series still did not reach that mark.


    For instance, the first season of Prison Break had a per-episode budget of about $1.6 million, marking it as a high-quality production.


    HBO, Showtime, and Starz were willing to invest heavily; they had broad content ranges and relied on subscription fees instead of ads.


    ABC, NBC, and CBS primarily relied on advertising; channels like TBS, A&E, FX, and USA had some broader scopes and generated revenue from both ads and subscriptions.


    To develop A Song of Ice and Fire with a $5 million per episode budget now felt unattainable for Charles. He didn't even own a TV network, and partnering with other networks seemed unprofitable!


    Consider DreamWorks partnering with HBO to develop the epic war TV series Band of Brothers. DreamWorks did make a lot of money, but HBO's earnings from Band of Brothers were unimaginable to DreamWorks.


    "Boss, should I have Mr. Winston get in touch with Mr. Martin?" Phyllis Jones suggested.


    Charles nodded, deciding to have Henry Winston make initial contact, knowing he might have to step in personally later.


    "Should we attend the premiere of Mr. & Mrs. Smith tonight at Mann's Theatre in Westwood District?" Phyllis Jones asked.


    Charles shook his head, "Universal has set a $65 million distribution and promotion budget, plus the high popularity and rumors involving Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie. I'm not worried at all about the movie's marketing!"


    Today was Tuesday. Mr. & Mrs. Smith was set to release in North America on Friday the 10th, along with some international simultaneous releases.


    ...


    Meanwhile, at Disney, the Weinstein brothers, founders of Miramax, formally left the Disney Group.


    Along with the Weinstein brothers left Dimension Films and 130 million dollars in cash, and the newly formed Weinstein International Pictures inked a distribution deal with MGM.


    Furthermore, Disney Group CEO Michael Eisner stepped down early, with Disney COO Robert Iger taking over as CEO after a board meeting.


    The battle over the new generation of high-definition DVD formats also intensified. The Blu-ray consortium, led by Sony and joined by Panasonic, Samsung, and Philips, was up against the HD-DVD alliance spearheaded by Toshiba, with support from Microsoft, Intel, and NEC.


    Content-wise, the stance of Hollywood's six major studios was critical. Sony, controlling Columbia Pictures and MGM, also convinced Disney to support Blu-ray.


    The main supporters of HD-DVD were Universal and DreamWorks, with Toshiba nearing a deal to bring Paramount into the fold.


    Despite the six studios' support, many companies would still release high-definition DVDs in both formats.


    In recent years, DVD sales in North America created a market worth around $25 billion annually, while the North American box office market brought in less than $10 billion a year!


    Home entertainment remained the largest portion of film revenue, making it impossible for Hollywood studios to ignore.


    The battle over the new generation of high-definition DVDs made the alignment of the six studios crucial. Exclusive format release agreements were a focal point of contention between the camps.


    At the same time, Charles' pressure and incentives on Marvel shareholders bore fruit. Several shareholders, including Ike Perlmutter, agreed to sell their shares.


    In Marvel's large conference room, Ike Perlmutter stared at the 460 million-dollar check for a moment and then cursed, "Fuck!"


    Charles had acquired a majority of Marvel's shares, spending 850 million dollars and amassing 92% of the shares, allowing him to forcefully privatize the company and reclaim the remaining shares.


    "Ike, I've made sure you can continue enjoying the Atlantic views from your beach house in Miami and that your children can attend Ivy League schools. At the very least, you should say thank you," Charles' piercing eyes scanned the room. "Instead of a damn 'fuck!'"


    After a few seconds of silence, under Charles' gaze, Ike Perlmutter finally said, "Thank you!"


    "No need," Charles said, taking a sip of coffee, "now get the hell out of my company."


    A lack of realization about one's defeat always made Charles unhappy.
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    Capet Entertainment's acquisition of Marvel caused quite a stir in Hollywood, though many high-level executives at other movie companies treated it as a spectacle.


    They believed that Charles Capet's decision to acquire Marvel for almost $1 billion, that too with loans, was a losing deal, given that Marvel had lost the rights to many popular characters, making it hard for the company to revive.


    Privatizing Marvel cost Charles more than $100 million in cash. Including Marvel's current debts, the total acquisition surpassed 1 billion.


    While many watched as spectators, Disney's new CEO, Robert Iger, furrowed his brow and sighed heavily.


    "Dick, what do you think?" In his office, Robert Iger set down the newspaper reporting Capet Entertainment's acquisition of Marvel.


    Dick Cook, the current chairman of Disney's film division, responsible for Disney Studios, Buena Vista International, Disney Animation, Touchstone Pictures, Hollywood Pictures, and Miramax, pondered.


    "Maybe Charles Capet has a unique affection for Marvel Comics," Dick Cook, also doubtful about the acquisition, mused.


    Robert Iger shook his head. "The future of film and television will revolve around IP value. The thousands of character rights in Marvel Comics are an inexhaustible wealth for Charles Capet!"


    Robert Iger had long harbored thoughts of acquiring Marvel, similar to how Warner Bros. held DC Comics and could develop superhero films anytime.


    "Robert, our priority now is negotiating with Pixar," Dick Cook reminded.


    Robert Iger nodded, "I have already submitted the proposal to acquire Pixar to the board. Our most important task now is to persuade Steve Jobs to agree to the merger!"


    Steve Jobs owned half of Pixar's shares, and Robert Iger had to deal with the strong-willed Jobs to resolve Disney's internal and external predicaments.


    "You know how bad Michael's relationship with Steve is!" Dick Cook spread his hands helplessly, referring to the mess left by Michael Eisner, Disney's recently departed CEO.


    ...


    This summer in Hollywood, it wasn't just the end of Michael Eisner's near 20-year reign at Disney; another major event occurred with Viacom's split.


    Viacom split into two companies: one named CBS Corporation, which owned CBS Television Network, UPN Television Network, and other assets.


    The other company retained the Viacom name, holding assets like MTV Networks, Nickelodeon, BET, and Paramount Pictures.


    Both CBS Corporation and the new Viacom would go public, with National Amusements, controlled by the Redstone family, being the majority shareholder.


    Tom Freston, who had always controlled MTV Networks, became the chairman and CEO of the new Viacom.


    "Viacom's split is expected to complete by the end of the year or early next," Charles listened to David Maisel's report in Marvel's office.


    After acquiring Marvel, Charles promoted David Maisel as one of the co-chairmen, managing operations, licensing, and toy and comic businesses.


    The other co-chairman was Avi Arad's deputy, Kevin Feige, who managed Marvel Studios, overseeing film and television development.


    "End of the year or early next, that's when Paramount's chairman Sherry Lansing will step down, and Brad Grey will officially take over," Charles said, looking at Kevin Feige.


    "Have you approached Paramount about distributing Marvel Studios' movies?"


    Kevin Feige nodded, "Yes, we plan for Paramount to handle the global distribution of Marvel Studios' films, but we haven't finalized the distribution commission yet."


    "No need. Capet Pictures can handle North American distribution; we'll take our time with the overseas market," Charles now had the green light to develop Marvel films.


    "So, you plan to develop Iron Man?"


    David Maisel and Kevin Feige exchanged glances and nodded.


    "Kevin, you've been involved in many Marvel character films. Given your support for the Marvel Universe, let's begin the preparations for Iron Man, developed by Marvel Studios itself." Although funds were tight now, Iron Man was slated for a 2007 release, by which time Capet Pictures wouldn't lack money.


    Kevin Feige was the producer, and Marvel's creative committee was directly disbanded the day after Charles's acquisition.


    The first independently developed Marvel Studios film was Iron Man!


    "As for the Avengers universe, we have Iron Man and Captain America, but Hulk's character rights belong to Universal. We have an agreement with them," Kevin Feige noted, concerned.


    "Universal hasn't learned their lesson with Ang Lee's Hulk?" Charles smiled and shook his head.


    "Universal released one in 2003, a five-year rights period. If Universal doesn't produce a sequel by 2008, the rights automatically revert to us." Unlike the previous Marvel strategy of partnering with Universal for The Incredible Hulk to bring Hulk into the Avengers, even giving away individual film distribution rights, Charles wouldn't repeat that.


    Charles could start with Iron Man, Thor, and Captain America, and possibly Ant-Man. The Avengers could wait until the rights for Hulk reverted automatically. If Universal produced Hulk 2 in 2008, he could then discuss cooperation with them.


    "Moreover, when casting for the Marvel Universe, we don't need big names. We can choose suitable newcomers as the leads. Also, the contracts with actors need to be detailed, with the number of signed films divided into individual hero movies, group heroes, and even crossover cameos..."


    Charles would never allow a situation where an actor like Robert Downey Jr. demanded such a high salary. The Marvel Universe should bring fame and fortune to actors while ensuring Marvel earns big money.


    "Also, Scarlet Witch and Quicksilver are part of the Avengers, but they are mutants. Find a way to negotiate with 20th Century Fox; we can't alter the system without the rights.


    Moreover, 20th Century Fox plans to let Lionsgate take over the rights to Deadpool when Artisan's contract ends. Reject that! From now on, Marvel will not sell any character rights and will strive to reclaim all characters!


    In the future, no new heroes should appear in the X-Men or Fantastic Four systems," Charles contemplated halting their publication if not for their decent sales. No wonder Disney ceased the publication of these two around 2014; they ranked behind Spider-Man in the Marvel Comics lineup!


  




  Chapter 148: Just A Toy


  

    Produced by Capet Pictures and distributed by Universal Pictures, the action movie Mr. & Mrs. Smith opened in 3,420 theaters across North America, easily earning $50.5 million in its first weekend to take the top spot at the box office.


    The number of positive and negative reviews from newspapers was evenly split. The Hollywood Reporter and The Washington Post gave positive reviews: "Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie demonstrate the fierce energy of a fresh, dynamic couple."


    On the other hand, The San Francisco Chronicle and The Seattle Times gave negative reviews: "This is just an overly emotional and brainless action film."


    However, Charles didn't care about these reviews; the movie was indeed a popcorn flick, making box office money due to the star power of the two leads.


    Moreover, just one week after Mr. & Mrs. Smith was released, Warner Bros.'s Batman Begins was set to hit theaters, creating fierce competition during the summer season. Most movie companies weren't bold enough to release their anticipated films during this period.


    In Thousand Oaks, Ventura County, California, Charles lounged by the swimming pool at Britney Spears' estate, sipping a drink and reading the newspaper.


    Coming out of the pool somewhat dissatisfied, Britney approached Charles and playfully chided, "What are you looking at? Didn't you say we'd swim together?"


    "Uh, look here, Michael Jackson was declared not guilty last weekend at the Santa Barbara court," said Charles, handing the newspaper to Britney.


    "Let me see," Britney Spears took the paper and started reading, "Yes, it was announced last weekend!"


    Charles got up from his chair, put on his slippers, and fetched Britney a glass of iced juice, shaking his head as he talked, "Such a shame, Michael got totally screwed over by those shameless frauds."


    "Sigh, this lawsuit took two years and has really hurt Michael emotionally," Britney, who had worked with Michael Jackson before, remarked. Although there had been a setup at the awards ceremony, she had already been in touch with Michael's side.


    "Charles, do you think Michael is a pedophile?" Britney found it hard to believe.


    Charles glanced at Britney, who still looked sexy and beautiful, untainted by scandals of marriage, pregnancy, or drinking problems. Life had indeed changed.


    "Does it matter?" Charles shrugged, "The least valuable thing in this world is the truth."


    "Those people are so evil," Britney couldn't grasp the deeper meaning of Charles' words, but she understood that Michael Jackson had been vindicated.


    "There were quite a lot of fans supporting him. After the hearing, many fans celebrated on the mountain roads to show their support for Michael," Britney said, putting down the newspaper.


    Charles stood by the pool, wearing only a large pair of beach shorts, hands on hips, soaking in the sunlight.


    Responding to Britney's words, he said, "Actually, I like his music too. I heard he's planning to leave the U.S. for a while. After Neverland Ranch was searched in '03, he moved out. He's renting a villa in Beverly Hills now!"


    Britney picked up some sunscreen and walked over to apply it on Charles, reminding him, "Aren't you afraid of getting sunburned?"


    "A real man isn't afraid of the sun!"


    Britney laughed, then forcefully pushed Charles into the pool, continuing, "A real man could swim ten laps!"


    After saying that, Britney jumped into the pool too. Charles hugged the incoming girl, tore off Britney's sexy bikini, and started kissing her.


    No wonder she was called the pop princess, America's sweetheart wasn't just a title. The scene under the sun by the pool was truly picturesque.


    In the summer of 2005, aside from the wrap-up of Michael Jackson's trial and the scandal surrounding Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, the biggest incident was Tom Cruise's bizarre behavior and antics.


    Firstly, Tom Cruise publicly announced his new relationship with Katie Holmes, the lead actress from Batman Begins this year.


    While the two lovebirds frequently displayed their affection in the media, both Tom and Katie often had to attend TV show interviews to promote War of the Worlds and Batman Begins.


    Last month, Tom Cruise, during an appearance on the highest-rated talk show The Oprah Winfrey Show, suddenly jumped onto the couch to express his joy and love for his new girlfriend, startling Oprah and the audience.


    Moreover, at the beginning of the month, Tom Cruise had a heated argument with host Matt Lauer on the Today show, vigorously promoting Scientology and directly criticizing actress Brooke Shields for taking antidepressant medication after her childbirth.


    An enraged Tom Cruise called psychiatry a "pseudoscience" and referred to Lauer as a "glib," causing a media uproar.


    Cruise, who appeared on these TV shows mostly to promote his new movie War of the Worlds, failed to advertise the movie properly, instead putting on acts like "Jumping the Couch" and "Shouting Match," displeasing producer and director Steven Spielberg.


    Currently, Tom Cruise's gossip and erratic behavior had become a laughingstock for many!


    On another front, Ike Perlmutter stated in a Rolling Stone interview after Capet Entertainment acquired Marvel: "Charles Capet only considers Marvel as an expensive toy!"


    Capet Entertainment directly announced that they would invest no less than $300 million to develop two major films, Iron Man and Thor, fully produced by their subsidiary, Marvel Studios.


    Iron Man was scheduled for a summer 2007 release.


    Thor was scheduled for a summer 2008 release.


    A Capet Entertainment spokesperson declared that the company had a long-term plan for Marvel Studios.


    In Thousand Oaks, where Charles was carefree with Britney Spears, he couldn't be bothered with Ike Perlmutter.


    "Marvel is quite the pricey toy!" Britney laughed, looking at the newspaper while lying in Charles' arms.


    "Just toys, so what? Marvel sells comics and toys anyway!" Charles actually thought Ike Perlmutter wasn't wrong.


    Anyway, now that Charles owned Marvel, he was already invincible, regardless of Disney, Warner Bros., Paramount, or Universal.


    In the future, the Marvel Universe would be an essential part of Capet Entertainment!


  




  Chapter 149: Donna Langley


  

    A cafe on Plaza Street, Universal City, Hollywood.


    "Donna, I'm sincerely inviting you to manage Capet Entertainment. The number of movie and TV projects has increased so much that the overall management and operations of the company are consuming too much of my time," said Charles as he formally invited Universal's Executive Vice President, Donna Langley, to join Capet Entertainment as president.


    Donna Langley smiled slightly. Mr. & Mrs. Smith has now surpassed $100 million at the North American box office and $200 million in overseas markets!


    "Two years ago, when you were negotiating with Focus Features about the distribution of Saw and Brokeback Mountain, that was our first meeting, wasn't it?" Donna Langley said nostalgically.


    "At that time, I wanted to sign a long-term movie cooperation agreement with you, but you didn't agree and only signed a three-year, three-film distribution contract with us. Now, the first film has just been released, and you're already poaching me from Universal to join your film company."


    Charles nodded and laughed, "Stacey Snider has confirmed she will leave Universal to join DreamWorks and assist Steven Spielberg. General Electric's vision for NBC Universal doesn't quite fit with Universal's own development!"


    Stacey Snider, the current president of Universal Studios, was set to leave when her contract expired next year and would join DreamWorks as president.


    Donna Langley, aware of the changes within Universal, looked at Charles and asked seriously, "What are you planning to turn Capet Entertainment into? Your costly acquisition of Marvel has left many puzzled."


    "I support big productions, grand promotions, big stars, and high-concept marketing. However, I have more faith in the future of special effects blockbusters. Marvel is a treasure, and I discovered it early!" Charles said nonchalantly.


    "So, developing Iron Man and Thor under Marvel Studios isn't just a plan; you're actually going to develop them yourself?" Donna Langley was somewhat surprised.


    "It appears the failure of Hulk hasn't affected you much!" she remarked.


    Charles thought for a moment and smiled, "Marvel Studios' positioning for movies is family-friendly popcorn films, focusing on special effects and visuals without needing too much artistic and thoughtful content."


    Donna Langley nodded, indicating that this was a purely commercial route.


    "Charles, I appreciate your invitation, which also acknowledges my abilities. However, I still need some time to think it over. After all, I've worked at Universal for many years," Donna Langley said, weighing her ambition and considerations between staying at Universal or taking a leap with Capet Entertainment.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Of course, everyone has their career plans, but I still hope we can work together to lead Capet Entertainment forward!"


    "Alright!"


    Subsequently, Charles stood up and shook hands with Donna Langley.


    "Let's go," Charles said after Donna Langley left, ready to head back to the office with Phyllis Jones.


    Once inside the business car, Charles casually picked up a newspaper to read.


    On the prominent cover was a large photograph of Tom Cruise kissing director Steven Spielberg on the cheek.


    "What the heck? Wasn't last night the New York premiere of War of the Worlds? Did they kiss?" Charles asked Phyllis Jones, sitting next to him.


    "This was Tom Cruise directly kissing Spielberg on the cheek at the premiere last night. Anyway, lately, everything Tom Cruise does is unexpected and bewildering," Phyllis Jones said, looking unfazed. "Spielberg was both angry and embarrassed!"


    "Jumping on the couch, shouting matches, and now this forced kiss incident," Charles shook his head.


    "Isn't Mission: Impossible III about to be filmed? Isn't he worried about affecting his partnership with Paramount?"


    "I don't know, but Tom Cruise's erratic behavior has become a hot topic for many people," Phyllis Jones speculated that it might be related to Tom Cruise's beliefs.


    "I bet Paramount's PR department is in a frenzy handling Tom Cruise's recent crises," Charles said, putting down the newspaper. After all, Tom Cruise's Cruise/Wagner Productions was Paramount's most intimate partner.


    Tom Cruise's movies had contributed 15% of Paramount's box office revenue over the past decade!


    "By the way, boss, do you have anyone in mind for the supporting actress in The Departed? The cast needs to be finalized by August." Phyllis Jones asked.


    "For the psychologist in The Departed, right?" Charles leaned back in his chair, pondering.


    "How about Kate Beckinsale? Her age and acting skills are quite suitable!"


    Kate Beckinsale only had one film this year, Click, and her available resources were dwindling.


    However, Kate Beckinsale had never asked Charles for any roles, but Charles certainly couldn't treat her unfairly.


    Phyllis Jones nodded. If Charles Capet said Kate Beckinsale was suitable, then she had to be suitable.


    "After Saw III, the director for the fourth installment will change. James Wan seems to have a new idea with his friend, and Universal is supporting him to develop a new movie," James Wan had previously signed a three-movie contract with Matrix Pictures, and the Saw trilogy was completed.


    "The director for Saw IV will change next year, right?" Charles said as he reached inside the woman's suit skirt, caressing her thigh.


    "It's a new director, Darren Lynn Bousman. Matrix offered a budget of $9 million," Phyllis Jones explained. Even though Saw III had a production budget of $12 million, a significant portion was the director's fee.


    The production cost of Saw was just $1.5 million at the time; then Saw II had a budget of $5 million, and Saw III $12 million!


    James Wan was a good director but not quite suitable as a producer. If Charles remembered correctly, Universal was going to collaborate with James Wan on Dead Silence, a horror movie that eventually bombed at the box office.


    The Insidious series and the Conjuring universe were on par with the Saw series. Charles knew the plot well - the Insidious script could be written by James Wan's screenwriting friend, Leigh Whannell.


    The Conjuring story seemed to be based on real events from the 1970s, requiring time and effort to secure adaptation rights!


    "Matrix Pictures had a pleasant and harmonious collaboration with James Wan. I'm sure if he has new ideas, he'd come back to work with Matrix Pictures," Charles said, planning to sign several more movie contracts with James Wan.


    The Saw series, distributed by Matrix Pictures, was now Capet Entertainment's trump card.


  




  Chapter 150: ETA


  

    In the evening, at the Capet Mansion, Evelyn Capet drove over to visit her son.


    After taking the coffee from the servant, Evelyn looked at Charles, who was half-lying on the sofa, reading a book.


    "Charles, how's it going? Did Donna Langley agree to join Capet Pictures to help you out?"


    Charles put down the book and sat up, somewhat uncertain, saying: "She seems interested. I offered her a $1.5 million annual salary, and with bonuses and other incentives, she could make $3 million a year easily. 


    Also, Capet Entertainment is in a rapid growth phase. There will be equity incentives offered, too. She's an ambitious person, so she should consider it!"


    "If you offered an even higher salary, even I would consider coming over to help you," Evelyn laughed. Her annual income was also over $3 million, depending on her artists' project involvement for the year.


    Charles shook his head, saying, "You know you can always come over and help out anytime. Capet Entertainment now has more than 450 employees!"


    "Alright, but you know I can help you a lot from ETA too!" Evelyn Capet shrugged.


    "ETA can't just focus on the entertainment industry. You've got to expand into sports, finance, and international business. Ari Emanuel always limits his vision to Hollywood. How can ETA grow big like that?" Charles scoffed.


    "Helping clients with financing, project planning, or creating our own projects, dealing with rights transactions, and more. Talent management should be treated as just one module of the business, not the whole thing!"


    "Right now, our company has sports entertainment, TV, and film divisions. Music and novels are also part of our business," Evelyn Capet agreed with Charles, but expansion required capital to support growth.


    "What you said about international business and the sports sector has a lot of potential. Hollywood has CAA, which is hard for us to surpass. UTA and ICM also have more resources," Evelyn Capet clearly understood the situation.


    "Oh, I heard there was some conflict between Nancy Josephson, one of the co-chairs of ICM, and the company. Wasn't she always trying to recruit you?" Charles smiled.


    The poaching between ETA and ICM was intense, especially since ETA's founders initially came from ICM.


    "If I went over, could I get the same level of authority? Besides, Nancy Josephson is the daughter of ICM's founder," Evelyn shook her head.


    Charles nodded and suggested, "In that case, why don't you buy more ETA shares to increase your influence and propose to the shareholders to bring in external capital for acquiring some independent talent agencies?"


    Evelyn nodded. Being able to directly control ETA would be great. As long as she had enough talent, ETA wouldn't dare to go against her.


    "Alright, I'm leaving now. Can't believe you're home alone reading on a weekend!" Evelyn said, patting Charles on the head.


    "What if I transfer $10 million to your account? Would that be enough?" Charles wasn't sure how much cash Evelyn had, but ETA was worth about $100 million now.


    "Okay, consider it a loan to your mother," Evelyn knew Charles wasn't short on money; his personal account had over $25 million in cash.


    "By the way, I heard you invested in some CDSs. Make sure to sell them. With house prices slowing down and the Fed starting its rate hike cycle last year, I feel a bubble is forming," Charles reminded his mother.


    "Now? Since 2001, housing prices have been rising. Will it really stop?" Evelyn was skeptical.


    "Trust me, it won't be long before the bubble bursts. Housing prices can't keep going up indefinitely. It's just like the tech bubble in 2000. When the Fed raises rates high enough, subprime mortgages will start defaulting en masse. Sell those CDSs while housing prices are still high!" Charles said seriously.


    Evelyn looked at her son's serious face for a few moments and then nodded, "Actually, I didn't invest much, only about $2 million."


    "Just wait. When the time comes, we can head to Wall Street together and make a killing. Most investors have been blinded by the high housing prices in recent years. Lower-tier credit loans made it too easy to buy houses. Many buyers can't really afford them and rely on rising prices to offset the interest. When the Fed raises rates, the bubble will burst, and housing prices will crash. It's unavoidable!"


    This was the best harvesting opportunity ever. Missing it would be a disappointment to everyone.


    "Got it!" Evelyn said, grabbing her purse and heading out.


    After Evelyn left, Charles opened his laptop and checked his email.


    Batman Begins had been in theaters for half a month and made over $100 million in North America. Mr. & Mrs. Smith, which had been out for an extra week, also crossed the $100 million mark in North America.


    War of the Worlds, which premiered at the end of last month across 3,908 theaters in North America, had an opening of $64 million against a production budget of $132 million.


    Tom Cruise and Steven Spielberg's star power was no joke.


    However, with the statuses of Steven Spielberg and Tom Cruise, War of the Worlds would see both taking at least half of the profits, especially from the initial box office (excluding the cinema's share).


    Additionally, DVD sales, TV rights, and other subsequent earnings would be substantial given their status!


    Luckily, Spielberg wouldn't be directing the live-action Transformers movie himself. Otherwise, Hasbro wouldn't have considered any other company.


    Michael Bay, the director Spielberg recommended to Hasbro, had The Island releasing on the 22nd of this month, while Wedding Crashers would release a week earlier on the 15th.


    If Michael Bay's sci-fi blockbuster was easily defeated by a romantic comedy, would Hasbro still have confidence in Michael Bay?


    Charles took out his phone and called Phyllis Jones, instructing her to arrange a follow-up visit to Hasbro's top executives.


    "Boss, when do you want to go?" Phyllis Jones asked over the phone.


    "By the end of this month. I'll go to Rhode Island then!" Charles replied, knowing it would be a more persuasive time.


  




  Chapter 151: Chapter 151


  

    On July 7, 2005, a few explosions in London once again brought the long-lost shout of terrorism to Western citizens.


    "Los Angeles has also stepped up public transportation enforcement, the London bus and subway bombings served as a wake-up call for the government," Charles said, sitting in his office chair with a newspaper in hand, which was quite conspicuous.


    Dona Williams frowned and said, "Not just Los Angeles, basically all major cities in the United States have strengthened public controls. This London bombing is the largest terrorist attack after 9/11 in the United States and the 3/11 incident in Spain."


    The 3/11 incident in Spain was a bomb attack on the railway system in the outskirts of Madrid last year, killing 200 people and injuring over 2000.


    The 7/7 London bombings also resulted in the deaths of more than 50 people and injured over 700.


    "The world is too unsafe," Charles said, throwing down the newspaper. The more people there are, the greater the unsafe factors.


    Now Charles had 4 to 10 bodyguards, varying depending on different occasions. But was the number still somewhat small?


    Dona Williams just shrugged at her boss's mumblings, knowing Charles's security measures were quite meticulous.


    After a while, Phyllis Jones knocked and came in to report to Charles about Sofia Coppola's next directing project, Marie Antoinette.


    "Sony Columbia invested $40 million for her project?" Charles smiled. Sofia Coppola's cooperation with Capet Pictures on Lost in Translation had forged a good relationship.


    But a Mary Sue romance film depicting French Queen Marie Antoinette with a $40 million budget, Charles certainly couldn't make that happen.


    "Francis Coppola's American Zoetrope is the producer, and one of Coppola's old students also took the role of producer," Phyllis Jones explained.


    Charles stood up, stretched lazily, and sighed, "Ah, having a good background in Hollywood is really enviable!"


    Lost in Translation, when discussed, wasn't as great as reported, but everyone thought it was the beginning of Sofia Coppola's directing career, yet it turned out to be her peak.


    Thinking about Sofia Coppola's future movies like Marie Antoinette and Somewhere being highly praised and awarded at film festivals, media even called it Hollywood's Shameless Boost.


    "Right, is Universal releasing a comedy The 40-Year-Old Virgin next month?" Charles suddenly asked.


    Phyllis Jones checked the list and nodded, "Yes, it's a public release. It's the debut film of new director Judd Apatow, a low-budget comedy starring Steve Carell."


    Charles nodded and said, "Keep an eye on this new comedy director Judd Apatow and that comedy actor Steve Carell as well."


    "The Frat Pack is about to add new members!"


    Frat Pack was a term coined by Entertainment Weekly last year, referring to a group of comedy actors led by Ben Stiller, including core members like Will Ferrell, Owen Wilson, Jack Black, and Vince Vaughn.


    They often played in comedies featuring scoundrels, vulgarity, and pranks.


    Wedding Crashers, featuring Owen Wilson and Vince Vaughn, was also categorized as a Frat Pack movie.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, understanding that the boss meant future collaborations with these two, so the production department had to be prepared.


    Lowbrow and slapstick comedy had always been a big part of American culture. Maybe it didn't fare well internationally, but it still had considerable appeal in the North American market.


    "Boss, there's a lot of opposition from the Vatican against the release of The Da Vinci Code. Our crew faced protests from some religious groups while filming in the UK," Phyllis Jones mentioned another headache for Charles.


    Charles sneered, "Ignore it. The louder they protest, the more it attracts audiences to the theaters to see the movie. A bunch of people maintaining their status through the religious system, and they can't accept Jesus being turned from God to man?"


    The Da Vinci Code was just an adaptation from a novel, touching upon some Christian mysteries and secret societies. At least it didn't cause as much religious controversy as The Passion of the Christ.


    "Boss, Lionsgate seems interested in that Red Bus Movie company in the UK we've been eyeing," Dona Williams reminded.


    "Lionsgate? Isn't Red Bus just a small British independent film distributor with not many copyrights in its library? Does Lionsgate want to acquire any company selling film libraries?" Charles needed to open up overseas distribution channels, targeting English-speaking countries like the UK and Australia first.


    After merging Atlantis Distribution in Canada, Capet Pictures had a more comprehensive presence in North America, and now the focus shifted to the UK.


    In terms of cultural heritage and production capabilities, the UK was just as strong. After all, British and American cultures are closely related.


    "Red Bus Movie Company owns about 130 film copyrights, most of which are British films they invested in. The price is higher than Atlantis," Dona further explained.


    Charles nodded. Atlantis was primarily a small distributor buying films for Canadian local distribution.


    "Red Bus Movie Company is my first attempt to expand the overseas market. Does Lionsgate have as much cash flow as we do?" Charles sneered dismissively.


    "Send someone directly to negotiate. Pay up to $25 million in cash."


    British low-budget films still couldn't compare to mainstream Hollywood movies, and Capet Pictures urgently needed a base in Europe.


    "Understood!" Dona Williams nodded and left the office to convey the instructions.


    Building overseas distribution channels was indeed a tough task for Charles, unlike operating seamlessly in North America.


    Apart from a few developed countries where it was easy and quick to set up, most other countries and regions would take time to cultivate.


    Capital, personnel, and film heritage were all constraints for Charles now.


    "Phyllis, looks like I'll have to go to Europe again this year," Charles said after sitting back and pondering for a while.


    "Hmm, Europe. When do you plan to go, boss?"


    "Let's wait for a while," Charles really didn't want to go to Europe now. Who could tell if there would be another attack like the 7/7 London bombings?


  




  Chapter 152: Return to Rhode Island


  

    Wedding Crashers, an R-rated comedy, was familiar territory for Universal. After all, Universal Pictures had a tradition of releasing low-budget comedies and horror films.


    Wedding Crashers opened in 2,900 theaters and garnered $32 million in its first weekend, placing it second at the North American box office.


    On the same day, Warner Bros. released a fantasy blockbuster directed by Tim Burton and starring Johnny Depp, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, which opened in 3,750 theaters and earned $56 million, making it the first at the weekly box office.


    A week later, The Island opened in a total of 3,120 theaters in North America, but only made $12.4 million in its opening weekend.


    Newspapers were filled with negative reviews; it was a film that used the gimmick of exploring the ethics of cloning, relying on stunts, explosions, and rapid edits, deemed as a poor quality movie.


    In Beverly Hills, at the Capet Estate, Charles Capet was half-lying on the sofa, holding the sexy Scarlett Johansson, and lamented, "I've already said that Michael Bay's method of creating atmosphere with exaggerated sound and visuals, and dazzling edits, is already outdated. Constantly repeating this style, the audience is tired of it; the story is chaotic and completely illogical!"


    Scarlett Johansson felt a bit helpless too. Her first attempt at a commercial blockbuster, this kind of result made her feel maybe she wasn't suitable for commercial films, better off sticking to indie and artsy films.


    "You know, The Island was a disaster, DreamWorks is going to lose a lot," Scarlett Johansson had already decided in her heart to return to indie films.


    Charles turned and kissed the girl, then pulled the girl, who was only wearing a white shirt, into his lap and laughed, "Hey, isn't Wedding Crashers the real dark horse? In just ten days, it has already surpassed $80 million at the North American box office, and you are the lead actress!"


    Even though it was just an R-rated comedy, the high box office revenue brought some fame to the lead, and it was most likely going to be Scarlett Johansson's highest-grossing film for quite some time.


    Scarlett Johansson still lacked confidence, saying, "But I think commercial films may not really suit me. I already turned down a role for Mission: Impossible III. Instead, I took on The Black Dahlia and Scoop."


    The Black Dahlia was adapted from the true story of Elizabeth Short's case in Los Angeles in the 1940s. It was a very sensational murder case in American history, and in the late 1980s, it was turned into a novel by noir novelist James Ellroy, The Black Dahlia, which quickly became a best-selling noir mystery.


    "I heard earlier that David Fincher might direct The Black Dahlia, but now it's another director, isn't it?" asked Charles.


    When it came to filming suspense movies, David Fincher's talent was unquestionable.


    Scarlett Johansson explained, "David Fincher wanted to make it a three-hour black-and-white film, and the producers rejected it!"


    "However, Scoop is directed by Woody Allen. He's also an actor, and the leading man is Hugh Jackman, who I just worked with on The Prestige. Now we're going to work together again."


    Charles laughed, it was clear that Woody Allen was really fond of Scarlett Johansson. Previously, Match Point was rejected by Scarlett because she was shooting Wedding Crashers, and now another movie, Scoop, was offered.


    "Well, what can I say? Woody Allen's directing skills are indeed not bad; he's very good at capturing the beauty of actresses, making them look their most sexy and alluring in his films," Charles acknowledged Woody Allen's professional talent in the indie film industry.


    Scarlett Johansson nodded, wrapping her arms around Charles's neck, and passionately began kissing him.


    A loose shirt could hardly withstand the tugging of a man's hands, and soon, the sexy lady was pinned under Charles on the sofa!


    By late July, The Island dropped to just $5.8 million in its second weekend, marking a complete failure for the movie.


    Meanwhile, Wedding Crashers hit the $100 million mark in North America; another Capet Pictures-developed, Universal-distributed film, Mr. & Mrs. Smith, also surpassed $150 million in North America.


    Seizing the favorable situation, Charles flew once again to Hasbro's headquarters in Rhode Island to discuss the live-action adaptation of Transformers.


    Brian Goldner, the current COO of Hasbro, was soon to become the CEO, just as soon as the live-action Transformers movie hit the market.


    "Brian, what do you think? Any more doubts about Capet Pictures' movie development capabilities? I just acquired Marvel, and I'm also planning to make superhero films," Charles casually chatted with Brian Goldner.


    Brian Goldner laughed, "Actually, when it comes to developing a live-action Transformers movie, we don't have much experience. Mr. Spielberg indeed recommended Michael Bay to direct."


    "Unfortunately, The Island cast a shadow over your collaboration, didn't it? With more than hundred and twenty million dollars in production costs!" Charles laughed, the meaning clear; The Island had only made more than $30 million in North America.


    "Brian, Capet Pictures is willing to offer nearly a hundred and fifty million dollars for the production budget of the live-action Transformers, and it's expected to release during the 2007 Christmas season."


    "A hundred and million dollars," Brian Goldner was undoubtedly tempted.


    Charles nodded, "Because the movie will be somewhat like a semi-animated film, with many robot transformation visual effects needing early production. To shoot large-scale scenes and high-tech weaponry, we'll need to discuss the script with the Department of Defense's Entertainment Liaison Office to get strong support from the military."


    The FBI was the first U.S. agency to establish an office relying on Hollywood films and TV to enhance its image, followed by the Department of Defense and the CIA setting up media liaison offices.


    Now, the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, Coast Guard, Department of Homeland Security, and Secret Service all have film and television offices, or hire media advisors officially. Even the central departments of the U.S. government cooperate with Hollywood, all for the sake of enhancing image and promoting their "righteous" narrative.


    The success of America's cultural and ideological export through Hollywood was immense. The script for Marvel Studios' Iron Man also required considerable support from the Department of Defense, and the script had to align with the Department of Defense's image requirements.


    Otherwise, the Department of Defense wouldn't provide fighter jets, equipment, or even military personnel at extremely low costs or for free to assist in shooting.


  




  Chapter 153: Good Things Come in Threes


  

    In August 2005, Hasbro and Capet Pictures announced they would jointly develop a live-action movie for Transformers.


    Charles Capet finally acquired the movie adaptation rights for Transformers from Hasbro, securing a powerful IP for Capet Pictures and capturing a future cash cow that Paramount had overlooked.


    As the least skilled studio in Hollywood at developing movie franchises, Paramount failed to maintain control over the Mission: Impossible series starring Tom Cruise.


    The end of the summer box office season brought mixed emotions for various studios. Despite not having any self-distributed films playing, Capet Pictures' production prowess was undeniable, given the success of Mr. & Mrs. Smith and Wedding Crashers.


    For the rest of the year, Capet Pictures would distribute its own movies. Matrix Pictures was set to release Hostel and Saw III in September and October, respectively. Capet Pictures was to release Little Miss Sunshine, Walk the Line, and No Country for Old Men.


    Little Miss Sunshine, a heartwarming road movie without major plot twists, featuring a modest cast, was set to open in just 37 theaters in August.


    However, when Charles returned to Los Angeles with the contract for the Transformers rights, Donna Langley accepted his invitation to join Capet Pictures by the end of the year after stepping down from Universal.


    Planning for the live-action Transformers began immediately, involving many special effects shots. Producer Don Murphy and others started script adaptation and other preparations.


    "J.J. Abrams is really interested in directing the live-action Transformers. But he's currently in Italy directing Mission: Impossible III," Phyllis Jones reported in Charles' office.


    Meanwhile, Dona Williams reported that Red Bus Pictures in the UK was willing to sell for $23.5 million.


    "First, securing the Transformers adaptation rights, then Donna Langley's commitment, and now acquiring Red Bus Pictures - good things come in threes," Charles smiled unconsciously.


    "Transfer the money. We'll then restructure it as Capet International Pictures UK Branch, which may eventually become our European headquarters for international business," Charles said without hesitation, envisioning future participation in British film production and distribution.


    Dona Williams nodded. To Capet Entertainment, $23.5 million in cash was a small sum. She promptly left the office to handle the task.


    "The Transformers release is set for December 2007. J.J. Abrams joining next year is completely feasible," Charles expressed concern about missing the 2007 summer release window.


    Phyllis Jones was astonished, "In the summer of 2007, we are releasing Iron Man. Releasing Transformers during the holiday season means two big special-effects movies in a year!"


    Charles sighed inwardly. Was two big movies in a year really so overwhelming?


    In contrast to the festive mood at Capet Entertainment, the atmosphere at DreamWorks was dour. Despite a $126 million production cost, The Island grossed only $30 million in North America after 20 days.


    David Geffen and Steven Spielberg felt an increased urgency to sell DreamWorks, with The Island alone causing an $80 million deficit.


    "Negotiations with NBC Universal are moving slowly!"


    Spielberg had hoped to secure the rights to the Transformers series from Hasbro but was thwarted by Capet Pictures' swift acquisition.


    Maintaining good relations with Universal Pictures, Spielberg naturally preferred DreamWorks to become part of Universal, easing future collaborations.


    "Does the GE board need to discuss?" David Geffen had anticipated Universal Pictures chairman Ronald Meyer's support.


    Spielberg nodded. The price sought by DreamWorks made GE, NBC Universal's parent company, hesitate.


    It was evident that GE imagined his retirement, anticipating selling DreamWorks. The Island compounded their woes. DreamWorks was also a shareholder in DreamWorks Animation, where falling share prices reflected poor box office performance. 


    Besides The Ring Two, their live-action movies hadn't fared well; The Island simply added insult to injury.


    Standing up and exuding a serious demeanor, Spielberg declared, "We have nearly 60 live-action films, including Oscar winners, along with our current project inventory, and our asking price is fair!"


    Unspoken was Spielberg's significant value to DreamWorks' live-action division himself.


    Spielberg's management contrasted with DreamWorks Animation, marking distinct entities.


    "Let's wait. Ronald is working hard to persuade the GE board. Who would miss a Spielberg-directed film?" David Geffen, as a DreamWorks stakeholder, aimed for higher sale proceeds.


    "Let's hope so!" After half a year, GE's indecision was wearing on Spielberg's confidence.


  




  Chapter 154: Chapter 154


  

    The Peninsula Beverly Hills, elegant piano music filled the banquet hall, and couples were dancing gracefully in the ballroom.


    "Charles, congratulations!" Brad Grey, who had just assumed the role of Chairman of Paramount Pictures, warmly embraced Charles Capet.


    "Haha, Brad, I should be congratulating you! Plan B Entertainment is a promising production company, and now Paramount has another strong production ally," Charles said, referring to Brad Grey's success in convincing Plan B Entertainment, owned by Brad Pitt, to move from Warner Bros. to Paramount.


    At that time, the blockbuster Charlie and the Chocolate Factory was still in theaters and was produced by Plan B Entertainment for Warner Bros.


    Not only that, Brad Grey also poached senior vice president of the television department, Gail Berman, from 20th Century Fox, appointing her as President of Paramount Pictures.


    "Charles, what Paramount is truly interested in right now is Capet Pictures under your leadership. DreamWorks had approached us earlier, hoping to collaborate on developing a live-action Transformers movie, but unfortunately, Hasbro chose you!" Brad Grey, of course, trusted Spielberg's judgment, and as DreamWorks could not afford the massive investment required for Transformers, seeking a collaborator was only natural.


    Now, Capet Pictures had acquired the capability for North American distribution. Charles Capet's movies were immensely successful and could easily attract support from Wall Street investors to establish distribution channels.


    "Paramount still has the Mission: Impossible series. We can always keep our market share in North America!" Charles was well aware of Paramount's desire to acquire capable independent production companies. Similar to how Lionsgate chairman Frank Giustra had to initiate a poison pill defense to counter a takeover attempt years ago.


    Brad Grey's intention to acquire Capet Entertainment was genuine, but the current valuation of Capet Entertainment was difficult to determine. More importantly, Charles Capet had no intention of selling it.


    "Charles, Capet Pictures seems to have several big projects in the works. The international market is becoming increasingly important. There are always opportunities for collaboration!"


    Charles nodded, knowing that even if Capet Pictures managed its own international distribution, it would still require distribution agents in many regions and countries.


    Worldwide, the only film distributors with global reach were the six major Hollywood studios.


    "Have a great time!" Brad Grey patted Charles' shoulder and walked away.


    Charles watched Brad Grey's back for a few moments and just smiled.


    An ambitious man, aiming to lead Paramount to another revival? With the Transformers series already seized by himself, Paramount lost a significant boost.


    Brad Grey was planning to withdraw from Universal International Pictures (UIP), which was co-managed with Universal, to establish Paramount's own international distribution channel, Paramount International Pictures.


    UIP was initially a joint international distribution network formed by Paramount, MGM, and Universal.


    However, in the late 80s when Kirk Kerkorian was in charge of MGM, he focused solely on developing MGM casinos and hotels, neglecting MGM's movie business. He sold MGM's production studios and many movie props, and shut down MGM's distribution channels.


    Currently, MGM's North American distribution channels were inherited from United Artists, and UIP's shares were allocated to Paramount and Universal.


    Among the six major studios, except for the jointly managed UIP by Paramount and Universal, all had their own independent international distribution networks.


    Sony Columbia owned Columbia TriStar International Pictures; Disney had Buena Vista International and Disney International Pictures; Warner Bros. and 20th Century Fox were similar.


    Although the six majors had joint regional distribution offices in some smaller markets and regions, it was limited.


    For example, Fox-Warner distribution office in Switzerland or Columbia-Fox distribution office in the Netherlands.


    Paramount's intent to leverage its resources in UIP to establish its overseas distribution channel was undoubtedly to better develop Paramount.


    "Ah, international distribution channels are not easy!" Charles murmured to himself. For Paramount, it wasn't difficult; after all, they had been a movie company for nearly 100 years.


    With strong foundations and intellectual property as support, they just needed to refine it. But for the young Capet Pictures, it was much more challenging. Even if MGM restructured its international distribution, it would be far easier than for Capet Pictures.


    "Charles, good evening!"


    "Oh, it's you, Jessica!"


    Jessica Alba, also signed with ETA, had met Charles a few times that year due to the releases of Sin City and Fantastic Four.


    Her fame exploded, landing her on Men's Health's Most Beautiful Women list for six consecutive years.


    "Care for a dance? You look absolutely stunning tonight," Charles commented, admiring Jessica's tanned, sexy skin and light yellow evening gown.


    Jessica Alba smiled and nodded, letting Charles lead her onto the dance floor.


    "Your role as the dancer in Sin City and the Invisible Woman in Fantastic Four made every man unforgettable," Charles praised her beauty while holding her close.


    Back in the day, when Charles first attended such a party, he seemed to have chatted with Jessica Alba briefly.


    With her Latin heritage and petite figure, Jessica Alba's chocolate butter-like skin and pretty face always made magazines categorize her as a sexy beauty.


    "In Fantastic Four, I finally felt like I wasn't just a trophy actress anymore," Jessica knew her position clearly, aware that producers and directors wanted her to showcase her figure and flaunt her sex appeal in films. But as an actress, she still sought more.


    "A trophy!" Charles laughed, leaning close to her ear and whispering, "But there are many actresses in Hollywood who would love to be a pretty trophy but don't even get a chance, right?"


    Jessica Alba was taken aback for a moment, then nodded at Charles, completely agreeing.


    "True, Hollywood never lacks pretty actresses!"


    Jessica Alba, only 24 years old then, had been in the industry for quite some time. She probably knew Hollywood better than Charles did.


    "Hollywood is like that. Some people desperately try to hold onto their positions, while others desperately try to break in," Charles shook his head. "It's all about market choices and eliminations!"


  




  Chapter 155: Jessica Alba


  

    "Let's go over there and grab a drink," Jessica Alba suggested.


    "Sure," Charles nodded.


    The two went to the lounge area of the banquet hall, ordered two drinks, and chatted.


    Sin City, a high-budget movie released by Dimension Films, owed much of its success to directors like Quentin Tarantino. With a budget of $40 million, this black-and-white comic book adaptation grossed $74 million in North America and reached a worldwide total of $150 million.


    Jessica Alba only played a small dancing girl in the film, but her sexy figure earned her a lot of additional fans.


    With a $100 million budget, Fantastic Four was released last month and is now nearing a $100 million gross in North America. It's the most successful superhero movie by 20th Century Fox since they adapted X-Men.


    Jessica Alba's role as the Invisible Woman was her most successful role in many years of acting.


    "Fantastic Four was well-made, from the casting to the plot, much better than the previous film, Daredevil," Charles said. 


    He harbored a grudge against 20th Century Fox for owning the X-Men and Fantastic Four series, but he was relieved knowing Fantastic Four 2: Rise of the Silver Surfer would close the door on this series.


    Jessica Alba laughed: "Marvel Comics is now a subsidiary of Capet Entertainment. The higher the box office for Fantastic Four, the more credit Marvel Comics gets!"


    Credit to Marvel Studios? Charles was dismissive. Sony, 20th Century Fox, and even Lionsgate didn't care much about Marvel Studios' consulting producers.


    "Fantastic Four is a popular series in Marvel Comics, with a broad audience. The movie's success is no surprise," Charles said, sipping his wine. It seemed that Chris Evans played the role of the Human Torch in the current Fantastic Four.


    This guy was going to be Captain America in Charles' future Marvel Universe. Interesting!


    "I heard your process of acquiring Marvel was quite troublesome, right?" Jessica Alba, though just an actress, had a heart for business.


    Charles looked at Jessica Alba and suggested: "Why don't we find a quiet place where I can slowly tell you how troublesome it was?"


    Jessica Alba nodded, and soon they were in a high-floor suite at the Peninsula Hotel.


    A man and a woman, alone in a room, meant it wouldn't be a peaceful night.


    ...


    The next morning, in bed, Charles woke up next to Jessica Alba. Her sexy, charming face and luscious body stirred feelings in him.


    "You're awake?" Jessica Alba, opening her eyes, found that Charles had woken up earlier.


    Charles smiled and kissed her on the lips, then moved on top of her.


    After about an hour, both of them, now exhausted, sat and chatted while holding each other.


    "You've always stuck to your principle of refusing to appear nude in films, and that's admirable," Charles said. 


    In Sin City, almost every female role had nude scenes, but Jessica Alba's dancer refused to expose herself.


    "I'm somewhat conservative and resist exposing myself. In movies, I can be sexy, but I won't go nude, even if I don't take part in the project," Jessica Alba, though playing sexy and eye-candy roles in films, always stood by her principles.


    "Maybe I'm worried my future kids will see these," Jessica Alba said, resting her head on Charles' chest.


    "I really do want to learn how to do business and have a significant interest in running a company," she continued.


    Charles remembered that Jessica Alba would participate in founding a company in the future that would grow big enough to go public!


    Turning to look at Jessica Alba, he mused, could she actually be someone with a clear mind and good judgment?


    "Business, huh? Which field are you planning to enter? Still entertainment?" Charles was interested in doing business with a beautiful woman, whether or not she had a clear mind.


    Jessica Alba shook her head: "Definitely not entertainment. I'm like this on my own. I'm interested in trade. But I haven't decided exactly which industry," she said.


    "Take your time to figure it out," Charles said, getting up from bed to go to the bathroom, "You're still young, and if you need investment in the future, you can come to me."


    Jessica Alba laughed: "Alright. You're a wealthy man in America now. I'll come to you to invest in my company then."


    "No problem," Charles said, picking Jessica Alba up in his arms, "but let's take a bath together first!"


    "Charles, I'll be going to Europe with the crew tomorrow to promote Fantastic Four," Jessica Alba seemed a bit reluctant to part from Charles.


    Lying in the bathtub, Charles was somewhat tempted by the woman's body again, but feeling tired, he didn't make a move.


    He replied: "Don't worry, I'll find you when you get back from Europe!"


    Thus, Charles spent a pleasant weekend with Jessica Alba.


    Capet Pictures' Little Miss Sunshine relied on its strong word-of-mouth, and after half a month, the number of theaters increased to 700, bringing the North American box office to $12 million.


    Mr. & Mrs. Smith, after over two months of release, reached a North American box office of $180 million, with the overseas market nearing $300 million.


    "What's the situation? We only got $7.5 million from a $180 million North American box office!" Initially startled, Charles then examined the situation closely.


    After deducting the theater's share, which was 53%, Universal took a 10% commission. The North American box office revenue was $80 million.


    Universal spent $65 million on advertising, which needed to be deducted first, leaving only $15 million in profit.


    Rights and profits were split 50/50, giving Capet Pictures $7.5 million, which wasn't too bad!


    "Boss, there's also the overseas market, and the DVD release in two months. That's when we'll really make money," Phyllis Jones reassured.


    "I know, I'm just lamenting," Charles predicted. Even if the overseas box office reached $300 million, the $110 million production cost of Mr. & Mrs. Smith meant the box office revenue would just cover the cost.


    Making money depended on the DVD market and TV broadcast rights. Movies that could recoup their production costs through box office alone were definitely big earners.


    No wonder the shrinking DVD market was causing Hollywood to slump; it really was a major revenue stream!


  




  Chapter 156: Chapter 156


  

    In the evening, Charles Capet received an invitation from Naomi Watts, whom he hadn't heard from in a while. He drove to the blonde's villa.


    "It seems like you've taken on fewer projects this year?" Charles asked. Since her rise to fame, Naomi had always released at least four movies a year. Judging by this year's project plans, only two movies were expected to be released next year.


    "King Kong took up a lot of time. We had to reshoot quite a few scenes this year. Director Jackson has very high standards for the film," Naomi laughed.


    "There are also tons of special effects, so I had to be available to support the crew whenever needed!"


    "True, King Kong is set to release this December. It's a monster blockbuster with a production cost of $200 million that audiences seem pretty excited about!" Charles finished his steak and wiped his mouth.


    He gently lifted Naomi's golden hair and smiled, "Since Mullholland Drive, you seem unchanged."


    Naomi, dressed in a white silk nightgown, looked up into Charles's eyes and explained with a grin, "It's only been three or four years. Give it a few more years, and it'll be different."


    Charles leaned close to her ear, "Honey, protein helps with your complexion!"


    Naomi playfully slapped Charles's thigh, then unbuckled his belt and lowered her head.


    ...


    Hollywood was as decadent as ever, but another disaster had struck America.


    At the end of August, Hurricane Katrina hit Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama in the southern U.S., causing catastrophic damage. The levees in New Orleans, Louisiana, were breached due to the storm surge, flooding 80% of the city and leaving countless victims.


    "New Orleans is in rough shape," Charles remarked in his office while watching the news, but soon turned off the TV.


    They had donated and prayed, and both Capet Pictures and Charles himself had done their part, but poor government rescue efforts were beyond their control.


    Charles's main focus was on the progress of the Iron Man movie, directed by Jon Favreau. His previous work, Zathura: A Space Adventure, was set to release at the end of the year.


    "The list of candidates for the lead? Tom Cruise and Nicolas Cage have been ruled out since the boss said no superstar actors. Now the director and producers are torn between Robert Downey Jr. and Jake Gyllenhaal," Phyllis Jones reported.


    "Robert Downey Jr. has already undergone rehab twice, but the director likes him. Plus, Downey promises he's clean now and has no strict pay demands. He's even ready to sign on for a ten-picture deal!"


    Charles looked at both profiles and set aside Jake Gyllenhaal's. Robert Downey Jr.'s portrayal of Stark was too deeply ingrained in people's minds.


    "Robert Downey Jr. it is. He's done enough auditions to win over quite a few people," Charles concluded and then shifted focus to the candidates for the female lead, Pepper Potts.


    "Rachel McAdams is up in the air? Gwyneth Paltrow is a backup?"


    Phyllis explained, "Rachel McAdams isn't keen on this kind of role."


    With hits like Mean Girls and The Notebook, McAdams had become the new American sweetheart, despite being Canadian.


    "Call Kate Beckinsale to audition," Charles preferred her over Gwyneth Paltrow. Beckinsale was not only more attractive but also a year younger.


    "Let's cast Don Cheadle as Colonel Rhodes. No more haggling over paychecks with Terrence Howard in the sequels," Charles wanted to avoid those conflicts.


    "Okay!" Phyllis noticed her boss seemed to have a soft spot for Kate Beckinsale.


    "The script needs to be expedited. The movie has to be released in '07!" Charles reminded.


    Phyllis nodded, inwardly thinking it wouldn't matter even if the script were done; they still couldn't start production due to insufficient funding decisions.


    ...


    Kate Beckinsale, who had just finished filming her scenes for The Departed in New York, quickly received an audition invitation for the role of Pepper Potts in Marvel Studios' Iron Man.


    Whenever she thought about who owned Marvel Studios now, Kate Beckinsale knew this surely had to be Charles Capet's doing.


    At the same time, Capet Pictures released its low-budget road comedy Little Miss Sunshine in 1,600 theaters with the help of good reviews.


    The North American box office surpassed 30 million dollars. A film with a budget of only 8 million dollars achieving such success was indeed delightful.


    However, the biggest surprise of the year was definitely Capet Pictures' Wedding Crashers, which had already grossed over 150 million dollars in North America and was expected to surpass 200 million dollars by the end of its run.


    Starting from August, Capet Pictures released one movie a month. Although they weren't major blockbusters, mainly consisting of art films and niche horror movies, it marked a good beginning for Capet Pictures.


    In September, Hostel, produced and released by Matrix Pictures, was set to hit theaters. However, Charles had already crossed the Atlantic and arrived in London.


    The Red Bus Movie Company he acquired was reorganized into Capet International Pictures UK, and Charles sat in his office chair, shaking his head helplessly at the small number of staff.


    "Being an independent film company in the UK isn't easy, huh?" Charles asked the current manager, James Took.


    James Took replied with a wry smile, "Red Bus has been losing an average of 1.8 million pounds a year over the past two years. The movies we participated in weren't very popular."


    Charles nodded, "Let's focus on distribution in the future. Films produced by Capet Pictures are quite well-received. Little Miss Sunshine has good reviews, so let's arrange for its release as soon as possible. After that, we can arrange for Saw III and No Country for Old Men."


    James Took nodded in agreement; this plan sounded better to him.


    "Actually, I recently watched a British film, The Last King of Scotland, that premiered at the Toronto Film Festival, and I thought it was quite good," Charles continued.


    James Took responded, "You mean the movie about Ugandan ex-President Idi Amin?"


    Charles nodded, "Unfortunately, the North American distribution rights belong to Fox Searchlight!"


    "Forrest Whitaker and James McAvoy are starring, and Kevin Macdonald, a renowned documentary director, is directing," James Took added with some knowledge.


    "The production company is a small firm, DNA Films!" Charles nodded again and then instructed, "Actually, my trip to the UK this time also aims to acquire the film adaptation rights for the stage play Mamma Mia! Capet Pictures wants to bring this stage play to the big screen."


    "Mamma Mia! has had over 1,000 performances, but it's an 80s family comedy. Is it suitable?" James Took expressed some doubts, noting that many film companies wanted to adapt it, but mainly to make a quick buck from the stage play's audience base.


    "The producer of Mamma Mia!, Judy Craymer, won't agree easily."


    Charles stood up and walked to the window, smiling as he explained, "We can reassure them that Capet Pictures is genuinely interested in the adaptation. Judy Craymer can even serve as the film's producer. Remember how successful My Big Fat Greek Wedding was!"


    James Took also smiled. Charles Capet had broken into Hollywood with My Big Fat Greek Wedding, becoming a well-known figure among independent film companies.


    "I'll do my best to persuade Judy Craymer and work with Capet Pictures on the film version of Mamma Mia!" James Took didn't want to leave a bad impression with his new boss.


    "Alright. Mamma Mia! is still being performed, so Judy Craymer can take her time preparing. Adapting such a popular stage play into a film requires a lot of preparation," Charles noted, recalling the success of stage-to-film adaptations like My Big Fat Greek Wedding and Chicago. Then there would be Mamma Mia! and La La Land in the future.


    As for the rest, they were mostly flops!


    In the evening, Charles returned to his hotel, the Wellington Farm Hotel in Westminster.


    He was accompanied by his assistants, Dona Williams and Phyllis Jones, and five bodyguards for his safety.


    Only two months had passed since the 7/7 bombings, so Charles couldn't take any chances with his life.


    In the hotel suite, Charles relaxed on the sofa with Phyllis Jones in his arms while Dona massaged his shoulders.


    "Will the movie adaptation of Mamma Mia! be popular? Musicals are fading out nowadays!" Phyllis Jones was no longer a novice and had a good understanding.


    Charles, caressing the woman, replied with a smile, "When have I ever been wrong? Though musicals are declining, there's always a hidden gem!"


    However, Charles felt a bit guilty toward Tom Hanks and his wife, as this Mamma Mia! musical's future film adaptation was supposed to be their production company's project.


    Charles had a hand in My Big Fat Greek Wedding, but with Mamma Mia!, he was taking full control.


    Additionally, he even replaced Tom Hanks's version of The Da Vinci Code with a Nicolas Cage.


    "Boss, have you been following the new casting for 007? It seems they'll announce the new James Bond by the Thames in a few days," Dona suddenly smiled and said.


    Charles grinned and replied, "Do I need to follow it? I can tell you right now, the new James Bond is Daniel Craig!"


    "Daniel Craig? No way! He's blonde, not handsome, and not tall enough," Phyllis Jones didn't believe it at all.


    "Well, you should ask Barbara Broccoli, the producer of the 007 series," Charles chuckled and continued, "Besides, Daniel Craig isn't as bad as you think. Moreover, after so many films featuring the tall, handsome James Bond dating sexy Bond girls, beating up bad guys along the way, the series needed something new."


    "But will fans accept Daniel Craig as James Bond? It's such a drastic change," Phyllis shook her head, unable to comprehend.


    "Maybe, we'll know the answer when the new 007 movie releases next year!" Charles himself was eyeing the rights to the 007 series, but that meant he had to acquire MGM first.


  




  Chapter 157: Rainy London


  

    Rainy weather in London was quite different from the warm sunshine in Los Angeles.


    Of course, in England, Charles felt the intense football atmosphere; the English Premier League was already starting to attract large amounts of foreign investment.


    Russian mogul Roman Abramovich had bought Chelsea two years ago, kicking off the era of money football, and this year, Chelsea had just won their first Premier League title.


    Meanwhile, the Jewish-owned Glazer family had used a leveraged buyout to acquire Manchester United in May this year.


    At Stamford Bridge in London's West End, Charles enjoyed the Chelsea vs. Sunderland match in a private box with Keira Knightley.


    "Charles, aren't you interested in British football? Chelsea is the reigning Premier League champion!" Keira Knightley, acting as the host, specially invited Charles to experience the live Premier League atmosphere.


    Charles sat back in his chair, propping his chin up with his hand and said enviously, "Those oil tycoons from Russia have too much money."


    Chelsea's investments over the past couple of years had made them unbeatable; championships could indeed be bought.


    Keira Knightley, who stayed in London to promote Pride & Prejudice, invited Charles to watch the game once she heard he was in town.


    "I heard the price for Manchester United was nearly 800 millions of pounds," Keira Knightley explained.


    "It's all leveraged buyouts; just look at how the Manchester United fans reacted. But the Glazer family doesn't care about that," Charles commented with some frustration, given that Premier League team prices weren't as high as they would be in the future.


    As the most commercially successful sports event globally, investing in the Premier League held great potential!


    "What, are you thinking of buying a team too?"


    In response to Keira Knightley's casual question, Charles laughed, "Why not?"


    Keira Knightley chuckled at Charles's answer, "Which club interests you the most?"


    "Most interesting club?" Charles pondered for a moment before replying, "Arsenal is building a new stadium right now; I really like them!"


    "Arsenal is a big club and not cheap. You should consider mid-level teams or Championship teams."


    Keira Knightley's suggestion was reasonable; big clubs weren't easy to acquire.


    Charles laughed, "No rush. Capet Entertainment is growing quickly; we'll move into sports entertainment when the time is right."


    "True, Capet Entertainment is already a force to be reckoned with in Hollywood. You're making strides by setting up a business department in England to expand into overseas markets," Keira Knightley said. At only 20 years old, she had become a major star thanks to her role in the blockbuster Pirates of the Caribbean.


    "We have to take one step at a time. London is already one of the world's film production hubs. Hollywood can't do without the culture, architecture, history, and people in the UK," he said. Language alone meant they were destined to be interconnected.


    Chelsea effortlessly defeated Sunderland 2-0 in that game at Stamford Bridge, the difference in strength was too evident.


    That evening, Scarlett Johansson, who was filming Scoop in London, joined them at the bar.


    "Cheers! London's weather isn't as comfortable as Los Angeles'," they toasted in the lively bar. Keira Knightley, who had cut her hair short after filming the action thriller Domino last year, looked like a tomboy due to her slim figure.


    Scarlett Johansson agreed, "Yes, the weather in London is often gloomy; it rains so much that I always have to carry an umbrella."


    Charles stretched out his arms, pulling both ladies close, and laughed, "But this is the weather English gentlemen love!"


    After laughing for a while, Scarlett Johansson switched to a serious topic, "Keira, Pride & Prejudice turned out great. You looked stunning."


    "Thanks. Jane Austen's novels have been adapted so many times; I was quite surprised to be offered the role," Keira Knightley, who didn't fit the typical demure and gentle image, acknowledged.


    Charles also chimed in, "Keira's version of Pride & Prejudice features many of England's current beauties and showcases the stunning British countryside, which will attract plenty of viewers."


    Pride & Prejudice had held premieres in many European cities, but its wide release was set for this month.


    The North American investor for Pride & Prejudice was Focus Features; they chose a great project.


    However, Keira Knightley's real blockbusters were Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest and Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End, slated for release in the next two summer seasons.


    In contrast to Scarlett Johansson's The Island, which had flopped, Keira Knightley was much luckier.


    After some drinks, Keira Knightley left early to rest as she had work the next day.


    "So, Charles, how long are you planning to stay in London?" Scarlett Johansson leaned against Charles.


    Charles shook his head, "Not too long. I'm mainly here to check on our business in the UK. Plus, a lot of the post-production for The Da Vinci Code is being done at Pinewood Studios in the outskirts of London. I need to keep an eye on that too."


    Actually, Charles was also troubled because French actress Marion Cotillard had called him to go on vacation in Mallorca, Spain!


    "And you? After finishing Scoop, heading back to LA to shoot The Black Dahlia?" Charles asked.


    Scarlett Johansson nodded; actors often had a few busy months.


    "How do you find working with Woody Allen? What's he like as a director?" Charles inquired, curious about Allen, who married his stepdaughter.


    "Oh, the director keeps critiquing my outfits on set, always finding faults with my attire. It makes me feel so uncomfortable," Scarlett Johansson vented her frustrations about Woody Allen.


    "With Match Point yet to release, Woody Allen started shooting his next film in London already," Charles laughed, noting that Allen only chose bustling cities for his scenes, like New York and future locations Barcelona and Paris.


    "Nevertheless, Woody Allen is a great director with strong professional skills," acknowledged Scarlett Johansson, although she had just been venting, she had respect for his abilities.


    "Alright then, let's call it a night. You're my girl now. If those indie directors have any ideas, I'll send them packing from Hollywood, leaving them to the European film scene," Charles said while standing up.


    Scarlett Johansson smiled, gave Charles a peck on the cheek, and linked her arm with his, heading back to the hotel together.


  




  Chapter 158: Chapter 158


  

    As the economic, cultural, historical, and entertainment hub of the UK, London's developed entertainment industry attracted numerous tourists each year.


    With the high development of the UK, it certainly played a crucial role in Charles' overseas asset layout. This time, Charles visited to gain some insights.


    Specifically, Charles searched for villas near Knightsbridge, southwest of Hyde Park in Kensington, as he planned to invest in properties in London.


    In a suite at the Riverside Plaza Hotel, east of London, Charles stood by the window overlooking the Thames River at Canary Wharf.


    As part of London's new financial district project, Canary Wharf wasn't far from the old financial district, the City of London.


    "It won't be long before Canary Wharf becomes the financial center of the UK," Charles supported London's approach of concentrating skyscrapers in a small area.


    Many major Western cities designated specific areas for constructing skyscrapers, resulting in a high land usage rate per capita.


    "Boss, London is the second-largest international financial center after New York. It doesn't levy overseas income tax on the wealthy, attracting many rich individuals to invest here every year!" Phyllis Jones, though not as smart as Dona Williams, still knew some basic facts.


    Charles smiled, "Indeed, the influx of assets from wealthy individuals from Russia, Asia, the Middle East, and other regions into the UK and its overseas territories is immeasurable!"


    "Boss, Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston officially divorced. Angelina Jolie is three months pregnant with Pitt's child!" Phyllis Jones said, putting down the newspaper.


    "It won't affect our Mr. & Mrs. Smith, will it?"


    "What effect? Mr. & Mrs. Smith has almost ended its run, grossing over 180 million in North America and over $300 million overseas!" 


    Charles was curious about the couple's partially hidden relationship; now, they no longer needed to hide anything.


    Capet Pictures earned $60 million from the box office of Mr. & Mrs. Smith. Compared to the $55 million spent, the box office revenue alone helped the company recoup its costs.


    Future profits from the DVD market and TV rights would easily bring in several tens of millions of dollars!


    "Though I think Brad Pitt was quite unfair to Jennifer Aniston, Brad and Angelina Jolie are a perfect match," Phyllis said, sticking her tongue out.


    Charles laughed. Jennifer Aniston was also quite beautiful when she was younger, but she aged quickly.


    "Seems like Rachel's charm can't compete with Angelina Jolie," Charles shook his head.


    "Boss, should we attend the London premiere of Underworld: Evolution? Afterward, the cast will also go to Berlin to promote the film," Phyllis reported.


    Charles shook his head; it wasn't a Capet Pictures film. Meeting Kate Beckinsale would be enough.


    "Berlin," Charles thought for a moment, then instructed, "Indeed, we need to visit Berlin next. Our collaboration with Constantin Film is quite good; I want to pay a visit to Germany."


    German artists were quite different for Hollywood; they rarely collaborated, and few became famous in Hollywood.


    Charles had no particular thoughts about the German entertainment scene, nor did he care about World War I or World War II; He was not interested in German film tax rebate funds and subsidies, but rather in the development of the German film industry.


    Phyllis Jones understood, though she saw her boss's desire for the German Film Investment Fund and EU Film Fund in his eyes.


    "Boss, what about Dona?"


    "She'll stay in London to look for properties. We can't always stay in hotels when we come to London!" Charles said, smirking. When he had more money, he intended to make a big splash in London.


    Meanwhile, Wedding Crashers, a dark horse, achieved extraordinary results with over $200 million in North American box office and $80 million overseas.


    After deducting $28 million in marketing costs and Universal's 10% distribution commission, Capet Pictures earned $45 million from Wedding Crashers.


    Together, Mr. & Mrs. Smith and Wedding Crashers brought Capet Pictures over $100 million in cash flow just from the box office.


    Who says movies don't make money? It depends on whose movies they are.


    Underworld: Evolution was now an important project for lead actress Kate Beckinsale. After the failure of the Universal blockbuster Van Helsing, she found herself sidelined from mainstream Hollywood films.


    Fortunately, Kate Beckinsale had a powerful man behind her, Charles Capet!


    In a villa near Notting Hill, an exhausted Kate Beckinsale said, "I thought I'd only be doing low-budget indie films, but you gave me a role in Iron Man. Charles, thank you! I've even signed with ETA Management after terminating my contract with my former agent."


    Charles hugged Kate, sighing, "You were just unlucky. Pearl Harbor hindered your romantic films, and Van Helsing blocked your action movies."


    "Hollywood is like that; it doesn't give you many chances!"


    Charles knew Kate wasn't getting good projects, and those low-budget indie films weren't promising.


    "Mandate Pictures sent me a horror thriller script, Vacancy, with a $5 million budget. I was thinking of taking it," Kate said, feeling the ups and downs. "But now with Iron Man, I need to take time to read the comics!"


    "A $5 million horror thriller? Darling, you've had it rough!" Charles kissed her, saying, "Don't worry, after Iron Man next year, your career will definitely take off again."


    "Marvel signed me for seven films. Do they really need that many?" Kate asked, puzzled.


    "Oh, it's a whole series. Iron Man alone will have several films, and there will be other superhero series too," Charles tapped her back and laughed,


    "You'll be part of the Marvel Universe I'm building. As for Vacancy, if the script is good and you like it, go ahead. Otherwise, don't bother."


    Kate nodded, smiling, "I already declined. After a cameo in your The Departed, I soon got the lead role in Iron Man, so I understand what you mean."


    Charles nodded, "Good to know!"


  




  Chapter 159: The Lives of Others


  

    Charles decided to go to Germany. Kate Beckinsale also wanted to go to Berlin to promote Underworld: Evolution as Constantin Film was a co-producer of the movie.


    Coincidentally, Charles was one of the producers of the Underworld series, so he could accompany the promotion team to Berlin.


    Constantin Film arranged a welcome banquet at the Adlon Kempinski Hotel banquet hall near the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin Mitte to welcome Charles and his party.


    Charles, holding the elegantly dressed Kate Beckinsale, joked, "Looks like you're quite popular here in Germany, huh?"


    Kate Beckinsale shook her head and smiled, "This is to welcome you, Charles Capet. You now represent a new force in Hollywood!"


    "How come Wiseman didn't come to Europe? He's the director, suits this kind of event more," remarked Charles, noting that the promotion in Europe seemed to rely solely on Kate Beckinsale.


    "Probably promoting in North America. After all, Screen Gems has to take care of its main market," added Kate. The North American market was directly handled by Screen Gems, whereas overseas, it was mainly managed by Columbia TriStar International.


    "Charles, Kate, welcome!" Bennett Eizenegger, the head of Constantin Film, greeted them warmly and shook hands with both.


    "Good evening, Mr. Eizenegger. I'm just going to get a glass of wine," Kate Beckinsale wisely stepped aside, giving the two time to talk.


    After toasting with Bennett, Charles joked, "You see, you Germans are so serious that you scared the beautiful Kate Beckinsale away."


    Bennett Eizenegger remained stern and asked seriously, "Charles, do you have any other plans for your visit to Berlin? German cinema is currently facing comprehensive challenges, with almost all top ten box office slots held by Hollywood movies.


    There are only one or two German films. The recently formed German Federal Film Fund has set an annual budget of 60 million euros. Does Capet Pictures have a new project to participate in?" inquired Bennett.


    The German Film Fund, the EU's Creative Europe program, and now the German Federal Film Fund all had policies to support European cinema, indicating that European filmmakers had been struggling against Hollywood for a long time.


    "Bennett, I've always been happy to collaborate with German film companies. As an international co-production company, German production companies have always been excellent!" replied Charles.


    Well, German film companies mainly focused on film investment. Co-productions were also aimed at tax rebate applications.


    Constantin Film was part of the publicly traded Focus Communication Group based in Switzerland, with its German base in Frankfurt, focusing mainly on film investment and production.


    Germany's entertainment industry had been developing slowly, with capital investment a significant business scope.


    Bennett Eizenegger, who started as a director and was already older, was led by Charles to sit in a corner of the banquet hall.


    "I understand your urgent desire to develop German cinema. But these things cannot be rushed. With Germany's population of 80 million, only around 150 films are produced each year. Excluding those 100,000-euro documentaries and short films, the number is even lower."


    "Strengthening cooperation with international partners, especially Hollywood filmmakers, has always been a way for you to promote local films," noted Charles.


    "But Mr. Eizenegger, the ever-stricter film tax rebate subsidies in Germany have made it increasingly difficult for film companies to secure government support. Is there a good solution?" asked Charles.


    Bennett Eizenegger shook his head, "All these measures are to encourage the development of local films. In fact, it's not difficult to secure funds from the German Ministry of Culture; just co-produce some German-language films."


    Charles smiled. Who said Germans were rigid? They knew when to bend the rules when necessary.


    "By the way, I came across a political thriller, The Lives of Others. It was completed last year but hasn't been released yet. I heard it's very realistic. Capet Pictures hopes to get the distribution rights for North America and the UK," stated Charles.


    Bennett Eizenegger nodded, "I'm aware of that film. Many German artists participated for free, although it was the director's first feature film. It's an excellent thriller filled with suspense."


    "I will arrange for you to meet with the production team to discuss distribution," assured Bennett.


    Charles nodded. He discovered The Lives of Others after coming to Berlin. It's about the political surveillance in East Germany during the Cold War.


    Shortly after, Kate Beckinsale returned to Charles's side with a bit of frustration, "I can now understand why German filmmakers don't focus on local films."


    "It's because the entertainment industry here doesn't have much of a market!" added Kate.


    But Charles laughed, "Actually, Germany's entertainment industry isn't bad. It's still the largest economy in Europe with a population of 80 million. Their industry is just shackled by several layers."


    With a government supported entirely by the U.S., what could Germany truly decide on its own?


    The Jewish community wouldn't allow German capital to control the media either. That's why, rather than developing in Hollywood, the leading European power still lagged behind smaller countries like Sweden and Belgium.


    Even if there are successful Germans in Hollywood, they rarely return to Germany. Directors like Roland Emmerich and the beautiful Diane Kruger are good examples.


    Kate Beckinsale didn't overthink it and decided to cooperate with the movie's promotion. "I have to go to Hamburg after tomorrow, will you come?"


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "I've got my eyes on a German film. I plan to bring it back to America for release."


    Charles knew The Lives of Others was one of Germany's best films. Capet Pictures had become an independent distributor, so releasing some foreign films in the North American market was quite normal.


    "A German film, not a co-production?" Kate inquired further.


    "No, it's a German film about East Berlin during the Cold War. I need to discuss it with the producers over the next few days," Charles replied, feeling a bit sad about German cinema, which focused mainly on World War I, World War II, or stories between East and West Germany in the past.


    "A local German story? Do you have an interest in that?" laughed Kate Beckinsale, given Charles's young age.


    Charles pouted, "Just because I didn't go to college doesn't mean I can't be interested in history."


    "Let's go back to our rooms and rest. This party is boring," remarked Charles.


  




  Chapter 160: Wedding


  

    The Lives of Others, the debut feature film by young director Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck, was years in the making and had a strong sense of political suspense.


    The brilliant performances by talented German actors like Ulrich Muhe and Sebastian Koch impressed Charles so much that he directly purchased the North American and British distribution rights for $4.5 million after watching the film.


    It was worth noting that the production cost of The Lives of Others was only $2 million!


    "Phyllis, make a note, we need to set up offices in Germany, France, and Italy and Spain as soon as possible. We must strengthen our cooperation with the European continent," Charles instructed in the suite of the Adlon Kempinski Hotel.


    Phyllis nodded, "Philip is also in charge of international distribution. Should we send him to set up our European offices?"


    Charles nodded, "Someone else can handle North American distribution. Let Dona assist him with the European office. From now on, London will be the European headquarters of Capet International Pictures!"


    Europe had always been Hollywood's backyard. Charles had to ensure Capet would get a share of the profits there, just like other companies.


    "Also, we've received an invitation from the LV Group to attend Delphine Arnault's wedding!" Phyllis added.


    Charles nodded. Delphine Arnault was already 30 years old, so it made sense for her to be getting married.


    "Who is her husband?" Charles asked.


    "Italian industrial and winery family heir, Valerino Garcia, 39!" Phyllis Jones quickly replied.


    "Alright, a strong alliance," Charles chuckled.


    After handling the distribution rights for The Lives of Others in Berlin, Charles flew directly to Paris, France.


    Charles had plans to meet Marion Cotillard, but she had already gone to Los Angeles, United States.


    However, Charles knew another dark beauty in France, Eva Green. She could serve as his date instead.


    In the suite of the Four Seasons Hotel George V on Avenue George V, Paris, Charles opened the door to find the sultry Eva Green stepping inside.


    "When did you get to Paris?" Eva Green asked while taking off her coat.


    Dressed in pajamas, Charles kissed the woman while laughing, "The LV Group's daughter is getting married. I'm here for the wedding celebration!"


    "Delphine Arnault and Valerino Garcia's wedding?" Eva Green nodded, knowing that Charles Capet was indeed one of LV's shareholders.


    "Come to Bordeaux as my date. I'm going alone anyway," Charles shrugged, not seeming to care much.


    Eva Green nodded, as it was a wedding of the century with many high-profile and wealthy attendees.


    Being with Charles would allow her to meet some of France's elite.


    "So, do you have any new movie projects coming up lately?" Charles asked casually.


    "Oh, yes, I've received an invitation to play the Bond girl in Casino Royale. I'll have to go to the UK for a screen test," Eva Green felt a bit stunned, realizing Charles had been spot on; the new Bond movie really did want her as the Bond girl.


    "Oh, you got it," Charles nodded, "Take it. The new Bond is a bit different from the old ones."


    Eva Green nodded, "I've read the character script. This Bond girl has depth; it's not just about selling sex appeal."


    Eva Green also turned down a role in the Hollywood movie The Black Dahlia to focus on Casino Royale.


    Charles moved closer, wrapped his arm around Eva Green's waist, and whispered, "You'll probably move to Hollywood for long-term development soon, right?"


    "Yes, I plan to be based in Hollywood, but if any good roles come up in Europe, I'd still be interested," Eva Green said and then kissed Charles proactively.


    ...


    Delphine Arnault and Valerino Garcia's wedding was held in the Saint-Jean-Baptiste Church, a UNESCO World Heritage site located in the Bordeaux region in southwestern France.


    Afterwards, the newlyweds hosted a wedding banquet at the famous Chateau d'Yquem winery in Bordeaux.


    A number of French political, business, and social elite attended the wedding banquet.


    "Congratulations, and happy wedding!" Charles toasted the newlyweds with a glass of wine.


    With her arm around her new husband Valerino Garcia, Delphine Arnault smiled and nodded before looking at Eva Green, saying, "This is another rising star from France. It seems you haven't escaped Charles's charm!"


    "No, no," Charles shook his head, "It's the collision of French culture and Hollywood passion."


    "Alright, enjoy yourselves!" Delphine Arnault was busy and the couple soon moved on.


    The presence of high-profile guests such as French President Chirac, his wife, Interior Minister Sarkozy, his wife, and several European royalty members made Charles realize just how deep the Arnault family's network in France was.


    Charles gazed at Bernard Arnault from afar, realizing the suit-wearing mobster was indeed not an ordinary person.


    "Eva, if you have extra funds, it's a good idea to buy some LV stocks and hold onto them long-term. It will benefit you in the future," Charles suddenly suggested to the woman beside him.


    "LV Group's stocks?" Eva Green pondered and then nodded, "Alright, I'll buy some LV stocks if I have extra funds."


    "Bordeaux has so many wineries; it seems it'd be easy for me to buy one," Charles mused, realizing France had quite a few good things to offer.


    "Charles, are you thinking about investing in the wine business?"


    "I've thought about it. A winery can also serve as a vacation estate when I visit France."


    "The LV Group is in that business; you could seek their advice," Eva Green suggested.


    Charles shook his head, "I'm just thinking out loud. I don't have the time to research how to run a winery."


    "Well, let's head back," Charles didn't want to waste any more time here.


    Eva Green nodded and followed Charles to the car, leaving Chateau d'Yquem.


    "Let's rest tonight and head back to Paris tomorrow," Charles said while stroking Eva Green's thigh in the car.


    "Sure, whatever you say!" Eva Green had no objections and agreed to rest in Bordeaux.


    However, Charles was a bit annoyed, feeling the need for a private jet, though he didn't even own a private yacht yet.


  




  Chapter 161: La Vie en Rose


  

    In a suite at the Ritz Paris, Charles lay on the bed staring at the ceiling, his hands tightly gripping the bed sheets, tense.


    After a while, Eva Green lifted her head and reached for some tissues on the table beside her to wipe her mouth.


    Turning his head, he noticed a French song, La Vie en Rose, playing on the television.


    "Is this by the French chanson queen Edith Piaf?"


    Eva Green nodded, "One of the most popular female singers in France."


    "Now, a French film company is planning to shoot her biopic!"


    Charles nodded. Wasn't this the movie that won Marion Cotillard the Oscar for Best Actress?


    "Already in the works?" Charles asked.


    "Yeah, and France's Channel 4 has agreed to provide some funding. But Edith Piaf holds a significant place in the hearts of the French people; her biopic needs a lot of money, nearly a budget of 20 million euros."


    French art films usually didn't have big budgets, rarely exceeding 10 million euros unless it was a commercial film from Luc Besson's EuropaCorp.


    "20 million euros!" Charles chuckled. Capet Pictures could easily invest in the production.


    France's Channel 4, Germany's RTL, and the UK's Sky Network were Europe's three most renowned pay-per-view channels.


    France's Channel 4 has always been one of the investors in many French films. Combined with the French Film Subsidy Fund, it solved many funding issues for French filmmakers.


    Eva Green observed Charles' expression, guessing something, and asked, "Is Capet Pictures interested in this biopic?"


    Charles nodded, "Yes, let's make it the first French film Capet International Pictures invests in and produces!"


    "There have been several movies about Edith Piaf's life before in France. Is Capet Pictures really going to invest?"


    Edith Piaf passed away in the 1960s. Her 47-year life was full of ups and downs, from a humble birth and a tragic childhood to becoming France's national treasure and the queen of chanson, the "Little Sparrow" Edith Piaf had a legendary life.


    "The Da Vinci Code has already collaborated with a French film company. This movie can further deepen cooperation with French companies," Capet Pictures had to capture the European market quickly, and investing in local films was essential.


    Charles, staying in Paris, immediately began preparing for Capet Pictures to invest in the Edith Piaf biopic.


    French director Olivier Dahan and producer Alain Goldman were already preparing for the film titled La Vie en Rose.


    Upon hearing of Capet Pictures' interest, they quickly reached an agreement with Charles. With Capet Pictures' financial support, the film's preparations accelerated quickly.


    La Vie en Rose had a production budget of $25 million, which was significant in France but considered low-cost in Hollywood.


    However, an evident art film would hardly have much market in North America. Capet Pictures needed to secure both French and EU film funds.


    "According to Mr. Alain Goldman's estimate, with French film subsidies and TV station funding, Capet Pictures might have to invest around $20 million," reported Phyllis Jones after seeing off producer Alain Goldman.


    Charles nodded, "As for the female lead, Marion Cotillard should play the role. Her performance in Love Me If You Dare was impressive, and with The Da Vinci Code releasing next year, her commercial appeal will further strengthen!"


    Charles' investment in La Vie en Rose wasn't just for awards but also for profit - he wouldn't invest just to help Marion Cotillard win an Oscar.


    Establishing Capet International Pictures' French branch had its advantages too.


    "Okay, back in the States, our Little Miss Sunshine has crossed the $55 million mark at the North American box office, and it's expected to reach about $60 million by the end. And, Hostel has made $35 million since its release in September!"


    Charles chuckled. It appeared that the gory horror film Hostel was doing well. "Matrix Pictures should go ahead with the sequel; with the experience from the Saw series, it should be much easier. Remember, strictly control the budget. Hostel just capitalized on the audience's curiosity."


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Boss, Dona found a good property in London, near Knightsbridge; a three-story standalone villa with a garden..."


    She placed some photographs of the house on Charles' desk, showcasing Victorian architecture.


    Charles examined the pictures and details - it had a significant area and three floors, but the price was steep!


    "10.5 million pounds, with convenient transportation and wealthy neighbors, suitable for you, boss."


    Charles laughed, "Nice, it suits me well!"


    Even though the pound was strong against the dollar at that time, 10.5 million pounds was roughly over 18 million dollars, but Charles had the money.


    "Boss, Dona mentioned she needs to return to the States. YouTube is preparing for financing. She will check if we can continue to invest to maintain the ownership percentage."


    Charles nodded. But generally, startup companies wanted more investors. Dawn Investments maintaining a 40% share would be challenging.


    "Let her go back. YouTube has been developing well this year and likely attracted the attention of major internet companies. Additionally, YouTube's copyright disputes with Hollywood production companies are intensifying, becoming a significant issue!" Charles wanted to manage YouTube himself if it wasn't for the legal battles over internet rights.


    The conflict between Hollywood and Silicon Valley over internet copyright had become prominent, and the debate over internet copyright legislation was a focal point.


    Wall Street, Hollywood, Silicon Valley, and the military-industrial complex represented America's financial, media, technology, and manufacturing powers.


    They influenced each other yet balanced one another. Charles was confident he could penetrate the capitals of Wall Street, Hollywood, and Silicon Valley.


    However, he was completely clueless about the military-industrial complex, oil, and energy resources!


    "Once La Vie en Rose is on track, we'll head back to the UK. You can't rush the international market; it needs to be approached gradually!" Charles still primarily focused on securing the English-speaking market.


  




  Chapter 162: Chapter 162


  

    For her first Hollywood movie, The Da Vinci Code, Marion Cotillard entered Hollywood circles and received an audition notice from the French crew of La Vie en Rose.


    Little Sparrow Edith Piaf was an adored singer in the hearts of countless French people. Marion Cotillard was, of course, more than willing to portray her legendary life.


    Hence, Marion Cotillard hurriedly flew back to Paris from Los Angeles to participate in the audition for La Vie en Rose.


    At night, Charles and Marion Cotillard, who just returned from Los Angeles, dined at the restaurant atop the Eiffel Tower, enjoying the Paris nightscape.


    "How do you feel about dining here? The view of the Seine River and the Paris nightscape is incredible," Marion Cotillard couldn't hide her excitement.


    Charles put down his knife and fork, wiped his mouth, and reflected that indeed, admiring the Paris nightscape from the top of the Eiffel Tower was quite nice.


    "I've never quite understood how a heap of iron in the middle of Paris has become a symbol of the city," Charles remarked, referring to how both the Eiffel Tower and the Grand Palais were constructed for the 1900 Paris Exposition.


    An incredibly ugly iron lump had stood in the center of Paris for over a century.


    Marion Cotillard paused, unsure of how to explain, and awkwardly replied, "Many Parisians indeed opposed the construction at first!"


    "As a famous biographical film, La Vie en Rose could easily win critics' support and praise if done well. You need to really consider how to embody Edith Piaf," Charles brought the conversation back to the movie.


    Marion Cotillard nodded, "I will work extra hard! Edith Piaf is also one of my favorite and most respected singers!"


    She then looked at Charles and asked, "Are you leaving France soon?"


    Charles nodded, "It's already October. I've been in Paris for over three weeks now."


    "Charles, I bought a seaside vacation villa in Majorca last year. The environment is great, and you love the Mediterranean scenery, don't you? How about spending a few days there during Christmas? I want to thank you properly!"


    Regardless, meeting Charles had indeed changed Marion Cotillard's life. Not to mention the millions of euros in cash.


    From the lead role in The Da Vinci Code to now securing the leading role in the French blockbuster La Vie en Rose, Marion Cotillard genuinely wanted to thank Charles.


    "We'll see how busy I am then," Charles didn't refuse outright, but it was likely he wouldn't have time.


    By the end of October, Charles had already left France and even took the time to exchange views with notable figures in the French entertainment industry, including Luc Besson and Sophie Marceau.


    He aimed to promote cooperation between French cinema and Hollywood. Previously, Charles had tasked EuropaCorp's Luc Besson with adapting the script for Taken, which had already begun development.


    Meanwhile, under Philip Davis and James Tunan's management at Capet Entertainment, Capet International Pictures had begun organizing its office operations across mainland Europe methodically.


    Charles was very satisfied with his newly purchased luxury villa estate in Knightsbridge, West London. It had seven bedrooms, eight bathrooms, an indoor swimming pool, a home theater, a game room, a bar, and a study.


    Standing in the massive living room, Charles mused that in a decade, this estate would be worth at least 30 million pounds.


    "Boss, look, chaos in the vicinity of Paris!" Phyllis Jones brought over several newspapers, including The Times, News of the World, and The Daily Telegraph.


    "What's the chaos about?" Charles sat on the sofa and began flipping through one.


    "Last night, hundreds of people took to the streets near Paris, burning garbage bins and cars and attempting to storm the town hall. When police responded, the immigrant community began violently resisting!" Phyllis explained.


    Charles initially thought it was just another routine protest by the French. After all, for Parisians, demonstrations were as common as daily meals.


    But the more he read, the more shocked he became. The scale of the riots in the suburbs of Paris was significant; hundreds of vehicles had been burned in one night.


    It all began when two African immigrant boys fled from police in the northern suburb of Clichy-sous-Bois, only to hide in an electrical substation where they were electrocuted and killed, sparking significant unrest among the local African immigrant community.


    "Unbelievable," Charles clicked his tongue. France seemed to always have some unrest brewing.


    Setting the newspaper aside, he thought, what did these events have to do with him? Even if he were in Paris, could the riots reach his upscale hotel?


    "By the way, how's the first season of Prison Break doing in terms of ratings?" Capet Television Company's series Prison Break began airing last month.


    "On the USA Network, the ratings are averaging about 8.7 million viewers per episode, with the premiere attracting around 10.5 million viewers. It's well-received!" Phyllis Jones smiled.


    Charles nodded. It wouldn't be long before it would become a global sensation!


    "Halloween's around the corner, and our Matrix Pictures is set to release Saw III," Charles noted, checking his watch with a smile. Releasing a Saw film during Halloween had practically become a routine for Capet Entertainment.


    "With low costs and high box office returns, there are dedicated viewers always anticipating it, plus the DVDs sell well. This series has significantly benefited our company!"


    Phyllis Jones couldn't understand why the boss loved making big commercial films that required high investments and heavy promotions but posed significant financial risks if they failed. It made more sense to produce low-cost horror films that were guaranteed moneymakers.


    Charles laughed too. Snatching a popular series from Lionsgate was even more satisfying than developing one himself.


    "I need to pay more attention to the scripts Matrix Pictures receives. Who knows, there might be another low-budget hit!" Everyone loved movies with low budgets and high returns.


    With so many scripts and projects, it was just a matter of finding the gems.


  




  Chapter 163: Donna Langley


  

    After Halloween 2005, Donna Langley, who had left Universal Pictures, joined Capet Pictures as president.


    In Charles Capet's absence, she was in charge of all operations at Capet Pictures, causing Charles, who initially planned to stay in London, to return directly to Los Angeles.


    "Mr. & Mrs. Smith and Wedding Crashers aside, Little Miss Sunshine, Hostel and Saw III - Capet Pictures really did well," said the newly recruited Donna Langley, praising various projects at Capet Pictures.


    "I'm very confident about Walk the Line releasing this month and No Country for Old Men next month," Charles said with a strong sense of assurance in his tone.


    Donna Langley nodded and smiled, "I'm more interested in the movies you're releasing next year. The budget for The Da Vinci Code isn't low, and 300 has wrapped up filming. It's close to reaching A-level production!"


    As for The Departed, Universal Pictures was responsible for its distribution.


    "Will Smith's The Pursuit of Happiness has also started filming in San Francisco. Right now, the company's key projects are the live-action Transformers and Marvel Studios' Iron Man," Donna Langley said seriously. "Both are special effects blockbusters with production costs nearing a hundred million dollars. Capet Pictures is clearly making big moves!"


    "You also know the Marvel Universe; I'm confident in making Marvel a treasure trove," Charles laughed. Capet Pictures, now an independent film company, playing around with such big-budget productions was no less than New Line Cinema's endeavor with The Lord of the Rings.


    "Warner Bros.' rebooted DC film Batman Begins had good reviews and box office results. Maybe Marvel Comics will get a makeover in your hands," Donna said, her confidence in Capet Pictures stemmed from Charles.


    Even though Marvel Comics didn't have the Spider-Man and X-Men series now, Marvel Studios' new Avengers universe might shine brightly.


    "What does Universal think about the Hulk?" Charles suddenly asked. It's been two years since Hulk in 2003, and without releasing a sequel by 2008, the rights would revert to Marvel.


    Donna Langley shook her head, "Currently, Universal has no new plans for the Hulk. Maybe they'll wait until after Marvel Studios releases Iron Man!"


    "But, settling Robert Downey Jr. for the lead in Iron Man, is it really okay?"


    Wasn't Tom Cruise interested in playing Iron Man? Or Nicolas Cage, who has always liked superheroes?


    "This is Robert Downey Jr.'s final chance. If he doesn't turn his life around, his acting career is over," Charles laughed,


    "His agent says he's clean now, and he repeatedly assures he won't relapse. The Iron Man character fits his acting style well, and he's willing to sign a series of conditions. Also, Robert Downey Jr.'s acting talent and the promotional buzz he brings are enough!"


    Donna Langley chuckled. Charles explained so much because Robert Downey Jr. was swamped in scandals, low-cost, and compliant.


    If the Iron Man movie failed, it wouldn't bankrupt Capet Pictures, but Marvel Entertainment would suffer a significant blow.


    "But Charles, you went to Europe this year to prepare for entering the overseas distribution market. Have you thought it through?" Donna Langley knew that the overseas distribution market was resource-intensive,


    "Bringing the German film The Lives of Others to North America shouldn't be a problem. But I also saw Capet International Pictures' French branch investing over 20 million dollars to produce a French film, La Vie en Rose. Such films don't have a large market in North America!"


    Hollywood pursues commercial movies, while the market for art films mainly relies on Europe. Clearly, the box office for La Vie en Rose would primarily be in Europe, particularly France.


    "The overseas market's box office grows every year, and Capet Pictures' productions aren't just for local romantic comedies. The European market has always been Hollywood's turf," Charles frowned,


    "I know it's challenging, but expanding the overseas distribution market is essential, at least to establish a foothold in key European markets first!"


    "Charles, I'm just worried you'll follow DreamWorks' old path. Now, the acquisition talks between DreamWorks and Universal Pictures have been ongoing for over half a year, with no agreement on the price!"


    Donna Langley, previously at Universal, was aware of many negotiation points with DreamWorks.


    Universal Entertainment Chairman Ronald Meyer had been persuading the GE board to accept David Geffen and Steven Spielberg's conditions, while NBC Universal Chairman Bob Wright thought the price was too high.


    "DreamWorks' financial losses are largely due to their overambitious expansion - DreamWorks Films, DreamWorks Television, DreamWorks Records, and Internet entertainment. Revenues from a single source, leading to high debts and the need to sell out!"


    Facing Donna Langley's advice, Charles nodded and comforted her, "Don't worry. Those at DreamWorks were investors who didn't focus much on running the company; it was all funded by investors. Their debt ratio even reached 120%!"


    "Universal pressing down the price for DreamWorks?" Charles laughed and then said mysteriously, "Viacom's newly split Chairman Tom Freston and his subordinate, Paramount's Chairman Brad Grey, are quite interested in DreamWorks."


    Donna Langley nodded, "That depends on if Paramount is willing to shell out over 1.5 billion dollars."


    "Since Sherry Lansing left, Brad Grey's approach has been much more aggressive. They've reduced collaborative distribution projects with other studios and frequently greenlighted higher movie budgets."


    Under Sherry Lansing, Paramount strictly controlled production budgets and often cooperated with other studios, sharing North American or overseas distribution rights to reduce risks.


    Although risks were shared, so were the profits - less fitting for one of the world's top six film studios, which couldn't even outdo DreamWorks' box office.


    Charles squinted his eyes and smiled, "Sumner Redstone is personally heading to Paramount. With Tom Freston and Brad Grey's support, taking DreamWorks from Universal isn't that tough."


    Donna Langley laughed, "But Spielberg would need to be willing to work for Paramount. Anyway, I'll head back to the office now!"


    After Donna Langley left the office, Charles leaned back in his chair. His Capet Entertainment would be like DreamWorks? That's just a joke.


  




  Chapter 164: Capet Records


  

    After talking to Donna Langley, Charles seemed to have forgotten about the music industry. Capet Pictures had to produce several films yearly, and releasing movie soundtracks was essential.


    So, Charles directly established Capet Records to release movie soundtracks and sign artists to release their albums.


    In his office in Burbank, Los Angeles, Charles was listening to the first album released this year by Rihanna, who's only 17.


    "Missed out on 17-year-old Rihanna... Taylor Swift should still be in Nashville writing songs, waiting to release her first album!" Charles thought to himself as he leaned back in his chair, reflecting on his memory.


    He also needed to find Lady Gaga and Katy Perry's whereabouts and slowly track them down, as he was somewhat familiar with their music.


    Soon enough, Dona Williams knocked and entered the office. "Boss, there is indeed a company called Big Machine Records in Nashville, specializing in country music, although it's just a small company."


    "Yes, that's it, buy it outright!" Charles said, switching off the music.


    "But Big Machine Records was established only in September this year, with fewer than ten employees and a 16-year-old signed artist who loves country music and is very talented. But isn't it a bit too..." Dona Williams hesitated, feeling awkward to finish her sentence.


    Too frivolous?


    "I've heard the demo of that little girl, and she has immense potential. Send someone to acquire Big Machine Records to make it a label under Capet Music, dedicated to country music," Charles insisted, knowing he couldn't miss this opportunity since that little girl was Taylor Swift.


    "Oh, Scott Borchetta, the owner of Big Machine Records, was previously in charge of Universal Records' Nashville division before leaving to create Big Machine and signing the little girl!"


    "So what?" Charles asked in return.


    "So, Scott Borchetta might not want to sell Big Machine Records," Dona replied.


    Charles chuckled dismissively, "Dona, I'm only interested in that little girl inside Big Machine Records. If Scott Borchetta wants to sell his company, he can continue managing it afterward. If he doesn't want to sell, there will be another Small Machine, Good Machine, or Bad Machine Records in Nashville!"


    This wasn't difficult. Taylor Swift hadn't released an album yet. Could a new independent record company compare to the Capet Records that Charles was establishing with a silver spoon? Financially? Manpower?


    Even if Taylor Swift had recorded her album, that small company had no resources for advertising. Capet Records could directly distribute to various TV and radio stations and host various promotional activities.


    Dona Williams understood; the boss had his eyes on the young artist signed by Big Machine Records.


    "Alright, I'll quickly send someone to Nashville to acquire Big Machine Records then!" Since the boss said so, Big Machine Records wouldn't be able to run away.


    After Dona left, Charles thought about Michael Jackson's 50% stake in Sony/ATV Music Publishing, a golden goose. Michael spent over $40 million of cash in the 80s to buy the ATV Music catalog, which had copyrights to over 250 Beatles songs - what a visionary!


    But the decline of traditional records was undeniable. Charles had to look towards online music streaming services.


    Warner Music Group had also IPOed on NASDAQ this year; in Hollywood, the only media group still seriously involved with records was Sony Entertainment.


    Charles didn't plan to spend too much effort on Capet Records, mainly to provide firepower for his film and TV projects.


    However, he couldn't afford to miss a phenomenon like Taylor Swift.


    In the evening, Charles drove Britney Spears to the Capet estate in Beverly Hills.


    Britney asked, "What's on your mind? You seem distracted tonight."


    "Distracted?" Charles smirked. Did she mean it wasn't long enough?


    "No, when does your contract with Sony's Jive Records end?"


    "2007, but talks about renewing it are already underway. Why?" Britney replied.


    Charles frowned and said, "Capet Records has just been officially launched. I want to sign a recording contract with you for three to four albums!"


    Of course, Britney Spears, being America's pop princess, her recording contract wouldn't come cheap.


    Capet Records was a young company, and signing an artist of her stature required significant signing fees.


    "Sure, while I've had a good partnership with Jive since debut, I'd prefer to work with your company!" Britney's carefree reply was supported by her management team, which handled her decisions.


    Charles nodded. With both Britney Spears and Taylor Swift, Capet Records' reputation would undoubtedly rise quickly!


    "Rest assured, I'll give you a substantial signing contract that won't be less favorable than Jive's," Charles smiled, running his hand through the girl's blonde hair.


    "Uh-huh, I trust you. You can discuss it directly with Ms. Capet. I believe in you!"


    "Alright, let's get out of the car," Charles felt confident he could charm Britney so much that even her mom wouldn't recognize her.


    "Want to go on a vacation to Colorado for Christmas? My mom bought a big ranch there, and we can go skiing!"


    "Yeah, sounds good. Let's check it out."


    Evelyn Capet had bought an expansive ranch in Colorado, complete with rivers, valleys, a ski resort, and forests, along with a grand mansion.


    Purchased under the Capet Foundation's name as an investment, the ranch could support 3,500 cattle and 3,500 sheep, and offered hunting, skiing, and other recreational activities.


    Costing almost $30 million, Charles had always wanted an opportunity to visit. Hunting, a healthy and beneficial activity, was a must-try!


  




  Chapter 165: Banque de Paris


  

    Capet Pictures produced and distributed the heartwarming family road comedy Little Miss Sunshine, which turned an $8 million budget into $60 million at the North American box office and over $100 million globally.


    It was another dark horse following the $200 million success of Wedding Crashers in North America. Capet Pictures recovered $45 million just from the box office, while production costs, marketing expenses, and post-release royalties totaled only $20 million.


    Capet Pictures' impressive film production capabilities significantly increased its valuation. Despite high debts, Capet Entertainment remained strong.


    The operation of two major special effects blockbusters, Iron Man and Transformers, attracted significant media attention and discussion. Each blockbuster had a production budget of at least $100 million, with marketing expenses pushing the minimum total to $200 million per film.


    Due to a short-term loan nearing $200 million coming due and the construction of a new headquarters in Burbank, Los Angeles, Charles Capet visited Wall Street to discuss issuing around $500 million in corporate bonds with banks like Banque de Paris and Credit Agricole, which had previously shown interest in Capet Entertainment.


    "Given Capet Pictures' current performance, you shouldn't be short on cash. JPMorgan could continue providing film rights loans," a Banque de Paris representative said as he and Charles sat in a nearby cafe.


    Charles smiled and explained, "The company recently purchased a 35-acre industrial park near the headquarters. We plan to build three major buildings: two 8-story and one 10-story. We're also constructing our own digital studio, on-location facilities for TV and film, and other services.


    The total investment is projected to be at least $100 million, and we may increase our film and TV production and expand our overseas distribution market in the future."


    The Banque de Paris representative smiled. It was clear that more funds would be required no matter what.


    Of course, Charles did not mention Capet Entertainment's investment division's plans to further invest in film and television technology companies like IX, Dolby, and Netflix.


    "According to our research, Hollywood film revenues come from various sources: box office receipts, home video, cable and network TV licensing, international presales, merchandising, derivative products like animation and games, product placements, and other non-theatrical revenues like inflight entertainment," the Banque de Paris representative, who had clearly done his homework, explained.


    "Currently, VHS tapes and DVDs are still the major sources of film revenue!"


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Yes, overall, home video revenue is roughly double box office revenue. However, Capet Entertainment is still not as strong in developing derivative products. Unlike Disneyland and Universal Studios, we don't have our own theme parks to maximize the value of our downstream products.


    Although we acquired Marvel and have toy manufacturing operations, we mainly focus on developing Marvel characters. But I'm considering selling the toy manufacturing business to fully establish brand licensing partnerships with major toy companies like Hasbro or Mattel."


    The Banque de Paris representative nodded and smiled, "Given Capet Pictures' current movie return rates, issuing corporate bonds should easily attract investors. I've also been authorized to strengthen our cooperation with Capet Entertainment in the film and television industry."


    "I'm sure we will," Charles said, getting up to shake hands with the Banque de Paris representative.


    Shortly after, Dona Williams approached Charles at his table, "It looks like Banque de Paris really likes giving loans!"


    Charles smiled. Dona had just escorted the representative out. "Didn't you know? Since the early 20th century, France has been called the 'usury imperialism'?"


    "A country built on usury, lending capitalism is in their bones!"


    Dona nodded, puzzled, "But French capital isn't nearly as strong as U.S. or even German capital nowadays!"


    "Oh, that's because Banque de Paris offers better terms than Deutsche Bank, Citigroup, or Barclays. They just want my Capet Pictures to engage more with the French film and television sector," Charles shrugged. Initially, he preferred German capital.


    But those stiff Germans couldn't understand Charles' romanticism, unlike the efficient French.


    "However, don't we have good relationships with Credit Suisse and Morgan Stanley? They have significant investments in the entertainment industry."


    Charles smiled and replied, "The folks at Banque de Paris aren't as experienced as them, and you know I don't enjoy wasting time chatting with those older guys."


    After finishing, Charles stood up. Dona handed him his coat, which he casually dusted off after putting on.


    "I didn't come to New York just for work. I'm here to attend the Victoria's Secret Fashion Show. Isn't it much better than staying in Los Angeles? Watching all those tall, beautiful Victoria's Secret Angels on the runway."


    Dona Williams stuck out her tongue; no wonder the boss came to New York after only a few days in Los Angeles.


    Indeed, Capet Entertainment had strong momentum now, making it easy to issue corporate bonds. Charles Capet didn't even need to do the persuading himself.


    "Going to the office or heading home?" Dona asked after they got into the business car.


    "Straight home. I really can't stand New York's dreadful weather," Charles said, already thinking about relaxing by the fireplace with a glass of red wine.


    "By the way, I found a sitcom script the TV department received last night, The Big Bang Theory. It's quite good. Capet Television should directly invest in producing this sitcom. I'm sure a TV network will pick it up," Charles said, reclining in his seat. A gem like that couldn't be missed.


    "Sure, I'll notify Phyllis as soon as we get back."


    Charles nodded, still thinking about Martin's novel A Song of Ice and Fire. The old guy was holding tight to the novel rights.


    How could he persuade him? Perhaps teaming up with HBO, Showtime, or Starz to develop it together?


    After all, only these premium channels would invest heavily in developing such a series.


    "Forget it, let's just go home first," Charles muttered, tired of the myriad tasks.


  




  Chapter 166: Victoria's Secret Supermodels


  

    In New York, Manhattan, the annual Victoria's Secret Fashion Show was held at the 69th Regiment Armory.


    Top models from all over the world gathered, showcasing their most perfect appearances.


    Charles sat on the edge of the stage, able to fully appreciate the figures of these Victoria's Secret Angels up close. No wonder Leo only liked Victoria's Secret models under 25.


    Sitting next to Charles was designer Tom Ford, who had left his position as creative director at Gucci and Yves Saint Laurent to create his eponymous brand.


    Tom Ford's brand was established with investment from Charles's Dawn Investments. After negotiations, Dawn Investments now owned 45% of Tom Ford's shares, a 10% increase from the beginning of the year.


    It required significant commercial support to establish a luxury brand covering clothing, makeup, and perfume. Charles saw potential in Tom Ford and was willing to invest.


    "Charles, everyone says your movie The Devil Wears Prada is a satire of Anna Wintour. Is that true?"


    "Oh, who knows, you'd have to ask the book's author Lauren Weisberger which company she interned at, maybe it was Vogue," Charles chuckled.


    For someone like Charles, the editor-in-chief of a fashion magazine was insignificant. Even Karl Lagerfeld, Chanel's chief designer and fashion god, didn't faze him.


    "This year's show is really good. Probably because last year's was canceled," Charles said, watching the runway.


    Gisele Bundchen, Tyra Banks, Heidi Klum, Karolina Kurkova, Alessandra Ambrosio, Raquel Zimmermann, and Adriana Lima, their figures were exceptional.


    Tom Ford laughed, "You'll like the after-party even more; you can interact with the Angels!"


    Charles's eyes lit up. The Victoria's Secret show could also be seen as a draft for rich men, and the after-party was when models showcased their talents.


    Rich men, celebrities, politicians, businessmen - all sorts gathered, developing their own relationships and romances.


    "Hmm, but having Justin Timberlake as a performer this year isn't great. That guy caused quite a scandal at the Super Bowl last year," Charles wasn't too fond of Justin Timberlake, possibly due to Britney Spears.


    It seemed Justin Timberlake was now involved with Cameron Diaz!


    After the show, Charles went directly to the Victoria's Secret Angels' backstage. Adriana Lima, who knew Charles, introduced some basic details about the Victoria's Secret Show to him.


    "We need to sign with Victoria's Secret to be called Angels and wear the wings. Others are just models invited by Victoria's Secret to participate in the lingerie show," Adriana Lima explained patiently, though Charles wasn't particularly interested.


    "No wonder it attracts the attention of countless men!" Charles said, seeing only legs and waists.


    "There's a grand angel party tonight at the Taj Hotel. Charles, will you go? I'll introduce you to the girls; they'll go crazy!" Adriana Lima suggested enthusiastically.


    Charles nodded, hugged Adriana Lima, and then left. The backstage area was too crowded and prying eyes were everywhere.


    He returned to his suite at the luxurious Carlyle Hotel to rest before heading to the Taj Hotel for the party.


    Soon after entering the banquet hall, Adriana Lima, dressed in a sexy backless gown flaunting her perfect figure, found Charles.


    "Charles, I thought you weren't coming!"


    Charles hugged the lady and smiled, "With so many beautiful girls here, how could I not come?"


    "Charles, let me introduce you to some friends," Adriana Lima said, hooking her arm through Charles's and leading him to the other Angels.


    "Gisele Bundchen, Alessandra Ambrosio, and Raquel Zimmermann are all from Brazil," Adriana introduced her compatriots before pointing to another model, "and Karolina Kurkova, from the Czech Republic!"


    Charles smiled and nodded; Karolina Kurkova and Alessandra Ambrosio were definitely his types.


    "Gisele, I think we've met before?" Charles smiled, remembering she used to date Leo.


    Gisele Bundchen nodded, "At this year's Oscar ceremony. I attended, but I guess Mr. Capet didn't notice me!"


    Gisele Bundchen had broken up with Leo, so her chances of appearing in Hollywood might decrease.


    "Oh, I see! But just call me Charles, we're about the same age, no need to be too formal," Charles said kindly.


    "Charles, do you have any advice if we want to branch into acting?" Alessandra Ambrosio, ever the lively one, asked, with the others showing keen interest.


    Charles shrugged, "Opportunities! Create chances to get some screen time, start with small roles; since you have no acting experience, you need to accumulate it first."


    "Charles, let's have a drink!" Adriana Lima saw this as a prime chance to make an impression, actively bringing over glasses of champagne.


    Charles obliged. After a few glasses of champagne with the ladies, they moved on to mingle.


    In less than half an hour, Charles had at least ten contact details in his pocket, from Victoria's Secret Angels to aspiring actresses.


    Watching Charles from afar, Alessandra Ambrosio noticed him tossing a few contacts into the trash.


    "I wonder how many hearts you're breaking?" Alessandra Ambrosio approached, smiling.


    Charles wrapped his arm around her waist, "Should I keep your contact?"


    "I have a better way to contact you!" she whispered in his ear, then led him out of the banquet hall to a room.


    The moment the door closed, they embraced and kissed. Her yellow, sexy evening dress slid off her shoulders.


    "Lima got some screen time in The Devil Wears Prada; can I have a chance too?" she asked, pushing him against the wall and undoing his belt.


    Charles nodded, thinking this was a trivial matter; Victoria's Secret models had plenty of opportunities to be used as eye candy.


    After an hour in the room, Charles left the Taj Hotel with Alessandra Ambrosio and returned to his suite at the Carlyle Hotel.


    As one of the most beautiful Victoria's Secret Angels, Charles planned to fully enjoy his night with the Brazilian supermodel.


  




  Chapter 167: The Acquisition of DreamWorks


  

    While in New York, Charles Capet spent his nights dating two Brazilian supermodels, Adriana Lima and Alessandra Ambrosio, while also squeezing in time to review the screenplays sent to his company.


    In a bar in Manhattan, Charles sat on a sofa with Adriana Lima and Alessandra Ambrosio in his arms.


    "From what you're saying, there are many illegal immigrant models in the New York modeling scene who often don't get paid because they lack visas?" Charles, although aware of the darkness in the modeling industry, was taken aback by how brutal it was compared to Hollywood.


    "Yeah, many young girls from Central America, South America, and Eastern Europe are controlled by agencies after signing contracts. They live in basements and are forced to do things they don't want to," Adriana Lima explained, leaning against Charles, revealing the dark secrets of the modeling world.


    "Many underage models also endure highly intensive work schedules!"


    "Agents, advertisers, designers, photographers - anyone can target models at will, and we can't fight back," Alessandra Ambrosio, who also came from a small town in Brazil, added with a resigned look.


    Charles nodded. Such issues had always existed. The fashion industry was ruthless, and becoming a top model like Adriana Lima and Alessandra Ambrosio was a rarity.


    "I've put in a word with LV. Whenever there are suitable endorsements or ads, you two will be the first they consider," Charles said. Although he wasn't a saint, he wasn't a bad guy either. He believed in giving back.


    As a shareholder of LV, arranging some endorsements or ads was quite simple for Charles, and these two were top names in the modeling world now.


    As for the rest, there wasn't much Charles could do. The modeling industry was a dark chain, sending young, beautiful girls from Russia, Eastern Europe, and Latin America endlessly to Europe and America.


    Alessandra Ambrosio kissed Charles on the cheek and said, "I'll be right back, just heading to the bathroom!"


    While Alessandra was away, Adriana Lima leaned close to Charles's ear and whispered, "Are we going to your place tonight?"


    Charles looked at the stunning Adriana Lima in his arms, then leaned in and began kissing her.


    As the rumored girlfriend of Ronaldo this year, Adriana Lima was smart about managing her career.


    "Let's go back once Alessandra comes back," Charles said softly in her ear as they finished kissing.


    "Sure, we're busy promoting products for Victoria's Secret until Christmas, so we might have to fly to London, Paris, and Milan," Lima explained, hugging Charles's waist.


    "No worries, I'll find time to see you guys!"


    Soon after, Alessandra Ambrosio returned from the bathroom, and Charles left the bar with both women, heading back to his riverside villa.


    ...


    While Charles was enjoying his time in New York, a major event was happening in Hollywood.


    DreamWorks' two major shareholders, David Griffith and Steven Spielberg, ended acquisition talks with NBC Universal due to their continuous hesitation and lowering of the offer price.


    On the other hand, Tom Freston, the new CEO of Viacom, eager to enhance Paramount's production capacity, visited Steven Spielberg's beachfront villa in Santa Monica Palisades with Paramount's chairman Brad Grey.


    Compared to NBC Universal's offer of less than $1 billion, Paramount showed sincerity with a proposal of around $1.4 to $1.6 billion, including the debts.


    To remove the biggest obstacle to the acquisition, Sumner Redstone, the man behind the scenes, supported the idea and even sought investors to take over the live-action film rights from the DreamWorks library.


    With investors' funding, Paramount would retain the distribution rights of DreamWorks' library, aiming to bring Steven Spielberg under their wing.


    Tom Freston and Brad Grey's approach of seeking external funding earned Sumner Redstone's full support. Redstone even personally called Spielberg, praising him as Hollywood's greatest director.


    Meanwhile, NBC Universal was not worried about Paramount's interference. Even with Spielberg, no one would pay more than $1.5 billion for DreamWorks, considering its over $800 million debt.


    At Sumner Redstone's luxurious estate in Beverly Hills, Viacom's chairman Tom Freston and Paramount's chairman Brad Grey were seated opposite the over-eighty-year-old Redstone.


    "Spielberg isn't agreeing to a $1.4 billion offer?" Redstone initially had little interest in acquiring DreamWorks.


    However, Brad Grey saw great potential in Spielberg's production capabilities. Paramount had just exited its joint venture with Universal, and high-quality movies were crucial for enhancing its international distribution system.


    Tom Freston shook his head, "Spielberg is adamant on a minimum of $1.6 billion, including over $800 million in DreamWorks' debt. We need at least $700 million in cash!"


    "Investors are very interested in DreamWorks' 59 live-action movie rights. They are willing to provide the funds, and we at Paramount will have the distribution rights," Brad Grey eagerly explained.


    "Additionally, if we acquire DreamWorks, we will own the distribution rights to DreamWorks Animation until 2012!"


    Sumner Redstone nodded. In his eyes, DreamWorks' biggest value lay in the distribution contract with DreamWorks Animation and Steven Spielberg himself.


    Without investors willing to take over DreamWorks' live-action movie rights, Redstone would never spend such a sum on acquiring DreamWorks.


    Before Paramount's offer, Universal had always been the sole bidder, and NBC Universal's parent company, General Electric, had been frustrated with DreamWorks' high price.


    "Go ahead and complete the deal. Paramount needs to perfect its international distribution system, and high-quality commercial movies are vital," Redstone agreed to the acquisition plan.


    "I hope Spielberg and his DreamWorks won't disappoint me," Redstone said as he stood up, leaning on his cane and heading towards his room.


    Tom Freston and Brad Grey exchanged a relieved look. Convincing Sumner Redstone meant that the DreamWorks acquisition now only hinged on price negotiations.


  




  Chapter 168: Chapter 168


  

    New York, lower Manhattan. Charles Capet was sitting alone in front of the fireplace in his villa, adding more logs to the fire.


    Dona Williams walked in and said, "Mrs. Capet's about to arrive!"


    "Oh, my mom is here in New York too," Charles responded as he tossed two more logs into the fireplace.


    "How are things over in Nashville?"


    "All settled. Scott Borchetta doesn't seem to have any major objections to selling Big Machine Records," Dona Williams quickly answered, understanding what Charles was asking about.


    Charles smiled and said, "Everyone's an adult here, who'd turn down money? Go prepare for my mother's reception this evening."


    Evelyn Capet arrived at her son's place in New York around 3 PM.


    "You've bought quite a few houses now, haven't you?" Evelyn glanced around without much enthusiasm.


    "How many properties do I own?" Charles shook his head and handed his mother a glass of red wine.


    "But the real estate market has cooled down now. It might be a good time to invest. Since I'm frequently in New York, I could buy a few properties in the Upper East Side and Long Island."


    Evelyn smiled and said, "You're concerned about property prices now? I heard you're planning to buy a yacht and a private jet!"


    Charles rubbed his chin and smiled awkwardly, "It's just for convenience and for vacationing!"


    "It's fine, Mom isn't against it. These are pretty normal things. Plenty of Hollywood stars live way more extravagantly than you do," Evelyn said as she sat down next to her son.


    "I've heard you're planning to sign Britney to Capet Records?"


    Charles nodded, "Probably a three to four album deal, around sixty to seventy million dollars should be about right."


    "That's quite high. Britney has already released five studio albums and is pretty popular. Collaborating with you shouldn't be a problem," Evelyn, not wanting to delve into her son's relationship with Britney, assumed it was just typical twenty-somethings being young.


    "This trip to New York, is it because something changed at ETA again?" Charles asked.


    Evelyn shook her head, "No. I now own a 5% stake. This time, I'm here to discuss a collaboration with an investment fund."


    "That's good. We should move into the sports industry, start by acquiring small sports management companies, then slowly expand the business," Charles had also been learning about modeling agencies, noting that the artist management market was quite large.


    "It's not that simple," Evelyn laughed, "But because of Capet Entertainment, I'm quite popular in the entertainment circle. ETA likely took your influence into account when they gave me these shares. But since you're not in Los Angeles, there's been a lot of news about DreamWorks being acquired. Paramount seems very interested in DreamWorks."


    Hearing Evelyn mention DreamWorks, Charles responded calmly, "You've seen Paramount's performance over the past few years. They desperately need a capable film production company to inject some life."


    "Charles, if DreamWorks gets acquired, the only remaining independent film companies in Hollywood will be your Capet Entertainment and Lionsgate," Evelyn sighed, "Lionsgate is at least a publicly traded company. Your Capet Entertainment is too similar to the original DreamWorks."


    "Hah, not at all. Capet Entertainment is solely owned by me. The shareholders of DreamWorks always wanted to line their own pockets. Spielberg directed movies are like Tom Cruise movies, they take so much from the initial film revenue. How could cooperating with them be profitable for any film company?" Charles pouted, genuinely determined to grow Capet Entertainment.


    "True, DreamWorks' current debt is surprisingly more than 800 million," Evelyn admired those three Jewish men for treating DreamWorks like a cash cow.


    "Forget about them. Viacom won't shell out that much money themselves. It would be like Sony's leveraged buyout of MGM back then. There's plenty of hot money on Wall Street now," Charles had been keeping an eye on the real estate market, which had been booming for several years.


    "By the way, is it true that you think the U.S. real estate market is in trouble?" Evelyn was still a bit skeptical.


    "It's getting there. The last quarter of this year didn't see a price increase in real estate, and some banks have already started auctioning off houses from those who can't pay their loans," Charles said, standing up.


    "A writer for one of my company's scripts, Juno, used to be a stripper in Chicago and I heard she bought five houses. She had been leveraging properties, each rising property price easing her pressure. Now, with prices not rising, given her loan interest rates, she couldn't afford the mortgage payments anymore."


    "Oh, what's your point?" Evelyn was a bit confused.


    "My point is, there were too many subprime loans these past few years. Banks packaged these subprime loans into CDSs for sale. As long as prices were rising, it was fine since the value was increasing.


    Now that prices aren't rising, and the Federal Reserve has started a rate hike cycle, what about those subprime borrowers who can't repay their loans? Banks reclaim the houses, but their value doesn't even cover the interest, resulting in bad debts!"


    Charles explained, cupping his hands and then spreading them apart, "It collapses like this. Banks, investment banks, insurance companies, homeowners, and CDS investors all facing a massive crash!"


    "You're making it sound too serious," Evelyn thought Charles was exaggerating.


    "Don't believe those Wall Street brokers. The big profiteers are shifting malignant assets, using complex economic data to deceive investors. They're just looking for a last person to hold these bad debts!


    Even if those Wall Street investment banks go bankrupt and liquidate, it's the common people who suffer," Charles gazed at the fire in the fireplace, his eyes shining, "Wealth, immense wealth. You'll find that many middle and lower class people realize that the value of the houses they mortgaged isn't enough to cover the bank's interest!"


    "Ah, that's really a beautiful view!"


    "Snap," Evelyn slapped her son awake from his reverie, "There you go again. When did you start studying finance?"


    "Forget about any real estate collapse. Mom just wants you to focus on your career and quit mingling with strippers."


    "When did I ever mingle with strippers?"


    "Didn't you just say that writer used to be a stripper?"


    "Gosh, that was just in her bio stating she worked as a stripper after college... it was quick money..."
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    Los Angeles, outside the Pacific Dome Theater on Hollywood Sunset Boulevard, reporters and fans surrounded the red carpet.


    The Johnny Cash's biopic Walk the Line held its premiere tonight. Joaquin Phoenix, Reese Witherspoon, and Robert Patrick, among other main actors, attended the premiere.


    In the theater lounge, Charles was chatting with a blonde girl.


    "Taylor, I heard you write all your songs yourself. That's impressive!"


    Taylor Swift loved country music; otherwise, she wouldn't have moved to Nashville, Tennessee.


    Johnny Cash was a Grammy-level country music singer-songwriter. Since Taylor Swift had joined Capet Music, she and her mother also came to Los Angeles for the movie premiere.


    "I started writing songs when I was a kid, alone in my room after school. Later, when I moved to Nashville with my parents, I met some friends who shared my interests," said Taylor Swift, who, at 16, was already quite tall but still had a bit of baby fat, giving her a cute appearance.


    "But I heard from Scott that Capet Music will support me in releasing an album. I'm so happy! Thank you so much!"


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Everyone says you have great potential. The company has already decided to help you release an album next year."


    "So, I'm working hard to pick the best of my songs," Taylor Swift said, clenching her fist.


    "Do you like country music too?"


    Facing Taylor Swift's eager expression, Charles could only nod. "By the way, I heard you like Britney Spears?"


    "Yes, she's my idol. I have many of her posters and albums..." Taylor Swift's face lit up, but before she could finish, she saw Britney Spears entering the lounge.


    She immediately ran over, "Britney!"


    "You're little Taylor!" Britney Spears gave Taylor Swift a warm hug and then looked at Charles.


    Charles smiled and nodded. "Taylor, your idol is here. Take your time and have a good chat with her!"


    With that, Charles left. He really didn't understand much about music genres like country, pop, jazz, rock, blues, and rap.


    Charles liked music that made money; the more albums sold, the better!


    Anyway, Taylor Swift was transitioning to pop music later on, so a good chat with Britney Spears would be beneficial.


    The producers of Walk the Line, Cathy Konrad and director James Mangold, had invited many musicians to the premiere.


    Johnny Cash's achievements and status in music attracted considerable media attention to his biopic.


    "I believe Joaquin and Reese's performances will amaze everyone; they are outstanding!" Charles didn't hesitate to praise when answering reporters' questions.


    "Charles, do you have confidence in winning Oscars?"


    "Of course, Joaquin and Reese's performances deserve the Oscars. James has delicately recreated Johnny Cash's journey from the depths of despair, with the help of his second wife, to rise again and achieve greatness!" Charles, now faced with reporters, was much more patient than before.


    After answering a few questions and taking some photos, Charles was ready to leave the premiere. Nowadays, Charles' attendance at movie premieres was mostly just showing up.


    In the Mazda RX-7, as soon as Britney Spears sat in the passenger seat, she smiled, "The little girl you found, Taylor Swift, is so cute. She writes so many songs herself. Now she knows the company will help her release an album next year, and she's bursting with excitement!"


    "Excitement is good. She has a unique trait, understanding music deeply at such a young age. She's meant for this," said Charles, as he started the car and headed straight for the Capet estate.


    "Charles, what do you think about Walk the Line?"


    "It's an American-style main theme biopic with high demands on the actors. But I have confidence in Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon," Charles didn't lie. Joaquin Phoenix's acting skills were consistently top-notch.


    As for Reese Witherspoon, the popularity she gained from Legally Blonde wasn't fake. Transforming from a blonde lawyer to a brunette singer was quite a contrast.


    Britney nodded, "I also think the movie is shot very well. I really like it!"


    "Let's see the results after the weekend release," confidence comes from box office numbers.


    ...


    Britney Spears, after taking a shower and changing into a silky, sexy nightgown, walked into the bedroom but didn't find Charles here. She immediately headed towards the nearby study.


    Charles leaned back in his chair, staring at the laptop screen on the table. Currently, the entire Asian market saw Japan as more important than any other part of Asia, and Capet Entertainment had entered the Japanese market even earlier than the UK.


    Capet Pictures had international offices in regions like Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya, responsible for the sales of Capet Pictures' films in Japan.


    "I knew you'd be in the study!" Britney Spears exclaimed as she walked in and saw Charles deep in thought in front of the computer.


    "Oh, something came up?" Charles shook his head, closing the laptop and letting Britney sit on his lap.


    "What do you think about the Japanese music market?" Charles asked while sliding his hand into the girl's nightgown to feel the softness.


    Britney wriggled a bit, allowing Charles a better grip of her chest, and replied, "Japan is probably the strictest country in combating piracy, and the music market is booming with high music consumption. When I was performing in Asia, Japan was my main base."


    Charles nodded. Japan indeed did well in this regard with a strong respect for intellectual property rights. Actually, the most developed countries suffering seriously from piracy were Israel and the United States. The MPAA had to spend a significant amount of resources every year combating pirated resources in the North American market to ensure the studios' legitimate interests.


    "Japan's music market is indeed thriving, but their local music takes up a large share," Britney said while hugging Charles' neck. "Are you planning to enter the Japanese market?"


    "Japanese music market?" Charles laughed and shook his head, "I just want to capture more of Japan's film market. Nowadays, local Japanese films have surpassed Hollywood films in box office revenue. I'm thinking about how to expand Capet Pictures' influence in the Japanese market."


    Britney kissed Charles on the neck a few times, looking puzzled, "I have no idea. When I was in Japan, I did notice that the teen magazines there were very popular, and the manga industry was thriving!"


    "That I know," Charles, of course, was aware of Japan's otaku culture, with its booming manga industry dominating the scene. It seemed they could involve Capet International Pictures' Japan branch in producing manga-adapted films.


    "Charles, it's late, we should go to bed!" Britney was already aroused, constantly teasing Charles with her body.


    "Alright," Charles immediately picked up the sexy beauty in his arms and headed for the bedroom.
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    Walk the Line opened in North America, earning $22 million in its opening weekend and receiving praise from most newspapers and critics. Despite some shortcomings, Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon's excellent performance in this musical biographical film captured the love and spirit of Johnny Cash and his wife.


    However, the most noticeable movie of November, also opening at the same time, was Warner Bros.' Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, with a North American box office of more than one hundred million in its opening weekend.


    In December, there were still Disney's big production The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe and Universal Pictures' monster flick King Kong!


    Director J.J. Abrams, who had just finished filming Mission: Impossible III, also joined the live-action Transformers movie crew.


    The female lead, decided by Charles, was Megan Fox; there was nothing to say about that. The male lead, however, was chosen with more care. In the end, Charles picked Hollywood's rising star Zac Efron, a 19-year-old actor who had just starred in Disney's TV movie High School Musical!


    Handsome men and beautiful women along with the Autobots. In the Transformers series, the Autobots were the main protagonists, with the actors serving as a backdrop to highlight the robots.


    "You have a lot of faith in J.J. Abrams? He's a newcomer, even though he's previously produced excellent series like Lost," Donna Langley had some doubts about J.J. Abrams being able to handle it.


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "Don't worry, he can handle big scenes, and he's also very capable when it comes to storyline. I plan for Transformers to be a series IP, so we need a good storyline to support the subsequent films."


    Donna Langley laughed, "I'm just a bit concerned because we've launched two big production movies at once, and the investment is substantial."


    "It's okay, both Iron Man and Transformers can have significant product placements, and coupled with the development of the toy market, if the box office succeeds, our profits will be substantial," Charles wasn't worried at all, as they had already started issuing corporate bonds.


    Walking to the window, Charles looked at the land not far away where old buildings were being demolished and smiled. By the summer of 2007 at the latest, Capet Entertainment's headquarters would be complete.


    Adjacent to Highway 5 and Riverside Drive, with Griffith Park on the opposite hill, and further away was Universal Studios and the Hollywood sign.


    "IMAX and Dolby are both leaders in future film technology. After raising funds through bonds, we need to increase investments," IMAX was still relatively small as the cost of upgrading to IMAX theaters was high and the number of IMAX films was limited.


    Dolby, on the other hand, was different, with a market value of over $1 billion, leading in audio compression, encoding, and noise reduction technology.


    "IMAX is currently lobbying film companies to develop IMAX 3D movies, striving to improve technology to lower the cost of IMAX theaters. However, Dolby based in San Francisco is indeed worth investing in," Donna Langley also supported investing in film and cinema technology companies.


    Not only reasonable, but also profitable!


    "Alright, let's go to the screening of 300 this afternoon. I've seen the rough cut, and it looks promising," Charles smiled.


    Donna Langley nodded. It was an unconventional new epic war film.


    As the first self-developed Marvel adaptation by Marvel Studios, Iron Man received attention on par with Transformers.


    When Stan Lee and others created the prototype for Tony Stark, they based him on Howard Hughes.


    Howard Hughes, once a Hollywood mogul, stayed in Los Angeles for a long time. Iron Man was also set to be filmed on the West Coast, unlike most heroes filmed on the East Coast.


    Los Angeles, the town of Calabasas west of the San Fernando Valley, is located north of the Santa Monica Mountains and is a small town with many Hollywood celebrities' mansions.


    Scarlett Johansson bought a large mansion in Calabasas this year and invited Charles to celebrate after she moved in.


    In the bedroom, Charles rolled off the sexy Scarlett Johansson with satisfaction. "Have you finished filming that movie in London?"


    Charles was asking about Woody Allen's new film Scoop. Scarlett Johansson, still a bit sweaty, responded, "Yes, it's done. Now I'm filming The Black Dahlia here in Los Angeles."


    Charles hugged the woman's back and smiled, "You look so much like Monroe in this movie. No wonder everyone says you're the second Monroe!"


    Blonde hair, a sexy and voluptuous body, coupled with a beautiful face and styling, The Black Dahlia clearly aimed to make some fuss about the women in it.


    "You men all love to say I'm the second Marilyn Monroe," Scarlett Johansson lay her head on Charles's chest. "But she won the Best Actress at the Golden Globes!"


    "Oh, come on, you're only 21. Maybe you'll win an award in the future. Weren't you already nominated?"


    "Forget it, actresses like me aren't really loved by the critics. But doing a Charlize Theron-style deglam performance? I can't do that either!"


    For Hollywood's sexy actresses, winning awards was indeed tough. The same applied to male stars--those who were too handsome also had a hard time getting Oscar's approval.


    "So, do you have any new ideas about commercial films and art films now?" Charles changed the topic.


    "Of course, I hope to participate in commercial films. They get so much more attention, and though art films are easier to shoot, the pay in commercial films is much higher," Scarlett Johansson's two commercial releases this year, Wedding Crashers and The Island, were one a dark horse and the other a flop.


    "Don't worry, don't lose confidence because of The Island's failure. I'm saving the role of Black Widow in the Marvel Universe for you. When the time comes, men all over the world will fall for you," Charles said, kissing the woman's chest.


    "Yeah, but The Island's production cost was more than $125 million, and it only made $35 million at the North American box office. Overseas, it made $100 million, but with such high costs, it only earned $150 million worldwide," Scarlett Johansson had high hopes for The Island, but reality hit hard.


    "DreamWorks totally screwed up with The Island."


    Hearing Charles mention Marvel Universe's Black Widow, Scarlett Johansson looked up at him and smiled, "Haven't you been keeping up with Capet Pictures' entertainment news lately?"


    "What news? Right now, Transformers is in tight preparation, and Iron Man is already building its set. It'll start shooting next month. What news could my company have?" Charles was confused.


    Scarlett Johansson sat up with great interest, not minding her body being exposed in front of Charles.


    "Well, many newspapers are saying that Marvel Studios' $100 million budget for Iron Man could lead to another bankruptcy if it fails," Scarlett Johansson said while gesturing.


    "Charles Capet spending over $2 billion to acquire Marvel was the biggest mistake!"


    Charles was momentarily stunned, then laughed, "Looks like they really don't believe in Iron Man, huh?"


    "Following the flop of Universal's Hulk, it's hard not to," Scarlett Johansson shrugged.


    "That's interesting. What about Warner Brothers' reboot of Superman Returns? It went through several directors and scripts, and the final cost exceeded $200 million. Why aren't they skeptical of Warner Brothers' Superman Returns?" Charles was a bit unhappy. Why the skepticism towards Iron Man?


    Scarlett Johansson leaned closer, whispering comfortingly, "DC's Superman is world-famous. Marvel's Iron Man? He's a B-list character in the Marvel lineup. But I trust you. I believe this Iron Man movie will definitely bring a fresh and enjoyable experience for everyone!"


    "Thank you," Charles smiled. Honestly, the only Marvel heroes who could compete with DC's Superman and Batman would be Spider-Man with his influence.


    Marvel Comics' promotion couldn't compare to DC Comics at the time. If it weren't for the Spider-Man series developed by Sony and the X-Men series by 20th Century Fox, Marvel's popularity wouldn't have grown so much.


    Just based on DC's Superman and Batman, either character could overshadow all of Marvel. Spider-Man could only be third behind Superman and Batman.


    "This can't be helped. Marvel Comics used to be formidable too, but after Warner Bros bought DC, their promotion significantly strengthened. Marvel went through bankruptcy and reorganization before selling many of their characters, so of course they can't compare to Warner-backed DC!"


    Charles was frustrated. The ace hero Spider-Man was in Sony's hands, and the next biggest, the X-Men, were with 20th Century Fox.


    "Just wait. When Iron Man is released the year after next, they'll see what a bright future I've set for Marvel," Charles said, putting his hands behind his head and staring at the ceiling.


    "These guys are just waiting to see me bankrupt. But even if Marvel Studios' Iron Man fails, Capet Pictures can still recoup the losses with other films. From the first My Big Fat Greek Wedding in '02, haven't they noticed I haven't had a single failure since? If they can't see this kind of achievement, it's no wonder they only gossip about entertainment news!"


    "Haha," Scarlett Johansson laughed softly, "Alright, I know you're awesome."


    With that, Scarlett Johansson straddled Charles again.
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    Los Angeles, Burbank, Charles Capet arrived at his office early in the morning, specifically to check some newspapers' entertainment and business sections.


    The entertainment section of the Los Angeles Times had a critic who was not optimistic about Iron Man, speculating that if Iron Man failed, Capet Entertainment would directly abandon Marvel.


    Variety and Empire magazine also had filmmakers expressing doubts about Iron Man, a second-tier character from Marvel Comics.


    However, Charles was not worried about the outside skepticism of Marvel Studios under the control of Capet Pictures; he was currently more concerned with the slimming plans being carried out by various Hollywood media conglomerates.


    Since the 90s, a wave of mergers between media conglomerates and telecommunications companies in Europe and America had created a number of diversified media empires spanning the world.


    Television stations, publishing companies, film companies, record companies, chain theaters, advertising companies, etc. had all started their slimming plans in recent years.


    After the merger of Time Warner and AOL, they split again and even sold off Warner Music Group, CD and DVD production companies, and Time Warner's book publishing company last year and this year to recover capital.


    Viacom split up and sold off its shares in Blockbuster Video, Simon & Schuster publishing company, and so forth.


    Disney also sold off over 400 chain stores in North America this year.


    It was clear that the early process of diversified development in media conglomerates, characterized by widespread and varied business strategies, faced challenges.


    Although the diversified development of groups indeed brought benefits in integrating internal resources, it also increased human resource costs. The coordination of internal resources to serve the interests of individual subsidiaries posed difficulties.


    Nonetheless, diversification remained an overarching trend, as long as the industry positioning was well managed.


    Hollywood media conglomerates now mainly abandoned industries like manufacturing, publishing, and chain stores, yet retained their supply chains, magazines, and media channels.


    However, Capet Entertainment was still relatively small in scale, especially in cable TV, interactive broadcasting, and news media, it was just an infant.


    The Huffington Post was currently the first political website controlled by Capet Entertainment. Even though they knew that print media was declining, newspapers were still crucial news mediums.


    "Boss," Phyllis Jones knocked and entered Charles' office, seeing him flipping through newspapers with some confusion.


    "What are you looking for? Let me help!"


    Charles shook his head and arranged the newspapers in front of him, then asked, "What's up?"


    "Oh, the application for Iron Man to shoot at Edwards Air Force Base has been approved. The crew will directly enter the base for filming."


    The Edwards Air Force Base was located in California, 150 kilometers from Los Angeles, on a dried-up lake bed in the desert. It was the largest air force base in the U.S. and worldwide!


    "Okay, both Iron Man and Transformers are critical projects for us right now; they need a lot of high-tech weaponry and large-scale scenes. Having support from the Department of Defense will save us a lot of trouble," Charles replied. "Anyway, the U.S. has so much military funding each year, with a lot of corruption. Supporting Hollywood also comes with dedicated funds."


    Phyllis Jones nodded and added, "Our films Little Miss Sunshine and Walk the Line have gotten excellent reviews in the independent film circles. They are strong contenders for the Oscars."


    "If Little Miss Sunshine gets a nomination, we need to release the DVDs then. Walk the Line's theatrical run will continue into next year. Remind the producers and directors to attend more film promotional events. To win an Oscar, we can't slack on promotion," Charles said, though he was really focused on the Coen Brothers' No Country for Old Men, which would be released next month.


    Little Miss Sunshine and Walk the Line were excellent as well; post-nomination, both theatrical releases and DVD sales would significantly benefit.


    Charles thought for a moment and then reminded, "Keep an eye on Lionsgate's Crash, which focuses on America's long-standing issue of racial discrimination. And it's doing well at the box office, grossing $54 million in North America alone, nearly reaching $100 million with international sales. Lionsgate waited until this year to release Crash in the U.S., and now it has both critical acclaim and box office success. It's definitely an Oscar Best Picture contender."


    Phyllis Jones understood, "Boss, you suspect Lionsgate will ramp up its Oscar campaigning because they haven't won a Best Picture award yet!"


    "Pretty much. I don't mind other companies campaigning for Oscars; I just don't want situations like Miramax's malicious slander and blackmail from before. I can't tolerate such cowardly tactics. If Lionsgate tries Harvey Weinstein's tricks, I'll lose it," Charles stated.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, understanding that the warmly therapeutic family film Little Miss Sunshine was also a strong Oscar Best Picture candidate.


    Moreover, Capet Pictures had another critically acclaimed film, No Country for Old Men, undergoing test screenings before its public release next month.


    Phyllis Jones realized that her boss was aiming for the Best Picture award this year!


    "Also, there's news from France that the preparations for La Vie en Rose are going smoothly. Filming should start within the next two months," Phyllis Jones reminded.


    Charles rubbed his face, "So, it looks like we'll release it the year after. What's the producer's take?"


    "Since it's a romance, the producer believes that releasing it on Valentine's Day will have great promotional value!" said Phyllis Jones as she began to massage Charles' head.


    "Boss, didn't you rest well last night?"


    Charles had been up late with Scarlett Johansson, there was no way he slept well.


    "Valentine's Day, that's reasonable. It could work well for the promo. After releasing in France, we can expand to the rest of Europe," Charles didn't worry much about such details, confident his distribution team had plenty of ideas.


    "Alright, go make me an espresso," he said, patting the woman's shapely butt a few times.


    Both Phyllis Jones and Dona Williams maintained their figures well with plenty of exercise!


    "Okay!" Phyllis Jones complied obediently. Good secretaries like her were rare indeed.
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    On the sofa in the lounge of the Four Seasons Hotel Beverly Hills, Harvey Weinstein was talking about a new movie with Renee Zellweger, Russell Crowe, and Ben Affleck.


    "Harvey, our movie, Cinderella Man, was released this summer. Last year's Best Picture Oscar went to a boxing film, Million Dollar Baby, so our chances of winning this year aren't great." Cinderella Man was developed by Miramax in collaboration with Universal, starring Russell Crowe and Renee Zellweger.


    Originally, Cinderella Man was planned to be released during Christmas 2004 but was postponed to this summer.


    However, now that Harvey Weinstein had left Miramax and Disney, he wasn't too concerned about Miramax's previous projects anymore.


    Harvey Weinstein nodded, "The reviews for Cinderella Man aren't good. It's hard to compete for Best Picture this year!"


    Cinderella Man had a production cost of $88 million but only grossed $100 million worldwide, a commercial flop.


    "Now that Miramax isn't the same as when I was managing it, Disney won't value it much either!"


    "Harvey, I'm directing a movie, Gone Baby Gone, in collaboration with Miramax. Can we transfer it to your current company, The Weinstein Company?" Ben Affleck had always aspired to be a director. Although he had directed two movies before, they hadn't been released in theaters.


    Gone Baby Gone was different; Miramax intended to release it theatrically.


    "No way, you and Miramax already signed a contract. Unless I buy the script back from Miramax," Harvey Weinstein said. He had only left Miramax this year, but he had already been preparing many projects there, so he couldn't take them all with him.


    The Weinstein brothers managing to take Dimension Films with them was already a significant feat; the Miramax projects were untouchable.


    Renee Zellweger, sitting on Harvey Weinstein's lap, spoke up, "Harvey, now that you've established The Weinstein Company and focused on independent films, more people will thank you at the Oscars in the future!"


    Renee Zellweger had risen to fame through Bridget Jones's Diary and then starred in Chicago and Cold Mountain. She was now a popular actress.


    Especially with the Best Actress Oscar nomination for Chicago and earning the same fee as lead actress Nicole Kidman in Cold Mountain as a supporting actress, she couldn't have done it without Harvey Weinstein's support.


    "Haha, I will make The Weinstein Company restore Miramax's glory. There aren't many independent film companies that impress me nowadays," Harvey said confidently, feeling buoyed by the support from Merrill Lynch.


    "Capet Pictures has been doing well these past few years. Both Little Miss Sunshine and Walk the Line have been successful at the box office this year, and they've also been well received in the independent film circle," Ben Affleck reminded, as he was an actor under ETA and familiar with Evelyn Capet in a senior position.


    "Charles Capet!" Harvey Weinstein recalled the unpleasant encounter he had with Charles Capet at the Oscar backstage bar.


    Shaking his head, he said, "Capet Pictures is now playing the big studio game with commercial blockbusters. Have you seen DreamWorks trying to save itself by selling?"


    Russell Crowe and Ben Affleck knew that there had been some unpleasantness between Charles Capet and Harvey Weinstein, but they didn't know the details.


    Given Charles Capet's current status and financial power in Hollywood, it wasn't something that Hollywood actors could casually discuss.


    Even the notoriously hot-tempered "bad boy" Russell Crowe wouldn't readily speak up, as he knew it could easily be spread around.


    Plus, during the summer, Russell Crowe had been detained by the police in New York for assaulting someone, leaving a record.


    "Alright, this is a business cocktail party. There are plenty of beautiful girls here. Everyone, go find your prey," Harvey Weinstein said, patting Renee Zellweger on his lap, and also prepared to look for fresh faces.


    Ben Affleck, known for his "butter hands" in Hollywood, was often hitting on actresses and frequently called escorts, much like Russell Crowe, being labeled "bad boys."


    He exchanged a knowing smile with Russell Crowe and headed to the center of the party.


    Upon entering the ballroom, Harvey Weinstein began searching for his prey and suddenly noticed the sexy and glamorous Jessica Alba.


    It appeared that Jessica Alba was interested in starring as the lead in The Weinstein Company's indie movie Awake.


    And, Dimension Films had just worked with her on Sin City. Jessica Alba's sexiness had left a deep impression on Harvey Weinstein, so he happily approached her for a chat.


    "Jessica, you look stunning tonight!"


    "Oh, Mr. Weinstein, good evening!"


    Harvey Weinstein nodded and glanced at Jessica Alba a few more times, then smiled, "Just call me Harvey. I heard you auditioned for the lead role in Awake?"


    Jessica Alba nodded. Having recently become a star with Fantastic Four, she was eager to transition and no longer just be a simple trophy actress.


    The lead role in a thriller like Awake was what Jessica Alba needed. "Yes, I auditioned. Just waiting for the reply!"


    "Awake is a thriller about a protagonist who hears doctors planning to murder him while awake on the operating table; the film has depth, and the role demands a lot from the actor. You've read the script, right?" Harvey Weinstein said with a wise expression.


    Jessica Alba nodded, "I've read it carefully and analyzed the character's psychology..."


    "Not bad, but not enough," Harvey interrupted Jessica Alba, saying casually, "This role requires a good talk. Come to my room later, and we can seriously discuss the script and the character. The Four Seasons Hotel has my suite, and I often talk scripts there. Charlize Theron and Salma Hayek have both done this."


    Jessica Alba, not being naive, thought to herself: a script discussion in a hotel suite? Charlize Theron is an Oscar winner now, and Salma Hayek has been nominated for Best Actress.


    "Harvey, we could talk about the script at the company, too, with my agent..."


    Harvey Weinstein impatiently waved his hand to stop Jessica Alba, "You don't want to be just a pretty face, right? Think carefully!"
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    Charles drove his Cayenne to the Four Seasons Hotel in Beverly Hills for a small business cocktail party. Normally, such events didn't interest him.


    However, Jessica Alba had suddenly called him, sounding a bit urgent. Charles thought that he hadn't seen her in a while, so it wouldn't hurt to catch up.


    Upon entering the banquet hall, he waved away the young girls who eagerly approached to greet him and headed straight for Jessica Alba.


    "What's up? What happened?" He noticed that Jessica looked quite stunning that night.


    "Charles, I just ran into Harvey Weinstein here. He said Weinstein Company is developing a movie, Awake, and that I would be perfect for it. But he wants me to go to his room tonight to discuss the script?" Jessica quickly explained the situation.


    "Ha, discussing a script in a hotel room?" Charles shook his head with a smile. "You've been in the industry long enough to know what that means."


    "I...," Jessica obviously knew what it implied. She whispered, "But I'm afraid to offend Harvey Weinstein!"


    "Come on, it's just a bad movie. What good films can the Weinstein Company, which only started this year, even produce?"


    Charles put his arm around Jessica, and they left the banquet hall together, catching the attention of others at the event.


    In the car, Charles decided to take Jessica to his beachfront villa in Santa Monica Palisades.


    "What were you thinking? Do you really want to be in that Weinstein movie? Fantastic Four has made more than 300 million globally. You're quite famous now. You don't lack opportunities!"


    Jessica, sitting in the passenger seat, sighed, "But all the producers and directors only want me to be the sexy eye candy in their movies. I'm afraid I won't go far if that's all I'm known for."


    How did Fantastic Four turn out? Jessica was also used as a beautiful trophy in that movie.


    "Awake is a thriller suspense drama. All I can get are teen romance and sexy roles. Now that I've gained some fame from Fantastic Four, I thought it might be time to change my image. My agent also supports this. After all, I'm about to be typecast as a sexy woman. They only think of me for sexy roles!"


    Charles found Jessica's reasoning to make sense. She was indeed clear-headed. He knew that Jessica had tried to transition to drama roles in the past few years but had failed each time.


    After trying different things, Jessica still ended up playing sexy roles in movies. Starting her own company simply gave her another title.


    Charles chuckled and said, "Actually, being a perennial eye candy in Hollywood isn't bad. Movies like Fantastic Four are pretty successful, right? The production companies make money, and actors like you gain fame."


    Actors like Jessica Alba and Megan Fox were typical eye candy. There wasn't much to say about their acting skills. Their value lay in their beautiful faces and sexy bodies that attracted male viewers in films.


    Jessica laughed along with Charles. She had always accepted her role as a sexy actress. At least there would always be roles suitable for her, and she wouldn't be out of work. However, now that she had acquired some fame, it was natural for her to have new aspirations.


    "Actually, I don't mind sexy roles. I can portray sexy and beautiful characters in movies. I just want to try something different because I enjoy acting."


    Charles admired Jessica for having principles. She had a rule against nudity in movies, which he appreciated. Sexy, attractive, and teasing were all acceptable, but she had boundaries.


    "We're here. Let's go in and have some coffee," Charles said when they arrived at his beachside villa in Santa Monica. He led Jessica inside.


    At that moment, in a suite at the Four Seasons in Beverly Hills, Harvey Weinstein was enjoying a massage from his assistant and listening to a report.


    "Jessica Alba just left the hotel with Charles Capet?" Harvey Weinstein sat up, looking displeased.


    "Yes, Mr. Capet spoke with Jessica Alba, and they left the party together," the assistant responded while trying to escape Weinstein's wandering hands.


    Harvey nodded and then commanded, "Bring up that girl named Jennifer Siebel. She just got into Hollywood and is looking for roles!"


    Although Jennifer Siebel was already 31, she was a Stanford graduate with an interest in film and directing. She had made social documentaries and had small roles in some TV shows and movies.


    "Yes, sir," the assistant quickly left the room to fetch Jennifer Siebel.


    Shortly after, Jennifer Siebel arrived at Harvey Weinstein's suite, led by the assistant, and found the Hollywood mogul lounging in a bathrobe on the sofa.


    "Mr. Weinstein, your assistant said you wanted to discuss a role with me?" Jennifer Siebel spoke nervously but mustered up the courage to ask.


    "Come, sit," Harvey patted the seat beside him, "I do want to talk."


    The assistant quickly exited the room after giving Jennifer a look, leaving her alone with Weinstein.


    After Jennifer sat down, Harvey put his hand on her thigh and bluntly said, "In Hollywood, you have to exchange sex for roles. Understand?"


    "Mr. Weinstein, I..." Jennifer pushed his hand away, intending to leave, having naively thought that such a big shot would have a suitable role for her.


    Harvey pulled Jennifer close and said, "Do you know what happens if you offend me? I can end your career. But if you comply, you can keep your job! In Hollywood, you must pay to get what you want. Understand that."


    "But, I..." Jennifer was at a loss. For small-time actresses like her, Harvey Weinstein was a towering figure.


    Without hesitation, Harvey pinned Jennifer down and started kissing her, not wanting to waste time on such a small player.


  




  Chapter 174: Chapter 174


  

    In the warm bathtub, Charles Capet held and kissed Jessica Alba, a Latina known for her remarkable figure.


    After the passionate moments, Jessica Alba leaned into Charles' embrace and asked, "Will Harvey Weinstein give me trouble later?"


    Charles shook his head and laughed, "Trouble? Worst case, we just don't work with him. Besides, you have plenty of resources right now."


    "But I left without answering him tonight. Will it be okay?" Jessica was still worried about Harvey Weinstein's influence and potential retaliation.


    "When I took you away, it wasn't like nobody saw it. Word will quickly reach Harvey Weinstein," Charles said, not taking it seriously. "Him giving you trouble? Making other producers or directors avoid working with you? How much power does Weinstein really have now?"


    "Relax, you left with me tonight. In the future, you won't have to enter a room alone to talk scripts," Charles reassured her.


    Jessica Alba nodded; this was like being tagged by Charles Capet. Unless she willingly wanted to, she could use Charles Capet as a defense.


    "He even said that Charlize Theron and Salma Hayek got their success because they agreed to him!" Jessica brought up another matter.


    "This fat guy seems to love using those two as examples," Charles laughed. Only they knew the truth.


    Charlize Theron was already an Oscar-winning actress now, and Salma Hayek was also a household name in North America!


    After all, Charlize Theron was initially just a Hollywood sex symbol, and she played a similar role in Miramax's Two Days in the Valley. As for Salma Hayek, back in 2001, when Charles had just arrived, there were a lot of reports about Salma Hayek being harassed by Harvey Weinstein during the filming of Frida.


    Frida was a movie invested and distributed by Miramax, and as a Mexican, Salma Hayek was very dedicated to playing the famous Mexican painter Frida Kahlo in the biographical film.


    Jessica Alba kissed Charles on the cheek several times and said, "I heard there was a special audition room at the Four Seasons Hotel for Harvey Weinstein!"


    Charles shook his head, "Who knows how many actresses or female workers this fat guy has played with in Hollywood over the years."


    "That's Hollywood for you; many actresses are willing to exchange their bodies for roles," Jessica Alba, despite her young age, knew well enough about the industry after a few years.


    "But this guy always wants it for free. He uses lawyers to sign confidentiality agreements or threatens with career destruction," Charles couldn't bear it. At least, play fair and give the promised resources after.


    Otherwise, with a body and face like a pig, those young, beautiful girls would never willingly offer themselves.


    Jessica Alba laughed and whispered in Charles' ear, "So, am I considered a victim of unspoken rules with you now?"


    "What do you think? You seem to enjoy it," Charles said as he embraced her tightly, kissing again. Soon, waves of water spilled out of the bathtub.


    After bathing, they returned to the bedroom and lay on the bed.


    Honey showcased Jessica Alba's sexy and dynamic energy, and her performance in this movie led to her role as the Invisible Woman in Fantastic Four.


    "20th Century Fox signed a trilogy contract with us. Do you think we can complete all three Fantastic Four movies?" she asked.


    "The second one is already set. With the results of the first one, there will definitely be a third," Charles was quite interested in comic book character adaptations.


    Next year, 20th Century Fox would release X-Men: The Last Stand, and Spider-Man 3 would come out in 2007. Meanwhile, Capet Entertainment would be releasing Iron Man.


    Charles, holding Jessica Alba, looked at the ceiling and pondered. He highly valued Marvel. It was a treasure trove of IP for Capet Entertainment in Hollywood. Every time he thought about Disney without Marvel in the future, he felt a certain pleasure.


    Jessica Alba's experiences were just a small, unnoticed part of Hollywood, but she had the backing of Charles Capet. Meanwhile, Charles was also attracted to Jessica Alba's body, showing no concern for Hollywood's rules.


    After all, Charles Capet himself benefitted as part of the upper echelon. And, changing it wasn't possible.


    Harvey Weinstein was just one among countless others in Hollywood and other industries.


    ...


    Matrix Pictures' release Hostel earned $47 million in North America and grossed $82 million globally.


    Released on Halloween, Saw III achieved $80 million in North America and a worldwide gross of $164 million, making the Saw series an enviable development for Matrix Pictures.


    "Thriller, horror, and gore B-movies always surprise," Charles remarked, sitting in his office chair, putting down a report.


    "Boss, these low-budget films, while crude, can yield unexpected box-office results if made well. Mostly because of your sharp eye!" Phyllis Jones flattered, bringing a delicious cup of espresso.


    "Well said!" Charles smiled. After all, the secretary knew how to flatter.


    "Horror films and gore flicks either focus on story and atmosphere or visuals. But current horror and gore films always feature sexy young women," Charles mused, sipping his coffee. 


    Add crocodiles, piranhas, giant snakes, or sharks with some bikini-clad beauties, and you instantly have a horror film.


    "Boss, monsters and beauties are a formula in horror. The contrast between a beautiful woman's scream and an ugly monster is unmatched," Phyllis Jones, having spent considerable time with Charles, had learned a bit about movies.


    Charles nodded. However, such fringe B-movies could only supplement mainstream films; he didn't want to follow Lionsgate's path.


  




  Chapter 175: Capet Ranch


  

    As December arrived, large-scale releases of major studios' commercial films were not the only thing hitting the theaters; quite a number of art films also premiered, aiming for the Oscars.


    First, Disney's children's fantasy blockbuster The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe opened in over 3,600 theaters across North America, grossing over $65 million in its opening weekend.


    Since Disney's adaptation of the pirate fantasy film Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl raked in at the box office, Disney seemed filled with confidence in commercial fantasy blockbusters.


    After obtaining the adaptation rights for The Chronicles of Narnia, ambitious Disney announced plans to develop a series of seven movies to compete with Warner Bros.' globally renowned Harry Potter series.


    The success of the first film, The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, further boosted Disney's confidence.


    A week later, Universal Pictures' monster movie reboot King Kong, directed by Peter Jackson with a massive $200 million production budget, opened in 3,600 theaters in North America, garnering $50 million at the North American box office!


    Meanwhile, Capet Pictures' No Country for Old Men also began to release on a small scale in North America. The promotion strategy for art films naturally differed from commercial ones.


    Once released, No Country for Old Men received widespread acclaim. The number of theaters showing it started to grow, with many critics considering it the Coen brothers' best film to date.


    Veteran critic Roger Ebert stated, "No Country for Old Men is shockingly beautiful and lonely. It's a miracle this film was made."


    CNN's special editor Tom Charity commented, "No Country for Old Men is a flawless artistic work. It provides a steadfast reflection on cultural degeneration and might be the most satisfying American movie of the year so far."


    The Hollywood Reporter praised the film's violence aesthetics, saying, "No Country for Old Men's violence aesthetics go beyond visual pleasure. It uses a critique of death to examine society, guiding audiences to contemplate the roots of violence."


    No matter how good a movie might be, there were always some dissatisfied voices; it wasn't all positive reviews.


    Hollywood screenwriter Jonathan Romney expressed his disapproval of No Country for Old Men: Although the film was expertly made, it felt hollow in terms of substance, failing to fully present McCarthy's concerns about American societal conditions as depicted in the novel.


    However, it didn't matter anymore. By late December, No Country for Old Men was being shown in over 1,000 theaters.


    Taking advantage of the Christmas period, Charles also took Britney Spears to the newly purchased large ranch near Glenwood Springs, Colorado, for a vacation.


    Situated around 6,400 feet above sea level, this ranch was named Capet Ranch, just an hour's drive from the ski resort town of Aspen. Surrounded by public green space, the ranch featured steams, ponds, intersecting green valleys, and rolling hills covered with lush trees.


    A luxurious mountain villa was located near the valley at the foot of the mountains, surrounded by spruces, offering direct views of the snowy mountain slopes and valley scenery.


    "Miss Capet has great taste. This ranch is not only beautiful but also huge!" Britney Spears, wrapped in nothing but a blanket, walked over to Charles to admire the snowy mountain view outside.


    Charles nodded, hugging Britney's shoulders with a smile, "It is quite big, but it's mainly valleys and hills. The water resources are abundant, and my mom leased it to a ranch company. She doesn't have time to manage it herself."


    If managed personally, it would be best developed into a tourist spot for skiing, hunting, and other outdoor activities.


    Nevertheless, the current operators of Capet Ranch also offered hunting and other outdoor activities since the entire ranch spanned acres!


    Charles shook his arms a bit, feeling sore. Given the warmth inside, he was topless at that moment.


    "Heh, ever since we got here, it's like you've been on a battlefield, never letting go of your guns. The coach even said you need to adapt gradually," Britney Spears kneaded Charles' arm.


    "How many bullets have you shot in these three days? I bet even you lost count!"


    Charles laughed awkwardly. What man could resist the allure of firearms? He completely let loose here.


    Besides pistols, he played with all kinds of models, from submachine guns and automatic rifles to sniper rifles. He was satisfied, but his arms paid the price.


    "These next two days, I won't go hunting or visit the shooting range. Let's just stay in the villa or enjoy the scenery from the cabin nearby, okay?"


    As Charles spoke, he hugged Britney from behind. She wrapped the blanket around both of them.


    "Really? You won't even look at the long guns and short guns in your storeroom?" Britney teased, "Remember how excited you were playing with the guns the first day? You didn't even want to sleep."


    "Hey, that was my first time seeing so many real weapons after having them prepared. I was really excited," Charles chuckled.


    "Every man has this love for firearms!"


    Britney turned around and gave Charles a kiss, then asked, "So, what's the deal with you and that Hollywood actress Jessica Alba from a few days ago?"


    "The papers say you two are involved!"


    Charles immediately took Britney's breasts with both hands and whispered in her ear, "That's just gossip. At that party, Harvey Weinstein was bothering her, so I took her away. You know how bad Weinstein's reputation is in Hollywood!"


    By now, Charles could lie without batting an eye.


    "Really?" Britney, who had hardly spent quality time with Charles because he was busy hunting and shooting, felt a little hot with his teasing.


    Charles nodded, "You know what Hollywood reporters are like!"


    Britney Spears, who had been chased and besieged by paparazzi, deeply despised those unscrupulous reporters.


    "Yeah," Britney didn't ask further and directly turned to kiss Charles proactively, her hand reaching for Little Charles.


    Soon, Charles laid Britney on the thick carpeted floor, as the cold winter snow outside the villa did nothing to affect the warm, spring-like atmosphere inside.


    Swiftly enough, the room was filled with the sounds of America's sweetheart Britney gasping.


  




  Chapter 176: PR Strategies


  

    After spending Christmas at the ranch in Colorado, Charles returned to Los Angeles with Britney Spears.


    Britney had to go to Las Vegas for a New Year's Eve concert, and Charles needed to attend the company's internal New Year budget meeting.


    At Santa Monica Airport in Los Angeles, Britney hugged and kissed Charles for a bit. "Honey, let's go back there to cool off next summer. You can stay at the shooting range all day!"


    "We've had enough fun these past few days. Are you heading to Las Vegas now?"


    Britney nodded, "I'm heading back to Thousand Oaks first, then going straight to Las Vegas tomorrow. Wanna come with me?"


    Charles shook his head with a smile, "The company is planning something big for this year's Oscars. I need to make some arrangements!"


    "Alright, remember to call me," Britney said reluctantly.


    Every year-end period was the time for all movie creators to vie for awards, making it the busiest time for all PR companies.


    TV stations, newspapers, magazines, promotional events, and celebrity parties - all were filled with the presence and ads of various stars.


    Capet Pictures' No Country for Old Men, Little Miss Sunshine, and Walk the Line, three well-received films, all garnered attention.


    At the Marmont Castle Hotel in West Hollywood, elegantly dressed Hollywood men and women danced in the ballroom, with small groups chatting and laughing.


    Charles and Donna Langley were chatting with Ryan Kavanaugh, the head of the new movie investment company in Hollywood, Relativity Media.


    As one of the co-investment representatives, Relativity Media announced the establishment of the Gun Hill Road Phase 1 fund, investing $400 million in Sony Pictures for 11 films, covering 40% of production costs. They also invested $200 million in Universal Pictures for 6 films, covering 50% of production costs.


    "Both Thomas Tull from Legendary Entertainment and Ryan Kavanaugh from Relativity Media want to change the landscape of Hollywood," Charles said, watching Ryan Kavanaugh walk away. "Even with Wall Street's private equity support, Hollywood isn't shallow water."


    Compared to Thomas Tull's resume, Ryan Kavanaugh fell short. A person with a record of securities fraud could even convince Wall Street private equity to support his Hollywood venture!


    Donna Langley laughed, "As long as he can bring capital to Hollywood, he will be respected and welcomed in Hollywood!"


    "This is just the Phase 1 fund. There might be Phase 2 or Phase 3 funds soon. Relativity Media seems to have quite a few supporters," Charles chuckled. Now, all six major studios had their own co-investment companies.


    "Paramount announced the acquisition of DreamWorks for a total value of $1.6 billion just days ago. Sony and Universal couldn't wait to announce their cooperation funds," Donna continued. "Paramount acquired DreamWorks with $775 million in cash plus taking in DreamWorks'  $825 million in debt, making it the hottest topic in Hollywood."


    "DreamWorks, Paramount!" Charles had known this for a while, but hearing it now still felt surreal.


    "What does NBC Universal feel about losing its prey to Paramount?"


    Donna Langley paused, then grinned, "What could they feel? It's all a capital game. Will Spielberg give up his interests for sentiment?"


    "Also, Stacey Snider resigned from her position as head of Universal Pictures. Now, Universal's production department is headed by Marc Shmuger and David Linde," Donna Langley, who had been with Universal for several years, had some inside information.


    "Stacey Snider also agreed to take over as president of DreamWorks, helping Steven Spielberg manage and run the studio!"


    Charles took a sip of his drink, eyes deep and sharp, "I've always thought Spielberg is somewhat sentimental. With DreamWorks independent, he could call the shots; now bound by Paramount's higher-ups, their cooperation might not be as smooth."


    Donna Langley shrugged, "So what? DreamWorks needs Paramount's green light for funding, even if it has the right to develop films independently. Power is gained through box office success. If Spielberg wants to continue developing his films freely and get Paramount to willingly fund them, he must show results!"


    "True," Charles grinned. After all, the $775 million in cash for acquiring DreamWorks mainly came from Paramount, which had mortgaged DreamWorks' live-action film rights to Wall Street's Solos Strategic Partners for cash flow.


    In name, Paramount gained the backing of Hollywood's top director Steven Spielberg.


    In profit, Paramount gained distribution rights to DreamWorks' animation and live-action films.


    "Charles, our No Country for Old Men has been highly praised. Getting Oscar nominations for Best Picture along with Little Miss Sunshine shouldn't be hard. This No Country for Old Men also has a theme that academy voters like - human nature," Donna Langley continued. In No Country for Old Men, the Coen brothers explored the theme of "human nature" through a violent event in a desolate desert.


    Academy voters loved themes that explored human emotions - freedom, democracy, universal love, charity, self-pursuit, and empathy and awakening of minority and marginalized groups.


    In short, besides showcasing American themes and the spirit of the times, it reflected human nature's attitude in a land of freedom.


    Charles nodded, "If Capet Pictures wins its first Oscar for Best Picture, that would be great. Go ahead, you have my full support!"


    Donna Langley nodded, as the Oscar PR battle was about to officially start.


    They would heavily promote the film in newspapers to influence voters' perceptions; keep calling Academy voters to recommend the film; and lastly, engage in an ideological tug of war to discredit opponents and elevate themselves.


    Whether independent or one of the big six, PR strategies boiled down to these three methods: leveraging personal networks, resources, and the film's quality!


    Of course, now the main focus of the big six was commercial films, and they didn't value the Oscars as much as indie companies.


    The PR efforts were mainly from the indie labels under the big six.


  




  Chapter 177: Too Unlucky?


  

    In the lounge next to the banquet hall on the second floor of the Marmont Castle Hotel, Charles Capet ran into Nicole Kidman, who attended the cocktail party there.


    "Want a drink?" Charles called over a waiter and handed a glass of wine to Nicole Kidman.


    Nicole Kidman accepted it with a smile, clinked glasses with Charles, took a sip, and said, "I don't know if I should congratulate you or be envious of you. Movies produced by Capet Pictures, whether they're art films, commercial comedies, or horror movies, have all been successful!"


    Nicole Kidman's box office performance this year wasn't a surprise, continuing the slump from the previous year. The Interpreter had a production cost of $80 million and featured Oscar winners Sean Penn and Nicole Kidman, yet it only grossed $70 million in North America and $162 million worldwide.


    The fantasy romance comedy Bewitched, with a budget of $85 million, performed even worse, grossing only $63 million in North America and $131 million worldwide.


    Not only did the box office fall short, but the film's reputation was also poor, receiving mostly negative reviews.


    "Looks like you didn't work much this year?" Charles inquired.


    Nicole Kidman nodded. "I just did voice-over for the animated feature Happy Feet and participated in a low-budget independent film called Fur."


    "And the male lead in Fur is Robert Downey Jr., recommended strongly by Mel Gibson," she added.


    Charles nodded. It's no wonder that after Mel Gibson was blacklisted in the future, Robert Downey Jr. would come to his defense - he owed him a favor.


    After all, given Robert Downey Jr.'s past behavior, no producer would have cast him as a lead.


    However, Charles didn't have much fondness for Mel Gibson either, considering him a white supremacist and a hothead. It was only a matter of time before Gibson, after a DUI, would hurl antisemitic insults at the police.


    "Next year, I'll be busy with The Golden Compass and The Invasion," Nicole Kidman continued. Both films had significant investments, with The Invasion also having an $80 million budget.


    The Golden Compass was a large-scale fantasy commercial film developed by New Line Cinema, and besides the female lead, it was still in the preliminary stages of preparation.


    "Daniel Craig, the new James Bond, is the male lead in The Invasion?" Charles asked.


    Nicole Kidman nodded again. Daniel Craig was announced as the new James Bond after he was confirmed as the male lead in The Invasion.


    Nevertheless, Charles knew that Daniel Craig was also in The Golden Compass, with Bond girl Eva Green joining the cast.


    Now, all Charles could say was that Nicole Kidman's luck must have run out after winning the Oscar for Best Actress. Otherwise, starting from last year, she wouldn't have had five consecutive movies fail both commercially and critically.


    Fur, another low-budget independent art film like Dogville, relied solely on Nicole Kidman's bed scenes for hype.


    As for The Golden Compass and The Invasion, they both continued the streak of failures.


    Charles stared at Nicole Kidman's face. Was her luck really that bad? Not a single successful screenplay?


    "What's wrong?" Nicole Kidman noticed Charles staring at her.


    Charles shook his head and smiled. "Nothing, just realizing you're indeed beautiful."


    As a woman, Nicole Kidman naturally liked being called beautiful. She glanced at Charles, remembering the night they had together before.


    "Are you free tonight? Want to come to my place?" Nicole suggested.


    Charles was taken aback at first, but seeing Nicole Kidman's unchanged expression, he nodded. "Let's leave now!"


    Nicole Kidman nodded. "Meet me in the parking lot in twenty minutes."


    She then turned and went back into the banquet hall.


    Charles downed his drink in one gulp. Although Nicole Kidman wasn't young anymore, she still maintained herself well and was worthy of the title Oscar-winning actress.


    Forty minutes later, a car drove into the garage of Nicole Kidman's mansion in the Brentwood community.


    Charles Capet and Nicole Kidman were inside the car. As soon as the engine stopped, they couldn't wait to start kissing.


    "Hold on, Nicole. We're home. Let's go inside first," Charles leaned back in his seat, looking at Nicole Kidman who was unbuckling his belt.


    Nicole Kidman licked her lips and nodded with a smile, "I thought you liked it in the car?"


    Charles fondled Nicole Kidman before patting her, also smiling. "Let's go in first for a drink. We have all night."


    They then got out of the car and entered Nicole Kidman's villa.


    The Brentwood community, located west of Beverly Hills, near Santa Monica and Westwood, had excellent security and living conditions.


    "What do you want to drink, champagne or red wine?" Nicole Kidman asked after seating Charles.


    "Champagne, it has a better vibe," Charles replied from the sofa.


    Nicole Kidman nodded and soon prepared the champagne. After handing Charles a glass, she sat down next to him.


    "Can you help me choose a script? Your taste is just too good," Nicole Kidman didn't beat around the bush, coming straight to the point.


    Charles nodded and smiled. "You didn't bring me here just for that, did you?"


    "Don't you want to be here?" Nicole Kidman turned her head, smiling back.


    "Do you have time for a new project? Two films should keep you busy enough," Charles noted.


    Nicole Kidman shook her head. "I don't mean now. I mean in the future, if I have any scripts I'm unsure about, I'd like to get your opinion."


    "That's not a problem," Charles agreed easily. After all, he had already slept with her.


    "I'll go take a shower," Nicole Kidman nodded and stood up, heading toward the bathroom.


    "Mind if I join?" Charles put down his glass and started undressing, following her into the bathroom.


    "Hmm," Nicole Kidman responded under the showerhead, passionately kissing Charles without a care for the steam.


  




  Chapter 178: Chapter 178


  

    The North American box office in 2005 was slightly lower than 2004's $9.3 billion, amounting to $8.8 billion, hitting its lowest mark in recent years.


    Afterward, the North American economy began to recover, and the booming real estate industry finally faced resistance as the Federal Reserve's rate hike cycle put a stop to the ever-growing snowball.


    The arrival of 2006 would undoubtedly bring more challenges, and the bustling Hollywood awards season attracted a lot of attention from the entertainment industry.


    At Capet Manor, Charles Capet sat on the sofa holding the Los Angeles Times, which was full of movie promotion articles.


    Evelyn Capet, sitting next to him, regretfully said, "Nowadays, life is tough for newspaper groups. There are fewer subscribers and fewer advertising customers."


    Charles put down the newspaper and smiled, "The major sources of advertising revenue for print media are cars, real estate, and film promotions. Especially real estate ads, which have decreased a lot. Luckily, we in Hollywood have always been their major clients."


    "That's why the media focuses more on the various movie awards than you do. Reporters, editors, and critics constantly publish different opinions to attract your large expenditures on promotion," said Evelyn Capet, quite familiar with this.


    "By the way, where did you go during those two New Year days? Mom couldn't find you anywhere," Evelyn casually asked.


    "Nothing much, just had a meeting at the company and worked on some Oscar PR strategies," Charles made up an excuse. He couldn't possibly admit he was at Nicole Kidman's place.


    Evelyn nodded. Capet Pictures was putting a lot of effort into the Oscars this time, significantly increasing their PR expenditures.


    "Lionsgate has put a lot of effort into promoting Crash," Evelyn said, frowning. "You know how themes of racial discrimination often win the Academy's approval."


    "The word-of-mouth for No Country for Old Men is exceptionally good. Both movies fit their respective themes well; let's see how everyone goes about their promotion and marketing. The significance of Crash's theme is considerable, but No Country for Old Men's quality is just too high."


    Charles had invested heavily in promotions, buying up space in several newspapers.


    Evelyn nodded, "No Country for Old Men is indeed not just a regular movie. But this time, Lionsgate has a big move; they prepared to give away 160,000 copies of the movie on DVD!"


    "160,000 copies? Crash?" Charles was stunned. The DVD costs ranged from $3 to $13, depending on the version.


    "They're sending them to the Academy members, journalists, critics, and related personnel. The estimated cost for this alone is about $2 million," Evelyn reminded.


    "Damn, they're playing it big!" Charles rubbed his chin. Handing out that many DVDs was sure to influence many people.


    The Academy's board had only about 6,000 members. Sending gifts often involved DVDs and VHS tapes of movies in America.


    "Lionsgate doesn't plan to make any money from Crash's DVD sales, do they?" Charles considered further. With so many DVDs given away, pirated copies were bound to flood the market.


    Typically, pirated copies of Oscar-nominated movies leaked from the PR DVDs and VHS tapes sent out by the companies.


    With Lionsgate sending out tens of thousands of copies at once, it was quite unprecedented; previously, companies would send out a few thousand and call it a day.


    Evelyn laughed, "You know what kind of company Lionsgate is. They specialize in political thrillers, violent action, and controversial religious films. Winning the Best Picture Oscar would greatly enhance their image."


    Not only would it enhance their image, but also spread their name. The current attention to the Oscars was vastly different from the time Charles had traveled here when hardly anyone watched.


    Just look at the viewership ratings. Now the Oscars had 40 to 50 million viewers. When Charles traveled, it had what? Less than 10 million viewers!


    "Looks like my PR efforts aren't enough," Charles frowned. With Lionsgate playing it this way, they were investing at least $3 million in PR for Crash!


    "However, Charles, you don't need to worry. Your Brokeback Mountain won almost all the awards except the Oscar last year. If the Academy skips over the excellent No Country for Old Men this year, the public backlash would be even greater," Evelyn consoled.


    Charles nodded. The Oscars were indeed influenced by such factors. No Country for Old Men didn't face the same conservative opposition as Brokeback Mountain.


    Many media outlets and filmmakers had already named No Country for Old Men as the best American movie of 2005.


    Charles stood up and smiled, "So we need to invest in PR and marketing. I'm going to make sure Capet Pictures wins its first Oscar for Best Picture this year."


    "Worried I can't outplay Lionsgate in PR? I'll treat the Academy members well, send them special edition DVDs, and support small neighborhood cinemas to expand screenings."


    Many older Academy members lived in small communities in Los Angeles and hadn't seen many of the movies up for awards.


    If they didn't know the film or had no impression of it, how could they vote?


    "Looks like you've got it figured out. Winning Best Picture at the Oscars will benefit you greatly," Evelyn supported. 


    Previously, Charles had somewhat underestimated the importance of the Oscars.


    Charles nodded. The Oscar name was indeed quite valuable now, and Capet Pictures needed a signature work.


    When people mentioned Miramax, they'd think of Oscar-winning films like The English Patient, Shakespeare in Love, and Chicago.


    Even though the wins for Chicago and Shakespeare in Love were controversial, especially the love story Shakespeare in Love beating Saving Private Ryan for Best Picture.


    That year also brought forth Gwyneth Paltrow, considered one of the least deserving Best Actresses in Oscar history.


    But so what? People would just remember that it was Miramax's Shakespeare in Love that won the Best Picture Oscar that year.


    So, no matter what, Capet Pictures needed its own signature work, which was also a way to add foundations to Capet Pictures.


  




  Chapter 179: Chapter 179


  

    At the beginning of 2006, the Golden Globe Awards, announced their nominations. Capet Pictures' No Country For Old Men, Walk the Line, and Little Miss Sunshine were nominated for Best Drama and Best Musical or Comedy.


    In West Hollywood, at the Sunset Tower Hotel on Sunset Boulevard, a Golden Globe pre-party sponsored by Dior was in full swing.


    Every year, a week before the Golden Globe Awards ceremony, fashion magazines or big brands would host tailored pre-parties for the Golden Globes.


    There were the Vanity Fair fashion party, magazine pre-parties, the BAFTA Los Angeles Tea Party, Audi Golden Week celebrations, and many more.


    Dior, as one of the most important fashion brands under LV, and given that Charles was a shareholder in LV, he naturally attended to support the event.


    Hollywood stars, singers, fashion models, as well as media magazine editors and journalists, all made for a grand affair.


    "Charlize, I heard you got injured while shooting AEon Flux?" At the party, Charles encountered Charlize Theron, who, as the current face of Dior's J'adore perfume, perfectly matched the brand's theme with her sexy South African charm.


    Last year, Charlize Theron had garnered a lot of attention from her Dior J'adore perfume commercial.


    Dressed in a sexy, low-cut, backless black evening gown, Charlize Theron's sexy figure and elegance were on full display.


    "Ah, I was hurt for about two and a half months, but after recovering, I continued with the remaining shooting," Charlize Theron said. In 2005, she only had two films released: the sci-fi action film AEon Flux and the crime biopic North Country based on real events.


    "AEon Flux was originally slated for a summer release last year, but because of my injury, shooting was delayed, and Paramount shifted the release date to December!" This was Charlize Theron's transition project after winning the Oscar for Best Actress, but unfortunately, it failed outright.


    With a production budget of $62 million, AEon Flux only grossed $25 million at the North American box office; its total, including overseas earnings, barely reached $53 million.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "You performed well in North Country, many critics praised your acting!"


    Charlize Theron smiled helplessly, "Even Evelyn Capet is a bit worried about me now, because the failure of AEon Flux has greatly reduced my competitiveness in commercial films."


    Originally, Charlize Theron gained fame through her intense performance in the indie film Monster, which had a small budget and was unlikely to achieve high box office sales.


    AEon Flux fetched Charlize Theron her highest paycheck of $10 million, yet the film's failure in both reviews and box office was a heavy blow to someone with little commercial appeal.


    Now part of Evelyn Capet's network, Charlize Theron understood her concerns were valid.


    Charles nodded, "I also think you should appear more in commercial films. Hollywood mainly values an actor's box office draw."


    Art films aim for awards, but what are awards for anyway? If not to land high-paying roles in commercial films and increase notoriety.


    Charlize Theron smiled again, appearing to be caught in the same Oscar curse as Halle Berry and Nicole Kidman.


    After winning the Oscar for Best Actress, they directly encountered failures in subsequent big films. Halle Berry's DC adaptation Catwoman earned her a career-high payday of $14 million; however, the film's failure is well-known.


    As for the globally renowned Nicole Kidman, her situation was even worse. Every movie she made in the past two years failed after winning the Oscar for Best Actress.


    Of course, Nicole Kidman was so famous that she could still demand a $15 million paycheck despite these circumstances.


    Charlize Theron and Halle Berry couldn't match Nicole Kidman's capabilities, and neither could expect ten-plus-million-dollar paychecks right now.


    "So, what projects are you working on this year?" Charles inquired.


    "There is one project I'm involved in for now, Paul Haggis' anti-war movie In the Valley of Elah, I think I'll be working with Tommy Lee Jones," Charlize Theron said without hiding anything.


    "Paul Haggis, huh? He adapted the script for Million Dollar Baby and then wrote and directed the crime drama about racism, Crash. He's also involved in the script adaptation for the current Casino Royale," Charles said, fully aware that this film is one of Capet Pictures' main competitors for the Best Picture Oscar with No Country For Old Men this year.


    "You think highly of him, don't you?" Charlize Theron asked with a smile.


    "He's talented. Crash is one of this year's top contenders for Best Picture at the Oscars!"


    Charlize Theron shrugged, "Capet Pictures' No Country For Old Men and Little Miss Sunshine also have very high critical acclaim."


    "No Country For Old Men is nominated for Best Drama, Best Director, Best Screenplay, and Best Supporting Actor at the Golden Globes. Crash doesn't even have a Best Drama nomination."


    Charles shook his head, "The Golden Globes' jury comprises members of the foreign press association, you know that. The Oscar Academy's jury is different!"


    To be honest, Charles didn't care much for the Golden Globes and was usually too lazy to even bother with the PR.


    "No wonder Evelyn Capet told me you've become more diligent, attending more events lately. Must be trying to win Oscar votes," Charlize Theron remarked with a smile. Previously, Charles Capet was even too lazy to attend film premieres.


    Charles spread his hands, "It's unavoidable. Too many film industry professionals are obsessed with the Oscars."


    "Producers, directors, actors, agents, critics, and even media personnel, everyone keeps their eyes on the annual Oscar ceremony."


    "Because the Oscars are the ultimate stage for filmmakers to prove themselves. Everyone entering this industry is used to living under the spotlight," Charlize Theron said insightfully. Getting into the entertainment industry wasn't just for the glamour and money, but also to satisfy the personal desire to be adored and become the center of attention.


    Charles smiled, "You tell it like it is!"


    After all, it's like many actors say they hope to be remembered for their acting skills, not their looks. But deep down, they also hope their appearance is praised.


  




  Chapter 180: David Ellison


  

    After chatting with Charlize Theron for a while and mingling with some people at the event, Charles Capet decided to head home.


    "Hey, who's that young guy over there surrounded by so many people?" Charles noticed a young man at the party who seemed to be in the spotlight.


    Phyllis Jones, who was with Charles, took a look and responded, "Boss, that's David Ellison."


    "David Ellison?" Charles was momentarily stunned and then asked in surprise, "Larry Ellison's son?"


    Phyllis nodded, "Yes, he's about 23 years old. After graduating from USC, he founded Skydance Productions. Last year, they invested in a movie called Flyboys, which is based on the true events of the Lafayette Escadrille, the first American fighter pilots during World War I who fought in France. The movie is a collaboration between MGM and 20th Century Fox and will be released this year."


    Charles nodded, acknowledging that he knew this already.


    After all, Larry Ellison was a top ten figure on the Forbes billionaire list. It was notable that the son of Oracle's chairman was making his way into Hollywood.


    "Yes, it's him. I heard that if you want his investment, all you need is an airplane in your movie," Charles laughed. He knew David Ellison had a strong passion for aviation and even had his pilot's license.


    Phyllis chuckled, "That's what the media says, but so far, Skydance has only invested in Flyboys."


    "Hollywood loves those wealthy heirs with deep pockets to fund their projects," Charles was also aware that David Ellison had a sister, Megan Ellison, who was also set to make her Hollywood debut.


    "Filmmakers in Hollywood have a strong need for funding," which explained why David was so popular at the party.


    "Boss, the production budget for Flyboys wasn't cheap either - about $60 million. This is David Ellison's first time investing in a movie!"


    Charles scoffed, "Rich kids sure know how to spend. Back when I invested in Lost in Translation, I had to scrape together $4 million.


    Alright, let's go home. Maybe we'll get a chance to collaborate in the future. With his deep pockets, Hollywood studios will definitely be all over him." For someone with that much money, Hollywood studios would surely greet him with open arms.


    "Oh, boss, Dona sent a message. She'll be back in Los Angeles within a week, accompanying Ms. Depp!"


    Charles nodded, understanding that Capet Entertainment had just secured a billion-dollar bond issuance, repaid the $200 million short-term bank loan, and still had significant cash flow left.


    The construction of Capet Entertainment's new headquarters, investments in entertainment technology companies, and the expansion of movie, TV, music, and web businesses were all easier with ample funds.


    Back at Capet Manor, Charles went straight to his study. The movie business was thriving, but he couldn't overlook other areas like TV production and the music industry.


    Even though they had Big Machine Records focusing on country music, it wasn't enough.


    In TV, the first season of Prison Break had received great reviews on USA Network, and CBS had shown significant interest in developing the sitcom The Big Bang Theory.


    Variety shows, reality TV, and talk shows also held substantial potential benefits if done well.


    At this moment, Phyllis Jones brought a hot cup of coffee to Charles, who leaned back in his chair, rubbing his eyes.


    Noticing that Phyllis had changed into a sexy silk nightgown, Charles chuckled, "Your outfit could really get someone in trouble."


    Phyllis sat on Charles's lap, her fragrance filling the air, and teased, "Boss, when Dona gets back, it'll be even easier to get into trouble!"


    Charles smiled, took a sip of his coffee, and said, "Did you notice Paris Hilton and her friend/assistant Kim Kardashian at the Sunset Tower Hotel party?"


    Phyllis nodded and laughed, "Of course. She's quite the media darling now."


    Indeed, Paris Hilton was the original internet celebrity, always full of newsworthy material like DUIs and her infamous love tape.


    "Remember to remind the TV production company to keep an eye on her sidekick, Kim Kardashian. The Kardashians have plenty of material." When Kim Kardashian's love tape scandal broke out, her fame would soar rapidly.


    Then, we could launch 'Keeping Up with the Kardashians' as a reality show!


    "Kim Kardashian? The one from the Kardashian family with the killer hips?" Phyllis was surprised.


    "Boss, her lifestyle is very messy..."


    Phyllis thought her boss might be interested in Kim's figure, and she was shocked.


    Charles grabbed her playfully and laughed, "What are you thinking? I wouldn't like someone with that kind of figure; it makes me uncomfortable just to look at."


    "At least she's the daughter of the Simpson case lawyer, right? The family loves to stay in the spotlight, and her mother is a TV producer or something?"


    "Right, her name is Kris Jenner; she's a show producer," Phyllis replied.


    "With the internet being as advanced as it is, given their family's nature, their future success won't be any less than the Olsen twins'. Let the TV department maintain contact with them, so they can produce a show about the family when the time is right," Charles explained. This family would be top-tier internet celebrities with vast audiences.


    The Olsen twins, Ashley Olsen and Mary-Kate Olsen, were famous from a young age, starring in various TV shows.


    Movies, TV shows, albums, photo books, and their own fashion and makeup lines had brought the Olsen twins immense wealth.


    In 2004, at 18 years old, they became co-presidents of Dualstar Entertainment Group - a money-making machine.


    However, Charles was more interested in their younger sister, Elizabeth Olsen, who would become the Scarlet Witch in the Marvel Universe.


    "Like the Olsen twins?" Phyllis was skeptical. The Olsen twins were America's sweethearts, growing up on TV.


    The Kardashian sisters? All they thought about seemed to be how to stay in the spotlight.


    "Don't overthink it, just remind the TV department to keep tabs on the Kardashians. When the time is right, they can develop a show around them," Charles said, finishing his coffee and patting Phyllis.


    "I'm heading for a shower."


    "Boss, I got Pop Rocks!" Phyllis leaned in to remind Charles.


    "Pop Rocks? Then let's shower together," Charles laughed as he pulled Phyllis towards the bathroom.


  




  Chapter 181: Comedy Talent


  

    "Pleasure working with you, Judd. Capet Pictures will definitely support your creations," Donna Langley, president of Burbank's Capet Entertainment, signed a three-film directing agreement with Judd Apatow, who wrote and directed the comedy The 40-Year-Old Virgin.


    Judd Apatow was riding high on the success of his R-rated comedy The 40-Year-Old Virgin from last year. Capet Pictures persuaded him to sign a three-film directing deal while he was still enjoying his success.


    "Actually, when I directed The 40-Year-Old Virgin last year, I had this idea. I'm currently perfecting the script. It's about a young couple who have a one-night stand after drinking and find out they're pregnant, leading to a series of romantic entanglements," Judd said.


    "I plan to use the same crew from The 40-Year-Old Virgin, and I've already decided on Seth Rogen as the lead actor."


    Donna Langley's eyes lit up. This was another R-rated comedy! Judd Apatow had just made The 40-Year-Old Virgin last year and Steve Carell had risen to fame because of it.


    Seth Rogen, who was also a lead actor in The 40-Year-Old Virgin, had seen his popularity soar. He was a main player in the Hollywood Frat Pack, and it was common for members to make cameo appearances in each other's films.


    Donna Langley had always supported Capet Pictures in developing low-budget romantic comedies, horrors, and other genres.


    However, producing big-budget blockbuster films required enormous funds and later promotional expenses could be significant. Summer last year, Charles already noticed Judd Apatow and began reaching out to him back then.


    Nevertheless, Judd Apatow was busy with The 40-Year-Old Virgin project, and it was only now that he finally signed a directing agreement with Capet Pictures.


    While Judd Apatow and Donna Langley were discussing the movie project, Charles was also in his office talking over the script with Henry Winster.


    "The script for Juno is really good. The dialogue is top-notch," Charles remarked, setting down the Juno script. It was written by Diablo Cody, who used to be an exotic dancer in Chicago.


    Henry Winster laughed and added, "What initially drew attention to her was her blog, filled with selfies from her stripping days, and a memoir called Candy Girl: A Year in the Life of an Unlikely Stripper that caught the eyes of netizens and media. At her agent's suggestion, she sent us a draft outline last year. After getting approval, she began refining the script."


    Charles knew about this. He had even read the ten-page script outline since it was originally his concept.


    "Time to start preparations. This kind of script should attract the attention of independent producers or directors. It's not high-cost, so it suits us perfectly," Charles instructed.


    Henry Winster nodded and left with the script.


    In Hollywood, screenwriters were not highly respected, often leading to strikes every few years. Compared to East Asia's Japan and South Korea, or even Europe, where screenwriters were more valued, Hollywood's supply-demand dynamic was tough. Out of the fifty to sixty thousand scripts written every year, fewer than a hundred got filmed.


    The odds for speculative scripts depended on luck. Movie companies mainly adapted novels, true events, comics, and games. Of course, producers or directors often had ideas that they hired screenwriters to adapt into scripts, which was a major job and income source for screenwriters.


    In the afternoon, Phyllis Jones came to report to Charles about signing a three-picture deal with Judd Apatow.


    "Does he have a project ready?" Charles asked, since Judd's comedies had always done well at the box office.


    "He does. It's called Knocked Up. It's about..."


    As Phyllis Jones explained, Charles's eyes grew brighter. Judd Apatow was indeed a comedy genius.


    "Seth Rogen, huh? The Frat Pack members will likely make cameos too," Charles mused. He was quite familiar with the Frat Pack, who often made guest appearances in each other's films.


    "Indeed, Steve Carell and Owen Wilson will be making cameos," Phyllis Jones quickly added.


    Frat Pack movies were filled with plenty of crude and absurd humor, but they never lacked quality laughs. Such films often had a "gross-out" humor, where making jokes about sex was a trademark.


    Typical American comedies focused primarily on the North American market with plenty of potty humor and R-rated jokes. British comedies had dry humor and self-deprecation, French comedies were flirtatious and slow with a beautiful woman paired with a fool, and Italian comedies often featured political satire.


    "Looks like we beat Universal to the punch in working with Judd Apatow!" Charles laughed.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, knowing that R-rated comedies had long been a key focus for Universal Pictures.


    "Boss, should we focus on comedy and romance films too?" Phyllis Jones asked.


    "We can't. Although these films are low-cost, their success rate is too low. Horror and thriller genres outperform them," Charles responded, shaking his head.


    "Capet Pictures should primarily focus on genre films like sci-fi or action blockbusters with special effects, while romance comedies and horror thrillers can be supplementary."


    Charles was joking. Capet Entertainment owned Marvel now. If they didn't focus on big special effects movies, why even run a film company?


    "Boss, are you attending the Golden Globe Awards tomorrow night? Our films and TV shows are nominated!" 


    Prison Break, produced by Capet TV Company, was nominated for the Best Television Series at the Golden Globe Awards, and Wentworth Miller was nominated for Best Actor in a Television Series.


    Charles shook his head. "No, I won't be going. Isn't Dona coming back to Los Angeles tomorrow?" He pulled Phyllis Jones onto his lap.


    "Tomorrow, you can pick her up and go straight to Capet Manor. Is the door closed?"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, then slid off Charles's lap to the floor.


    "Darling, I wish you could be my assistant forever," Charles sighed as he leaned back in his chair.


    Her response was just more intense effort.


  




  Chapter 182: Golden Globes


  

    The 2006 Golden Globe Awards took place at the Beverly Hilton Hotel in Beverly Hills, USA, on the evening of January 15th.


    Even though Capet Pictures' No Country for Old Men had nominations for Best Motion Picture - Drama and Best Director, it did not win any of those awards. No Country for Old Men only received the Best Supporting Actor and Best Screenplay awards.


    Walk the Line was a big winner, taking home the Best Motion Picture - Comedy or Musical award, and Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon both won Golden Globes for Best Actor and Best Actress in a Comedy or Musical, respectively!


    The Golden Globe Awards are said to pursue artistry, but there was no less drama behind the scenes compared to the Oscars. The commendable aspect is that the Golden Globes do not chase after those in power and provide significant support to independent films.


    However, Charles did not bother with it and still handled company affairs as usual after spending another wonderful night at home.


    Entertainment magazines and newspapers like The Hollywood Reporter, Rolling Stone, Variety, the Los Angeles Times, and Empire all extensively reported on the gala of the Golden Globe Awards.


    "No Country for Old Men actually lost the Best Motion Picture - Drama to Capote, which is based on a true story biographical film and is an independent film," Charles curled his lips while sitting in his office.


    "Boss, the Hollywood Foreign Press Association loves to pull these unexpected moves," Phyllis Jones quietly explained from the side.


    No Country for Old Men had the majority of media support, so winning the Golden Globe for Best Motion Picture - Drama should not have been difficult.


    Still, the Hollywood Foreign Press Association did not give it to them, and even the Best Director award did not go to the Coen brothers.


    "Forget it, I don't care about that," Charles put down the newspaper, seeming unbothered by it. Though Walk the Line won in the Comedy or Musical category, Golden Globe's most anticipated awards are undoubtedly the Best Motion Picture - Drama and Best Actor and Actress in a Drama.


    The Golden Globe Awards are hosted by the Hollywood Foreign Press Association, produced by Dick Clark Productions, and long-term broadcasting rights belong to NBC!


    If Charles remembered correctly, Dick Clark Productions also produced American Idol, the Billboard Music Awards, the American Music Awards, and even So You Think You Can Dance.


    "How's Transformers coming along?"


    Other than the movies about to be released, Charles was most concerned with the two big special-effect films, Iron Man and Transformers.


    "Preparation is going smoothly. Director J.J. Abrams is leading the script refinement, and our special effects partners, Industrial Light & Magic and Digital Domain, have completed the effects for the Autobots," Phyllis Jones knew these details clearly. The special effects for Transformers Autobots started right after acquiring the rights last year.


    "Notify Donna that J.J. Abrams' Bad Robot Productions seems good. I want to sign a long-term production agreement with his company," said Charles, knowing the significant contributions of J.J. Abrams' company in both movies and television.


    Phyllis Jones nodded. The boss seemed to value J.J. Abrams more highly than Judd Apatow in the past.


    "Capet Entertainment needs to grow, and we still need to find more partners. We can't develop many movies on our own in a year," Charles intended on handling distribution, so he definitely needed outside film production companies to cooperate.


    He then pulled out a script, "This series called Mad Men about the advertising industry in America during the 60s and 70s, written by Matthew Weiner; let's get our television company to buy it and start prepping!"


    "Mad Men? Its story seems quite bland, and it's not a comedy. Many TV networks and production companies don't want to develop it. Its writer, Matthew Weiner, unsuccessfully pitched it to HBO and FX," said Phyllis Jones, who knew since she organized these things for Charles. Writer Matthew Weiner was one of the writers for The Sopranos.


    Charles shook his head with a smile, "Buy it, AMC TV network will want it. Didn't AMC Television Network show interest in our Prison Break last year? We can recommend this Mad Men to them."


    "AMC Network? They've never done original production before, and they don't have high ratings or much funding," Phyllis Jones explained, which was why Capet Television chose USA Network last year.


    "Hey, didn't they produce an original series The Contender before?" Charles laughed.


    Sure enough, if they didn't buy the script for Mad Men, Lionsgate Television would discover it and get AMC Network, which had started original production, to develop it.


    AMC Network would usher in a wave of high-quality original series.


    "Alright then, I'll notify Capet Television to prepare for the development of Mad Men," Phyllis Jones, of course, wouldn't oppose the boss's decision.


    "Go ahead, then get Dona over here; I have something to ask her!"


    Soon after Phyllis Jones left, another assistant, Dona Williams, came in.


    "Boss, you were looking for me?"


    "How much do you know about Rainbow Media?" Charles suddenly asked.


    "Rainbow Media is a subsidiary of American Cable Group. It owns assets like AMC Network, IFC, and SundanceTV along with five other channels. Last year, there was talk of American Cable Group splitting off Rainbow Media for privatization, but they gave up!" Dona frequently kept up with Wall Street news and was familiar with such large entertainment organizations' privatization information.


    American Cable Group is the second-largest cable operator, controlled by the Dolan family, who also owns the New York Knicks and Madison Square Garden.


    Charles indeed had the idea of holding shares in a cable network. AMC Network was a good target, but since the Dolan family was deeply rooted in cable operations, owning several TV channels was normal, so they probably wouldn't sell.


    Just like the largest cable operator, Donkastr, holding shares in several cable TV channels.


    "Forget it," Charles was truly interested in premium cable networks like Showtime, Starz, HBO, Bravo, and similar ones. They don't rely on advertising but on subscription fees, so at least they wouldn't be choked by cable operators.


    Besides, a couple of cable networks alone were not enough to negotiate with cable operators. One could see that the major broadcasting groups owned many cable TV channels.


  




  Chapter 183: Animation Thoughts


  

    Dona Williams approached Charles Capet somewhat hesitantly and said, "Boss, do you have some thoughts about Rainbow Media?"


    "You noticed?" Charles smiled, then pulled the woman into his arms. Dona Williams was dressed in a sharp women's business suit.


    "Interested but can't do it," Charles shook his head. The American Cable Television Group was not small, and Rainbow Media, as a cable TV network group, was definitely one of their important assets.


    Even if Charles had ideas, it was only for one of their cable channels!


    Charles then kissed the woman's lips and his hands roamed over her chest.


    "Alright, for now, focus on acquiring shares of IMAX and Dolby. Capet Investments should take action too." Charles was certainly focused on the company's affairs. With money, it was time to expand the company's business.


    Dona nodded, already aware of the upcoming tasks. After all, both were publicly traded companies, so they could just buy stocks directly from the market.


    After the Golden Globe Awards, though Capet Pictures received many accolades, the focus remained on the upcoming Oscars ceremony.


    Hollywood was never calm, with new news always popping up. Under the efforts of Disney's new CEO Robert Iger, Disney healed its relationship with the 3D animation studio Pixar and successfully acquired it.


    On this day, Disney CEO Robert Iger and Apple CEO Steve Jobs announced jointly: Disney acquired Pixar Studios for a total of $7.4 billion, through a stock exchange.


    According to the agreement, each Pixar share could be exchanged for Disney shares, making Steve Jobs, who owned 51% of Pixar's shares, Disney's largest individual shareholder.


    At this moment, in Charles's beachside villa in Palisades, Santa Monica, his long-absent companion Camille sat with him on the sofa, watching this piece of news.


    "The Apple chairman now owns 7% of Disney shares," said Camille, who was studying for her Master's at Southwest Law School and would graduate next year.


    "Disney and Apple are probably setting up some strategic partnerships," Charles commented. He had no doubt about Steve Jobs' genius in marketing.


    Years ago, Pixar was just an animation department in Lucasfilm, which he acquired for $10 million.


    Of course, the person Charles really cared about was not Steve Jobs, but John Lasseter, the true leader of Pixar. Initially working at Disney Animation, he moved to Lucasfilm, then witnessed Pixar's establishment, always following investor Steve Jobs.


    With her short blonde hair, Camille hugged Charles's neck intimately. "Does Capet Entertainment have plans to develop animated feature films?"


    Charles nodded and frowned, "There are plans, but it's not the right time yet!"


    Charles was waiting for Chris Meledandri, the head of 20th Century Fox Animation, to leave and establish Illumination Entertainment, then buy it directly.


    Since Blue Sky Studios' Ice Age was a huge success in '02, Chris Meledandri had helped 20th Century Fox Animation acquire Blue Sky Studios.


    Last year, they profited again with Robots, and this year Blue Sky Studios was releasing Ice Age 2.


    The founders of Blue Sky Studios, Chris Wedge and his boss Chris Meledandri, were already at odds.


    After all, before Blue Sky Studios, 20th Century Fox's animation department's Titan A.E. was a flop, leading to the closure of their animation department and signing a contract with Blue Sky Studios. After Ice Age succeeded, they directly acquired Blue Sky Studios.


    Charles could only watch but couldn't have a share in Hollywood's children's animation market at the moment!


    "What about you? You should be starting your internship later this year, right? Any plans?" Charles knew Camille early on, and her looks and figure suited his taste.


    Their relationship was maintained, and with Charles's financial support, Camille never had to worry about money. Charles practically kept Camille as a mistress.


    "I'm planning to find a law firm in Los Angeles for my internship to gain experience," Camille whispered in Charles's ear. "Didn't you say you wanted me to help you out? I've always focused on entertainment law!"


    In Hollywood's movie industry, whether it's various business contracts, tax calculations, completion guarantees, or other aspects, lawyers are indispensable.


    Then there's handling celebrities' private lives, scandal lawsuits, or divorce agreements, all opportunities for lawyers to make money.


    "With your look, I bet those law firm partners would ask you to dye your hair black and dress more conservatively," Charles laughed and slid his hand into the woman's low-cut sweater.


    "Charles, don't you like Legally Blonde types?" Camille said as she took off her sweater and straddled Charles.


    "Looks like Reese Witherspoon's movie had quite an impact on female lawyers," Charles said, hugging the woman, reminded of Reese Witherspoon's charming presence in Legally Blonde.


    Unbuckling Charles's belt, Camille responded, "In the legal field, dominated by men, they think we only need to make coffee, print documents, and tidy up desks. They don't give us opportunities to work on cases, so they can't see our capabilities!"


    Charles, no longer listening, kissed the woman's lips, silencing her words.


    On the sofa, Charles held the woman while watching the TV.


    On TV, Disney CEO Robert Iger was appointing John Lasseter as the head of Pixar Animation Studios and Walt Disney Animation Studios!


    John Lasseter would oversee all animation creativity at Disney and Pixar, marking Disney Animation's full transition to 3D animation production.


    With Disney's successful acquisition of Pixar, the era of 2D hand-drawn animation had officially come to an end.


  




  Chapter 184: Chapter 184


  

    Disney's CEO, Robert Iger, was jogging around his own villa. At 55 years old, Robert Iger's face showed little of the joy that should come from just having acquired Pixar.


    "Phew," Robert Iger stopped after half an hour of running, his mind constantly replaying the events of the previous day.


    Yesterday was the global release conference for Disney's acquisition of Pixar. An hour before the conference, Steve Jobs called Robert Iger to a small park next to the ABC studio nearby.


    "Robert, I've got cancer. The cells have spread to my liver. With chemotherapy, I might live another five or six years," Steve Jobs said without much change in his expression.


    Robert Iger was stunned for a moment, "That's the worst news I've ever heard!"


    However, as a businessman, Robert Iger wondered why Steve Jobs was telling him this.


    Was he having second thoughts about Disney's acquisition of Pixar or was he unhappy with Disney's offer?


    "Steve, why are you telling me this?" Robert Iger asked, puzzled.


    At 51 years old, Steve Jobs was just four years younger than Robert Iger.


    "I consider you a friend. Only my family and close acquaintances know about this. I'm telling you now so you have an hour to decide whether you still want to acquire Pixar," Steve Jobs, who had been sitting next to Robert on a park bench, patted his shoulder as he spoke.


    Robert Iger knew Steve Jobs didn't need comfort, so he patted Steve's shoulder in return and smiled, "Trust me, Pixar will continue its brilliant journey at Disney!"


    Steve Jobs nodded and smiled before getting up, "Let's go make history."


    When Robert Iger returned to the villa after his run, his wife had already prepared breakfast and cheerfully invited him to eat.


    Disney's acquisition of Pixar was an enviable deal, and his wife knew that Robert had been preparing for this for a long time.


    Now that the acquisition was successful, she was naturally happy for her husband.


    "Thank you," Robert Iger smiled as he sat down. Acquiring Pixar was indeed something to be happy about.


    As for Steve Jobs having cancer, the impact on Pixar was negligible, though it could affect Apple's future.


    What Steve Jobs wanted was for him to keep the matter a secret.


    With Pixar joining Disney, the biggest impact on Hollywood would be on DreamWorks Animation. With Pixar's creativity, Disney Animation's resurgence was only a matter of time.


    ...


    Near Burbank, in the western area of Glendale, lay a campus with seven buildings, which was the headquarters of DreamWorks Animation.


    Nearby were the Disney Imagineering offices responsible for designing and developing Disney parks, as well as ABC's studio under Disney.


    Further west was Capet Entertainment's headquarters located in Burbank, now a large construction site in full swing.


    Continuing west was the Disney headquarters and Warner Bros. headquarters.


    In the chairman's office of DreamWorks Animation, the bald Jeffrey Katzenberg reclined in his chair. As a notorious Hollywood workaholic, Jeffrey often refused to rest even on weekends.


    Jeffrey Katzenberg, the chairman and CEO of DreamWorks Animation, was undoubtedly the most concerned about Disney's acquisition of Pixar.


    "Robert Iger, huh, not bad. Who would have thought the first step of the Disney rescue plan would be so successful?" After all, it was Jeffrey Katzenberg who first discovered Pixar's potential when he was in charge of Disney Animation.


    It was also Jeffrey who negotiated with Steve Jobs to secure Pixar's notoriously unfavorable contract.


    Even though Jeffrey Katzenberg had parted ways with Michael Eisner before Pixar released its first feature-length animation, Toy Story, no one could deny his contributions to Disney Animation.


    Pixar had been DreamWorks Animation's biggest competitor for the past decade. Now, with Pixar part of Disney, Disney Animation's revamp was bound to start immediately.


    With Disney's funds and distribution channels combined with Pixar's creativity, Jeffrey Katzenberg felt significant pressure.


    Before long, his old friend Steven Spielberg called.


    "Hey, buddy, I knew you'd be holed up in the DreamWorks Animation office," Spielberg quipped, though it was unclear if he meant to comfort or chat.


    "I always believed people don't need too much downtime," Jeffrey Katzenberg laughed.


    "So, why did you call?" he asked.


    "I heard you met with Tom Freston from Viacom, and you guys sealed the deal for distributing animated features, right?" Spielberg inquired.


    Tom Freston, CEO of Viacom, Paramount's parent company.


    "Not just Tom Freston. Paramount's chairman, Brad Grey, was there too. The terms didn't change much; DreamWorks Animation will produce two animated features a year, which Paramount will distribute, taking an 8% distribution fee per film," Jeffrey shared openly.


    "The contract runs until 2012, but we haven't reached an agreement on DreamWorks Animation's merchandising and related development," he added.


    "Jeffrey, I know you've always wanted to develop a children's theme park through DreamWorks Animation, but that requires massive funding. Paramount sold off its managed theme parks like King's Island over the past couple of years," Spielberg pointed out.


    "And besides, DreamWorks doesn't have enough IP in both live-action films and animated features to support a theme park right now. Currently, all we can do is some IP licensing. Maybe you should consider teaming up with an experienced theme park operator."


    Jeffrey Katzenberg was well aware of this, but Michael Eisner had turned Disney Animation's legacy into the world's number one theme park.


    Jeffrey Katzenberg never considered himself less capable than Michael Eisner. Why couldn't DreamWorks Animation become the next Disney?


    "Don't worry, buddy. My focus remains on developing animated features," Jeffrey assured. If DreamWorks Animation needed funding, it would rely on its performance.


    "That's good to hear!"


    Then Jeffrey Katzenberg hung up the phone and fell deep into thought again.


  




  Chapter 185: Chapter 185


  

    With MGM joining Sony, DreamWorks being acquired by Paramount, and now Pixar becoming a Disney studio, the Hollywood power conglomerates had completed a new round of integrations. Capet Entertainment, with its remarkable performance over the past two years, suddenly became the leader in the independent film industry.


    Mr. & Mrs. Smith, The Departed, and The Da Vinci Code, followed by upcoming releases like Transformers and Iron Man, were all blockbuster after blockbuster.


    Furthermore, after completing a new round of billion-dollar bond financing, Capet Entertainment had gained even more fame in Hollywood.


    Because the two blockbuster hits from last year, Mr. & Mrs. Smith and Wedding Crashers, were distributed by Universal, the credit couldn't be given to Capet Pictures.


    However, this year, aside from The Departed, which Universal distributed, all the other films on Capet Pictures' slate were self-distributed.


    Los Angeles Times: After the DreamWorks dream shattered, Capet Pictures launched a challenge against Hollywood's six major studios!


    Boston Globe: Perhaps Capet Pictures might replace MGM as the true seventh major studio.


    "These entertainment papers praising us makes me a bit embarrassed," Charles Capet had coffee with Donna Langley, president of Capet Pictures, at a nearby cafe.


    Donna Langley put the paper down and laughed, "That's how entertainment papers are. When you're successful, they lift you to the skies; when you fail, they will surely drag you through the mud!"


    Charles shook his head, "I'm just annoyed they are comparing Capet Pictures to MGM. The distribution rights for Bond are with Columbia Pictures now, and the Hobbit series development is a mess because of Peter Jackson's legal battles with New Line. There's only the Pink Panther series left, and this year's film is the tenth installment, right?"


    "The rights for The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings trilogy are different. New Line Cinema only has the production rights for the Hobbit series, but the distribution rights are with MGM. Now everyone knows the Hobbit series will definitely make money, and New Line and MGM will surely develop it.


    However, because of the success of The Lord of the Rings trilogy, director Peter Jackson's value soared. He's asking for a bigger share, and both sides are heading to court over it. New Line is considering another director for the Hobbit series, and Guillermo del Toro has already been in contact with them.


    Not only that, but the Tolkien Estate and movie producer Saul Zaentz, who holds the likeness rights for the Lord of the Rings series, are also suing New Line for a share of the profits.


    Saul Zaentz bought the adaptation rights and likeness rights for the novels from the Tolkien Estate in the '70s. He later sold the film adaptation rights for The Lord of the Rings to Miramax, which ultimately led to New Line's massive success after Miramax pulled out. Now, the Tolkien Estate, Miramax, Saul Zaentz, and everyone else want a piece of the pie.


    The Hobbit series' future commercial prospects are too good. New Line and MGM will go to great lengths to resolve these issues," Donna Langley was very familiar with the copyright and profit disputes over large IPs like this.


    "Can New Line and MGM be at ease without Peter Jackson directing?" Charles smirked.


    Donna Langley also laughed. The Lord of the Rings trilogy directed by Peter Jackson was too successful; otherwise, Universal wouldn't have offered him a $20 million advance plus 20% of box office profits to direct King Kong.


    This was the first time a director's fee was 20+20. After all, big directors like Spielberg generally served as producers and got most of their earnings from profit sharing.


    "MGM has Basic Instinct 2: Risk Addiction coming out this year, and Sharon Stone's return adds some assurance!" Donna said.


    Charles immediately laughed and sarcastically said, "Do you know why I look down on those guys at MGM? A nearly 50-year-old woman trying to act sexy again, can she still attract people? Spending $70 million filming Basic Instinct 2: Risk Addiction and paying an over-the-hill actress $13 million? I heard Sharon Stone also signed thirty, forty additional clauses? Even her pet dog needs special care on set!"


    MGM's leadership was a bunch of incompetent fools.


    In the '90s, Basic Instinct caused a huge sensation with its thrilling suspense, death, and sex, skyrocketing Sharon Stone's fame.


    But that was a sex symbol's reputation!


    Donna Langley also didn't understand why MGM let Sharon Stone act like a diva for Basic Instinct 2.


    "MGM desperately needs a hit," Donna Langley could only explain.


    Sony's investment institutions controlled MGM for profits, and MGM had to find ways to develop promising projects.


    "No wonder Michael Ovitz of CAA dared to storm into the CEO's office in the '90s without anyone daring to say a thing," Charles scoffed. In the early '90s, when CAA's package deal trading was at its peak, the arrogant Michael Ovitz dared to storm into the MGM CEO's office to demand a share of the movies' profits.


    Weak as MGM was, they had no power to fight back but still dared to call themselves the seventh largest studio. Look at the other six; they would have slapped Michael Ovitz away.


    "Forget it, let's not talk about MGM. We'll see next month how stupid they are when Basic Instinct 2: Risk Addiction comes out," Basic Instinct 2: Risk Addiction was set to release in March.


    "I heard Universal, after the big success of Wedding Crashers last year, developed a similar comedy called You, Me and Dupree, starring Owen Wilson and Seth Rogen?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Donna Langley nodded and smiled, "That's right, I was involved in it too. The female lead is the blonde beauty Kate Hudson."


    "Wedding Crashers was about disrupting wedding parties; You, Me and Dupree is about disturbing roommates' peace!"


    Charles chuckled, "Back to the office."


    Universal loved developing those kinds of films, but could they replicate the success of Wedding Crashers? The first one to try always has the best chance.


  




  Chapter 186: Oscar Nominations


  

    With the announcement of the nominations for the 78th Academy Awards in 2006, Capet Pictures' Little Miss Sunshine received nominations for Best Supporting Actor, Best Supporting Actress, Best Original Screenplay, and Best Picture.


    Walk the Line received five nominations, including Best Actor and Best Actress.


    No Country for Old Men received eight nominations, including Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Supporting Actor.


    This year's Oscar award ceremony was set to be held in early March. The voting would start more than a week after the nominations were announced, with the deadline being in late February. This was the key PR period for movies nominated for various Oscars.


    The five films nominated for Best Picture were No Country for Old Men, Crash, Little Miss Sunshine, Munich, and Capote.


    With the Oscar nominations announced, the number of theaters showing No Country for Old Men increased by three to four hundred locations from its original thousand. North American box office earnings were just about $50 million, and a boost was expected.


    Art films released in December typically saw an increase in box office earnings if they received a Best Picture nomination at the Oscars. Winning the award would benefit their overseas market distribution even more.


    Even movies that had already left theaters could be re-released or have their DVDs promoted if they won the Oscar for Best Picture.


    Overall, PR for the Oscars provided substantial benefits to production companies.


    Charles Capet aimed for both fame and profit, spending $5 million on PR for No Country for Old Men. This included advertisements in various entertainment newspapers and magazines, TV programs, media press conferences, and more.


    Nearly a million dollars were spent on classic collectible VHS tapes and beautifully packaged DVD gift boxes.


    Charles, sitting in his office, remarked, "Even if you throw free DVDs from Lionsgate, can you beat my all-encompassing assault?"


    Phyllis Jones laughed, "Boss, isn't our investment too big? $5 million could fund several movies."


    "Don't worry, it'll pay off. Look, haven't the earnings for No Country for Old Men in theaters increased? After winning, the prices for overseas rights will also go up," Charles reassured her. They only needed $10 million more at the North American box office to break even.


    Capet Pictures did not have its overseas distribution channels yet. Except for the UK, France, and Japan, they relied on overseas distribution agents.


    "Though Munich is based on true events and received good reviews, it's generally not considered strong; Little Miss Sunshine has no chance, just being nominated is enough; Capote is also based on real people, but it doesn't compare to Crash and No Country for Old Men. Given the current acclaim for our No Country for Old Men, the biggest competitor is still Lionsgate's Crash.


    The themes, the storyline, and the characters - all cater to the Oscar judges. Winning will depend on PR efforts," Charles said.


    Phyllis Jones was indignant, "But in terms of filmmaking techniques, the Coen Brothers' No Country for Old Men is incomparable to Paul Haggis' Crash, which just magnifies the issue of racial discrimination."


    Charles grimaced, feeling helpless. In America, only discrimination against Black people was considered racial discrimination; discrimination against others was overlooked by all.


    "Alright, we still have time. Have the marketing department keep an eye on the news and information outside. Stay in touch with entertainment journalists and critics. Capet Pictures' chances at its first Best Picture Oscar depend on the next two weeks of PR efforts!"


    Although Charles didn't care personally, he couldn't ignore the thoughts of the many employees at the company. As an independent film company, winning an Oscar for Best Picture would make them proud.


    "By the way, we can talk up Brokeback Mountain from last year. Such a good film didn't win Best Picture. Shouldn't the Academy make it up in some way?"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, smiling, "I know what to do."


    Brokeback Mountain from last year was Capet Pictures' closest approach to the Best Picture Oscar.


    Unfortunately, due to its sensitive theme, only director Ang Lee won Best Director, narrowly missing Best Picture.


    After Phyllis Jones left, Charles casually picked up a newspaper, analyzing this year's Oscars, which seemed quite similar to the 2003 Oscars.


    In 2003, Miramax's Gangs of New York and The Pianist both were nominated for Best Picture, competing with the World War II Jewish Holocaust film The Pianist.


    This year, Capet Pictures' Little Miss Sunshine and No Country for Old Men were taking on the racism-themed Crash.


    ...


    In Santa Monica, at Lionsgate Entertainment Headquarters, CEO Jon Feltheimer and President Michael Burns were also discussing the Oscars.


    "Capet Pictures really went all out with PR this time. They seem very confident about No Country for Old Men," Michael Burns said enviously of Capet Pictures' massive spending.


    Jon Feltheimer smiled wryly, "Considering their film earnings, it's understandable. Who dares say they're just an independent studio now?"


    "They can easily develop two to three movies with a budget over $100 million a year. We can't even produce two films a year with budgets over $30 million ourselves!"


    Lionsgate couldn't be blamed. The Saw series, which was the foundation of Lionsgate's rise, belonged to Capet Entertainment's Matrix Pictures.


    "We don't have extra funds to invest in Crash. We've done enough!"


    Jon Feltheimer did want Lionsgate to make a mark at the Oscars, but they didn't have the resources. Michael Burns nodded, acknowledging that Lionsgate could only compete head-to-head with Capet Entertainment's Matrix Pictures.


  




  Chapter 187: Chapter 187


  

    Los Angeles, Malibu, on the Pacific Coast Highway 1, a red Mustang was speeding.


    Megan Fox held the steering wheel with a face full of satisfaction while Charles, who was sitting in the passenger seat, remarked with some surprise, "Your driving skills have really improved a lot!"


    "Of course, I specially hired a coach to not only practice driving but also learn about the car's structure and some repair techniques," Megan Fox, who was going to join the Transformers crew next month, said excitedly.


    Back at Megan Fox's beachfront villa in Malibu, she seemed extremely happy after racing with Charles.


    "I've also met and talked with J.J. Abrams several times. Because I'll need to walk and run in high heels in the desert, he told me to maintain my physique and stamina," Megan Fox shared her preparations with Charles.


    Charles nodded, "Transformers was a childhood favorite for countless people. We 80s kids are really looking forward to the live-action movie!"


    Megan Fox nodded in agreement. Charles advised her to just be responsible for being sexy and beautiful in the film, suggesting that when the movie became a hit, she'd quickly become famous.


    "Have you seen the Disney-produced TV movie High School Musical? It seems very popular. Zac Efron and Vanessa Hudgens, the main characters, have gained quite a bit of fame," Megan Fox mentioned, clearly interested in the news about Zac Efron, her co-star in Transformers.


    "The high school romance aired last month on ABC and the Disney Channel. It was filmed pretty well!" Megan Fox reminded Charles in case he didn't know.


    "That's even better. Zac Efron's fame will also increase the attention on Transformers," Charles said with a smile. However, these things were not that significant. Both Zac Efron and Megan Fox were still relatively unknown in Hollywood.


    High School Musical was a TV movie and didn't play in theaters, limiting its influence.


    Transformers, being a special effects blockbuster like Marvel's adaptations, didn't require much from the actors.


    However, since it was a big-budget commercial film with a production budget of more than 100 million dollars, it was sure to spend a lot of money on global promotion. As the lead actors, they would quickly gain popularity and increase their visibility.


    "Now that the promotion for Transformers has already started, you and Zac Efron must be getting a lot of attention already," Charles said, leaning back on the sofa and pulling Megan Fox into his arms. "When you accept media interviews in the future, you have to be careful with what you say, understand?"


    Megan Fox, who was only 20 and had just a high school education, would become globally famous thanks to her sexy figure and face once Transformers was released.


    Charles was giving her precautionary advice to prevent her from becoming arrogant after fame. After all, Megan Fox's acting skills were not significant, much like Blake Lively, who starred with her in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants.


    "I know. Ms. Capet already talked to me about what to say and not say to different people like the crew members, media reporters, and so on," Megan Fox nodded, responding earnestly. "Now my manager and assistant are also arranged by Ms. Capet."


    Charles nodded, believing that this time Megan Fox could finish shooting the Transformers trilogy and then consider moving towards the fashion industry.


    The director was not Michael Bay, nor was Spielberg the producer. Thus, Megan Fox wouldn't call 'Hitler on set' and get fired by Spielberg.


    ...


    Meanwhile, in a small cafe in Burbank, Ellen Page, who gained some notoriety from Hard Candy, was chatting with her manager at a table.


    "In the afternoon, you have an audition at Capet Pictures. You need to perform well. The script is really good and suits you!" The manager was genuinely satisfied with the script of Juno. Although Ellen Page was already 19, her petite stature allowed her to play a high school student without any issue.


    Ellen Page, agreeing with her manager's viewpoint, said, "I read the script several times carefully and really like the character. It also has feminist ideas. I will do my best to get the role!"


    The manager nodded, smiling, "You know Capet Pictures' momentum now. Apart from the six major studios, it's the most powerful. The movies they produce are all very good. And, Charles Capet is young, but his reputation in Hollywood is stellar. Everyone who has worked with him, whether big stars or ordinary actors, speaks highly of him!"


    Ellen Page lifted her head, "I know. Everyone says Mr. Charles Capet is a rare genius in Hollywood. He has a unique vision for both commercial and art films."


    "Exactly. Both Little Miss Sunshine and No Country for Old Men, excellent indie films, were nominated for the Best Picture Oscar," the manager said, lowering her voice, "Ellen, I've heard a rumor that Charles watched Hard Candy and loved your performance, praising your talent!"


    "Moreover, Juno is also an indie art film with a new director. There won't be many issues within the crew. Although Charles Capet has some scandals, he's different from many big names in Hollywood. His disdain for Harvey Weinstein is telling of his character."


    The manager sighed. Ellen Page got noticed for her performance in Hard Candy by Twentieth Century Fox's X-Men: The Last Stand crew, securing the role of Kitty Pride, Shadowcat.


    Ellen Page, a small-time actress, had been harassed and insulted by the film's director, Brett Ratner, during the shooting of X-Men: The Last Stand.


    Ellen Page's sexual orientation was a bit different from others, and Brett Ratner publicly humiliated her verbally on set, leaving her in a constant state of confusion.


    Later, he even purposely asked Ellen Page to bring him food to his trailer, where he was having an affair with a female crew member.


    Brett Ratner, having directed the Rush Hour series, was a big shot in Hollywood and didn't care about female actors, especially insignificant ones like Ellen Page.


    Ellen Page smiled, "Don't worry. I know how to handle it!"


    The manager nodded, relieved that Ellen Page hadn't lost her fighting spirit despite the unpleasant experience in the X-Men: The Last Stand crew.


    "It's time. Let's go," the manager said, glancing at the large construction site nearby. Hollywood was indeed going to have another top-tier movie company.


  




  Chapter 188: Cliche Romance Novel


  

    In the evening, Charles lay on the bed with a new book in his hand, Twilight, and he was surprised to see that it had already been published.


    It's a young adult romance novel about the tumultuous love story and love triangle between a human girl, Isabella Swan, and a handsome vampire, Edward Cullen. The story also includes elements of vampire legends, werewolf stories, school life, horror suspense, and comedic adventures.


    Megan Fox walked into the room, climbed onto the bed, and looked at Charles holding the Twilight novel. She laughed and said, "You like this kind of book too? It came out at the end of last year, and I heard it's been quite popular."


    Charles put down the novel and frowned, "Was it published last year?"


    He genuinely didn't know. He wondered if the movie adaptation rights were still in the author's hands.


    "Yes, it's considered a young adult romance literature. It's the author's first novel and has a big market among women," Megan Fox also liked it a lot.


    Hero saves the damsel in distress, love at first sight, love triangles, brotherhood, family feuds - a cliche Mary Sue novel.


    Seeing Megan Fox enjoying it so much, it wasn't hard to guess why this series became such a hit.


    Megan Fox didn't care what Charles was thinking. She moved closer to kiss him gently.


    Soon after, the woman took the initiative to unbutton Charles's pajamas and slid down. Before long, Charles took control and began to make love to her from behind.


    ...


    The next day, in Burbank, at Capet Pictures, in Charles's office:


    "I dreamed of a girl and a handsome vampire lying in the grass. They were in love, but the vampire had to repress his thirst for the human girl's blood," Phyllis Jones smiled.


    "This is from a dream the author, Stephenie Meyer, had, which led to the creation of the novel."


    Charles nodded, signaling Phyllis Jones to continue. He had asked Phyllis to gather information about the novel early that morning.


    "Stephenie Meyer began writing in 2003 and finished quickly. She didn't know many people and had no experience publishing a novel," Phyllis Jones explained. "In 2004, her sister accidentally discovered the manuscript and recommended it to a literary agent. Then they started looking for a publisher. The publishing house in Phoenix signed a publishing agreement with her and started editing and promoting it.


    The original title was Universe King, but the publisher suggested Twilight, and the names of the characters Edward Cullen and Isabella Swan were also changed by the publisher."


    Charles nodded and said, "I'm interested in the film adaptation rights!"


    Phyllis Jones shook her head, "It was bought by Viacom's V Films at the end of '04."


    V Films is the film production company under V Music Cable Network, managed by Paramount Pictures.


    "It's with Paramount?" Charles frowned. He knew the series would eventually be developed by independent film company Summit Entertainment. For now, it seemed Paramount hadn't developed it yet and Summit had bought the adaptation rights.


    Most novels had their adaptation rights bought before publication, mainly through an option purchase agreement.


    For example, The Devil Wears Prada novel had its film adaptation rights bought by Charles six months before it was published.


    After all, only a small fraction of novels actually get adapted into movies.


    "Paramount hasn't paid much attention to it, but I heard someone is adapting the script. However, this type of novel doesn't have a large market in film adaptations. It's uncertain if Paramount will proceed to the actual planning stages," Phyllis analyzed based on the information received.


    Charles nodded and instructed, "Keep an eye on this novel with the production team. If Paramount gives up, Capet Pictures should take over the project directly."


    The Twilight series was a must-have. Though cliche and not highly regarded, its box office potential was undeniably high!


    Phyllis Jones nodded and continued her report, "Boss, the Juno project's director is young filmmaker Jason Reitman. Last year, he directed a drama called Thank You for Smoking that caught public attention, and he has done a detailed plan for Juno. Jason Reitman already auditioned the lead actress Ellen Page yesterday. He's very satisfied and thinks the role was made for her."


    Jason Reitman's father was Ivan Reitman, the director of blockbuster films like Ghostbusters and Twins, not just any small figure in Hollywood.


    "And the actors for the couple?" Charles asked again.


    "The company has given a budget of 7.5 million dollars, but the film needs some promotion too. Jennifer Garner is willing to lower her fee to participate and can get supplementary bonuses," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "Jennifer Garner, Ben Affleck's wife, right," Charles tapped the table. Jennifer Garner had some fame, mainly as the leading actress in Daredevil and Elektra adaptations.


    Getting some big-name actors to participate in an indie film was good for everyone involved. And if the film succeeded, the deserving compensation would follow.


    Charles recalled Jennifer Garner earning 8 million dollars from the success of Juno.


    Typically, Garner's fee for a commercial film lead role was only about 5 million dollars.


    Charles closed his eyes for a moment, thinking. Juno, mostly revolved around Ellen Page. Still, the movie was so successful that even supporting actors benefited.


    "Get Kate Beckinsale as the supporting actress and raise the movie's budget to 10 million dollars. We can also find a somewhat well-known actor for the male supporting role," Charles said. Kate Beckinsale, as one of his own, had higher recognition compared to Jennifer Garner. Being British, her fees naturally were lower than American actors.


    Currently, Beckinsale's pay for her franchise Underworld: Evolution was just 6.5 million dollars; for other films, even less.


    If not for Charles getting her into The Departed and Iron Man, she might have been stuck doing low-budget horror films like Vacancy.


    "Kate Beckinsale!" Phyllis Jones's eyes lit up. Iron Man was slated for a 2007 summer release, and having Pepper Potts in an indie film would be great promotion.


    The boss had a good eye, after all.


  




  Chapter 189: The Department of Entertainment Affairs


  

    Since Charles learned that Twilight was published, he knew that the subsequent works like New Moon and Eclipse would follow.


    However, Twilight had only recently been published, so they had to wait for the novel to gain some influence first.


    Now, Charles was focusing on the upcoming Oscar ceremony. There was an onslaught from both online and print media, alongside constant reception invitations for Academy voters and media personnel.


    In the Hilton Garden Hotel on North Hollywood Avenue in Los Angeles, by the pool in the hotel courtyard, Charles was chatting with Philip Strub, the Director of the Pentagon Entertainment Liaison Office.


    "Philip, we're friends, right? It's not good if your Defense Department keeps calling my office," Charles said. Capet Pictures had deep collaborations with the U.S. Department of Defense for two major films, Iron Man and Transformers. The military hoped the movies would showcase the American military's sense of justice and fearlessness.


    Philip Strub, as the current Director of the Pentagon Entertainment Liaison Office, was the bridge connecting Hollywood with the military.


    Hollywood needed the advanced weapons and manpower support from the Defense Department, while the Defense Department wanted to portray the positive image of the U.S. military through films.


    "Charles, we're providing the latest fighter jets, armored vehicles, and artillery. We even allowed you to film at the Pentagon. All we're asking for is a bit of script modification," Philip mentioned, feeling the demand wasn't high.


    The Defense Department found some script details in the currently filming Iron Man problematic and hoped the crew could make some adjustments.


    The executive producer and director were frustrated with the Pentagon's stringent demands and even called Charles' office.


    Charles frowned. The military manipulating Hollywood to promote their image had always been a thing - glorifying war, advertising weapons, and recruitment propaganda.


    "Philip, Iron Man alone costs about 140 million dollars to make. We also need to spend a lot on marketing. It's not a low-budget film we can just change on a whim," Charles was definitely upset.


    "Do you know how many scenes have been added to the script after your involvement?" Charles asked.


    "This isn't like the small-budget movies Clint Eastwood made to promote the military image for the Pentagon, nor is it like Tom Hanks' government collaborations with agencies like the CIA and Homeland Security in something like Charlie Wilson's War," he continued.


    "Iron Man is a blockbuster with over 140 million dollars invested by Capet Pictures. If it fails, do you know the impact? The script for Iron Man had already been changed from the Gulf War to the Afghanistan War for positive Afghanistan war propaganda to support your efforts there."


    Originally, Iron Man had a pacifist theme, with Tony Stark trying to use his massive manufacturing empire to fight war profiteers and the military-industrial complex.


    After the Pentagon's intervention, under Philip Strub's request, the combat scenes changed from the Gulf War to modern-day Afghanistan, filling the film with the righteous image of the U.S. military.


    "Now we're constantly downplaying the protagonist's anti-war stance. Do you want to completely reverse his attitude towards war?"


    Turning Tony Stark from an opponent of the military-industrial complex into its ultimate preacher was already the biggest concession in Iron Man.


    Any more changes and Iron Man would become nothing more than a commercial for the U.S. military and its weapons.


    The Pentagon provided Edwards Air Force Base, around 150 actors to portray soldiers and Afghan civilians, helped make 100 sets of uniforms, and allowed the use of various high-cost military aircraft and weapons.


    The Iron Man script adjustments were mostly being made in accordance with the Pentagon's demands.


    Philip Strub smiled, patted Charles' shoulder, and said, "We're just discussing, not demanding you to follow every Defense Department instruction."


    Philip Strub, with his bald head, was originally from the military. For major films like Iron Man and Transformers, the Pentagon had focused heavily on these entertainment projects.


    Philip Strub clearly understood why Charles Capet was taking this so seriously, considering the massive 140 million dollar investment.


    If the military intervened too much, Capet Pictures might abandon the Pentagon's support altogether.


    "Philip, you need to understand that my film's success benefits you the most. Otherwise, it's bad for all of us," Charles reminded.


    Philip Strub nodded. A successful blockbuster could achieve what countless ordinary films couldn't.


    The Pentagon's publicity department prioritized collaborations with Transformers and Iron Man.


    Charles Capet was now a quality idol among young Americans, a Hollywood prodigy, and one of the poster boys for the American Dream.


    "Charles, don't worry, the Defense Department will definitely support your film. Just shoot the script as planned," Philip Strub reassured with a smile.


    For the current script, the Pentagon was very satisfied. They made demands, knowing Capet Pictures might agree, and if rejected, it wasn't much lost.


    Philip Strub noticed Charles was close to losing his temper and wisely decided to back off.


    Charles nodded, feeling more at ease. He casually said, "It's not just you guys. I have received many collaboration requests from government departments. FBI, CIA aside, the Marines, National Security Agency all want me to develop similar films. Seems like you guys spend a lot on Hollywood each year!" Charles added with a hint of surprise.


    Philip Strub laughed, "Well, things need to be done, and funds can't be lacking. If you're interested, you can develop projects about the Marines or Defense Intelligence Agency. Each branch of the military has its budget for such authorizations."


    Charles nodded and clinked glasses with Philip Strub. The Marvel Cinematic Universe was mostly special effects-heavy blockbusters with many grand scenes, and indeed, it needed Pentagon's support.


    The Transformers series was similar - the grander the scenes, the more it attracted viewers. Only the Pentagon could provide aircraft carriers, helicopters, fighter jets, pilots, submarines, APCs, army extras, and military weapons advisors.


    But the Pentagon only provided support if they were satisfied with the script content.


    Philip Strub stood up, looked around, and smiled, "Alright, Charles, you should enjoy your evening!"


  




  Chapter 190: Chapter 190


  

    Back at the Hilton Garden Inn banquet hall, Charles quickly found himself striking up a conversation.


    "Hey, Emily, long time no see." Charles hadn't expected to run into Emily Blunt. Ever since her performance in The Devil Wears Prada had left an impression on him, he had thought this British actress wasn't bad at all.


    Emily Blunt nodded with a bit of surprise, "I didn't expect it either. I was worried you might not remember me!"


    "I remember. Your performance in The Devil Wears Prada was so good that even Meryl Streep couldn't stop praising you," Charles smiled. Actors trained in British drama sometimes were indeed stronger than grassroots American actors in many aspects.


    The two of them moved to the nearby lounge area and started to drink while seated on the sofa.


    Emily Blunt was still a low-profile actress in Hollywood, but she was expected to gain some recognition once The Devil Wears Prada hit theaters.


    "You're quite new in Hollywood. Do you feel a difference between filming here and in England?" Charles asked.


    "A difference?" Emily Blunt thought for a moment and explained, "In England, I mostly did mini-series and TV movies. After coming to America for The Devil Wears Prada, I felt everything was much more industrialized and organized here."


    "Yeah, the movie industry," Charles leaned back on the sofa, having little to say about Hollywood's industrialization.


    Noticing Charles seemed a bit down, Emily Blunt said, "I attended the premiere of The Devil Wears Prada earlier. The audience and critics had high praise. I'm confident the box office will do well."


    After staring at Emily Blunt for a few seconds, Charles suddenly suggested, "How about we hit a nearby bar?"


    Emily Blunt nodded. Charles Capet's allure to women was undeniable.


    With status, position, and power, Charles could act recklessly in Hollywood. And on top of that, he was a handsome 24-year-old. It was overwhelming.


    Hollywood was the gathering place for celebrities, and naturally, it had its fair share of nightclubs and bars.


    Charles Capet took Emily Blunt to a private bar frequently visited by celebrities and secured a window-side room on the second floor.


    Behind one-way glass, they could see the dancers on stage and the chaotic dance floor.


    "Charles, look, isn't that Lindsay Lohan?" Emily Blunt pointed through the glass at a woman surrounded by people.


    Charles took a closer look. Spot on!


    "Paris Hilton and Lindsay Lohan," he scoffed. Hollywood's nightclub queens.


    Luckily, he had steered Britney Spears back on track; otherwise, she'd have joined this notorious trio.


    Paris Hilton's notorious reputation, paired with Lindsay Lohan's recent string of scandals.


    "It's a bit of a shame. Since last year, Lindsay Lohan has been making headlines constantly," Emily Blunt said, knowing she couldn't compare to Lohan.


    At 20, Lindsay Lohan was an all-around American new idol in movies, TV, music, and endorsements.


    Famous from a young age, a complicated family - especially with her father's fraud charges on Wall Street last year. Drinking, violence, and drug scandals all surfaced.


    Lohan's mother wasn't any better. In the throes of a divorce, they were fighting over Lindsay's custody, which was the biggest news.


    Given Lindsay's substantial income, she was her parents' most important asset. This might've been the main reason for her downfall.


    It's similar to Macaulay Culkin from the Home Alone series - fame at a young age, parents divorcing, and then quickly falling apart.


    Charles sighed, lighting a cigarette. The price of fame was indeed high for young stars. Emily Blunt also lit one from the pack.


    "Do actors all like to smoke?" Charles asked with a smile after taking a puff.


    Emily Blunt shook her head, "I don't really know. Sometimes it's due to stress, or if a screen role requires it."


    "Do you still keep in touch with Anne Hathaway?" Charles asked.


    Emily Blunt nodded, "Yes, she's preparing to film Becoming Jane and will go to England soon."


    Charles could hear the envy in Emily's voice. After all, Anne Hathaway was the lead in The Devil Wears Prada.


    "Such a classic British biographical film isn't really suitable for an American girl to play. Jane Austen's significant reputation demands an actor who can embody the image of an 18th-century English person," he mused.


    "Anne Hathaway is a typical American girl. Her accent is the biggest problem - Jane Austen with an American accent?"


    Emily stayed silent. Charles Capet could freely critique actors, and to him, Anne Hathaway was just another small actor.


    "I'm actually quite interested in some British love stories," Charles said, deeply inhaling his cigarette.


    "Becoming Jane is at best a second-hand Pride & Prejudice."


    "Actually, I've heard that Becoming Jane had approached Kate Winslet and Keira Knightley," Emily reminded him.


    "Keira Knightley didn't have the time. She's set to star in the adaptation of Ian McEwan's romantic novel, Atonement," Charles chuckled. It's developed by the British company Working Title Films and co-invested by Capet Pictures' UK branch.


    "Wow, Ian McEwan's Atonement?"


    Of course, Emily Blunt knew. Ian McEwan was one of the most influential writers in contemporary British literature.


    Looking at Charles' profile, Emily's feelings were complicated.


  




  Chapter 191: Emily Blunt


  

    Beverly Hills, Capet Manor. As soon as Charles parked the car, Emily Blunt eagerly unbuckled her seatbelt and kissed him.


    "Hold on," Charles responded a few times, then licked his lips and smiled, "Emily, aren't we moving a little too fast?"


    They had met a few times on the set while filming The Devil Wears Prada last year, so they knew each other; plus, they hadn't spent much time together tonight at the party and bar.


    Emily Blunt laughed, "Charles, shouldn't I be the one to say that? It's you who brought me back to your place!"


    Then, Emily Blunt started rubbing a certain part of Charles's body with one hand and pressed herself against him, whispering in his ear, "If it's too fast, do you want to take me back to the hotel?"


    Charles looked at Emily Blunt in his arms, patted her back, and laughed, "Actually, it's not that fast if you think about it; we've been together for several hours now!"


    They got out of the car, and Emily Blunt admired Charles's house with a look of envy on her face, "Wow, this house is so luxurious, and in this kind of neighborhood too. Amazing."


    Emily Blunt was just a newcomer actress, and The Devil Wears Prada was her first Hollywood film. She had to go through nine rounds of auditions just to get the role, and her payment was very low, only $150,000.


    Charles didn't say anything, just put his arm around Emily Blunt's shoulders and guided her to the small living room on the second floor, with a view of Los Angeles's nightscape.


    "Do you want anything to drink?" Charles asked.


    Emily Blunt shook her head while looking at the night view of Los Angeles, "No, I've already had plenty tonight."


    "Hollywood can make you famous overnight, and then you have everything, money, fame," Charles said, coming up next to Emily Blunt.


    "What about you, why did you become an actress?"


    Emily Blunt looked at Charles and explained with a smile, "I had a stutter when I was young, and the doctor suggested acting could help by letting me take on different personas. That's when I started performing in some stage plays. 


    Then, in high school, I joined the drama club and eventually got discovered by a talent agent, leading me down this path. 


    After entering Hampton University, I started acting in TV shows and movies. I came to Hollywood right after graduation last year and got involved in The Devil Wears Prada!"


    Charles nodded. Emily Blunt's acting had a methodical approach, typical of someone who graduated from a specialized drama school, and moreover, from Hampton University. 


    A classic example of a professionally trained British actor, which Charles saw as an advantage in Emily Blunt, was coming from a middle-class family with a clear view of career planning and future.


    "Many British actors have done quite well in Hollywood, including actresses," Charles reminded, "Kate Winslet, Catherine Zeta-Jones, Keira Knightley, and Kate Beckinsale are the ones I am more familiar with, and they represent the new wave of British actresses in Hollywood."


    Emily Blunt bit her lip, "Do you think I can be like them someday?"


    Charles looked at Emily Blunt and then nodded, "Yes, you can!"


    Currently, Keira Knightley was the hottest British actress in Hollywood. Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl was a huge success, and this year Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest was set to be released in summer!


    Last year's romantic film Pride & Prejudice also earned Keira Knightley Golden Globe and Oscar nominations for Best Actress.


    "But Charles, the competition in Hollywood is really fierce!" Emily Blunt sighed, a bit helpless.


    Charles chuckled, holding her waist and whispered in her ear, "I will help you!"


    Then, he kissed her, and Emily Blunt, leaning against the floor-to-ceiling window, responded passionately.


    Soon, Emily Blunt wrapped her legs around Charles's waist, holding him tightly as her beautiful dress fell to the floor.


    In the distance was the night view of Los Angeles, while right in front of Charles was the sensual beauty of Emily Blunt.


    After a night of passion, Charles woke up the next morning with a satisfied smile, holding Emily Blunt.


    "Awake?" Emily Blunt asked as she saw Charles open his eyes.


    "Morning," Charles yawned, "Why are you up so early?"


    He looked at his watch; it wasn't even eight yet!


    "I have an event this afternoon," Emily Blunt explained, "I acted in an Australian film last year called Irresistible, and I might need to go to Sydney."


    Charles had never heard of this movie, "The promotional activities for The Devil Wears Prada should start in early June, with London, Paris, and Milan all planned stops. The global premiere will be in New York, and you need to be part of the promotion; it will be good for you!"


    Emily Blunt nodded. The Devil Wears Prada was an important film for her, and she would definitely take it seriously.


    "I only have one leading role in a horror film Wind Chill for now, and a small role in Charlie Wilson's War starring Tom Hanks and Julia Roberts. My schedule is pretty open," Emily Blunt confessed. She didn't have many offers and was waiting to see if there would be more projects after The Devil Wears Prada was released.


  




  Chapter 192: Star


  

    Los Angeles, near the seaside town of Venice in the Marina del Rey or King's Dock, the luxurious yacht Charles ordered from the Netherlands last year was finally delivered.


    The yacht was 133 feet long, with a maximum speed of 20 knots and a cruising speed of 15 knots, capable of sailing 1,600 nautical miles.


    Costing $15.5 million, this luxurious yacht was named Star by Charles.


    "She's beautiful, isn't she?" Evelyn Capet stood at the dock with Charles, praising the yacht.


    "The exterior design is nice, and I hired a top designer for the interior. It's alright, though the build time was a bit long. If it weren't for that, I would've customized a 300-foot super yacht," Charles remarked, eyeing a spot on the yacht.


    Evelyn chuckled. "This one took nearly eight months to build, right? Over 130 feet, it's still a super yacht!"


    Charles smiled and continued, "I also ordered the latest Gulfstream G550 luxury long-range business jet from Gulfstream Aerospace, which should be delivered in May."


    Evelyn just smiled, squeezing her son's hand. She never imagined that their family would own a private luxury yacht and a private jet.


    Last year, Charles said he wanted them, and now they had both.


    "The Gulfstream G550? I've heard of it. It can fly over 12,000 kilometers, right? It's the longest-range business jet available!" Evelyn, who frequently traveled for business, was quite knowledgeable.


    "$55 million, and the interior design is top-notch, accommodating 16 people." Charles smiled.


    "By the way, are you confident about the upcoming Oscars? You seemed to put a lot of effort into it."


    Charles thought for a moment and said casually, "Who knows what the outcome will be? Lionsgate has also put in a lot of effort for Crash. But I have a lot of confidence in the Coen brothers' No Country for Old Men!"


    "As for the others, Munich and Capote are just there to accompany. The Best Picture will definitely be between No Country for Old Men and Crash."


    Capet Pictures' other film Little Miss Sunshine was also just a runner, having already bagged an Best Picture nomination.


    The Star yacht could set out to sea anytime from Los Angeles' King's Dock, or sail down the coastline to Central America, passing through the Panama Canal to the Caribbean for a vacation.


    ...


    Meanwhile, the much-anticipated live-action Transformers movie began filming, with High School Musical star Zac Efron teaming up with the sultry Megan Fox and the Autobots to save Earth.


    Also, it was the World Cup year. The deeds of Charles during the France World Cup were brought up again.


    However, for this year's World Cup in Germany, Charles didn't plan on betting, even though he knew that Italy and France would make it to the finals.


    Luck had been on his side once, but playing this game again would likely raise suspicions from the bookmakers, and Charles didn't want any trouble.


    ...


    At Capet Pictures, President Donna Langley and the distribution department's upper management, including Phyllis, had just watched a Chinese film, The Promise.


    "No market potential. Actually, I favor Jet Li's kung fu film Fearless, but Focus Features already bought the North American rights," said Phyllis, who had previously helped establish Capet International Pictures' distribution office in Europe and was now back in the U.S.


    Donna Langley nodded and smiled. "Capet Pictures is heavily expanding its international business this year. Our UK branch co-invested in Atonement; our French branch developed La Vie en Rose; and last year we bought the North American distribution rights for the German film The Lives of Others. But this The Promise definitely doesn't meet our distribution standards."


    Phyllis shook her head. "Originally, The Promise signed a purchase agreement with The Weinstein Company at last year's Cannes Film Festival. However, by the end of last year, after watching the final cut, Harvey Weinstein immediately decided to drop the distribution rights. Now, The Promise is looking for another North American distributor."


    Donna Langley nodded. "Are there any other Chinese-language films?"


    Phyllis Davis thought for a moment and said, "There is a historical war film directed by the director of Hero with a $45 million budget currently shooting. Additionally, there's a $20 million film starring the leads from Memoirs of a Geisha, based on the plot of Hamlet, which is also looking for a North American distributor."


  




  Chapter 193: Oscars


  

    The 2006 Oscars ceremony started at 5 PM Pacific Time.


    Charles initially planned to attend the ceremony with his mother, Evelyn, but Evelyn had other engagements and would attend the Vanity Fair celebration dinner later.


    At the awards ceremony, besides the crew of movies produced by Capet Pictures, Charles also ran into Nicole Kidman and Jessica Alba, both of whom he had past associations with.


    Keira Knightley and Charlize Theron, who he was more familiar with, were nominated for Best Actress at this Oscars.


    Charles sat with the Coen brothers, directors of No Country for Old Men, and occasionally commented on the winning movies.


    "Three hours already, now it's time for Best Actor, Best Actress, Best Director, and Best Picture," Charles murmured as he stroked his chin.


    "Charles, Capet Pictures is doing great!" Joel Coen laughed.


    By this point, the Coen brothers from the No Country for Old Men crew had already won Best Adapted Screenplay, and Javier Bardem had defeated Alan Arkin from Little Miss Sunshine and George Clooney from Syriana to win Best Supporting Actor.


    Little Miss Sunshine won the award for Best Original Screenplay.


    Although Walk the Line lost in its three previously nominated technical categories, it was soon time to announce the awards for Best Actor and Best Actress, for which Walk the Line was also nominated.


    Jamie Foxx, last year's Best Actor winner, presented the Best Actress award: Reese Witherspoon, from Walk the Line, defeated Charlize Theron from North Country and Keira Knightley from Pride & Prejudice among others.


    A shocked Reese Witherspoon seemed a bit at a loss but started crying in gratitude once she took the stage.


    "Oh, God bless, I never thought I would stand here receiving this award. Thank you to the Oscar judges for this honor, thank you, Charles, thank you to Director James, thank you..." Reese Witherspoon thanked many people while overcome with emotion.


    Next, Best Actor was awarded to Philip Seymour Hoffman for Capote, making Joaquin Phoenix a runner-up.


    When the host announced that Tom Hanks would present the Best Director award, the comedic superstar started with some humor as soon as he got on stage: "Everybody loved last year's movies like Munich, Capote, Little Miss Sunshine, Crash, and No Country for Old Men. These five are all up for Best Director and Best Picture.


    I'm a bit envious of Charles Capet. A few years ago, his collaboration with me on My Big Fat Greek Wedding was also hugely successful!"


    Seated below, Charles flashed a charming smile at the camera and gave a thumbs up.


    "Best Director award goes to No Country for Old Men, Joel Coen and Ethan Coen!"


    As Tom Hanks announced the winners, the Coen brothers stood up excitedly.


    "Congratulations!" The crew members all stood up to congratulate, and Charles hugged the brothers in celebration.


    Since their first film Blood Simple won the Jury Prize at Sundance back in the 80s, the Coen brothers had amassed accolades including the Palme d'Or and Best Director at Cannes.


    After years of making independent films, the Coen brothers finally won the Oscar for Best Director.


    Charles's heart raced a bit; if Best Director was awarded to the Coen brothers for No Country for Old Men, could Best Picture possibly go to Crash?


    The Oscars' practice of dividing up the spoils was well-known, and glancing over at the Crash crew, he saw a star-studded group.


    Sandra Bullock, Don Cheadle, Matt Dillon, William Fichtner, Brendan Fraser, Terrence Howard, Thandiwe Newton, and more.


    A low-budget indie film had attracted so many big names, clearly all aiming for the big awards.


    As the ceremony continued and the Coen brothers thanked everyone, Charles's mind wandered. When Jack Nicholson announced the Best Picture award, Charles was still distracted.


    "Best Picture - No Country for Old Men!" Jack Nicholson shouted from the stage.


    "Wow," the Coen brothers leapt up, and the entire crew stood applauding.


    Snapping back to reality, Charles felt a rush of emotions; the Oscar for Best Picture was finally here!


    "Charles, go up there!" urged the Coen brothers, one holding the Best Director trophy and the other holding the Best Adapted Screenplay trophy.


    Reminded, Charles nodded and went up on stage with the Coen brothers to accept Capet Pictures' first Best Picture Oscar.


    "Charles, you're amazing. The Departed was also incredible. Looking forward to seeing you here again next year," joked Jack Nicholson as he handed the Oscar statuette to Charles.


    "Thanks, Jack. I'll make sure not to let you down, ha ha!" Charles accepted the statuette.


    Standing at the microphone, with the applause dying down, Charles looked at the Oscar, scanned the crowd, and began, "It's been four years. From the first film I produced to now, it's been four years. Except for missing a nomination in 2003, Capet Pictures had films nominated in 2002 and 2004. Now, we've won the 2005 Best Picture Oscar, and I have many people to thank.


    My mother, Evelyn Capet. I have to tell her I love her. It took real vision for her to support a 19-year-old fresh out of high school who was interning in Hollywood to develop films!"


    "Hahaha," the crowd laughed as Charles joked and raised the Oscar.


    "Alright, thank you to everyone. I won't list names since everyone has been sitting for three or four hours and must be starving! 


    Thank you to the judges, thank you, everyone!"


    Charles left the stage and headed backstage.


    Many winners were backstage for interviews and congratulatory moments, and Charles received his share of congratulations and blessings.


    "Charles, I'm a reporter from Variety. How do you plan to celebrate now that you've won, especially since your mother couldn't be here tonight? Do you feel any regret?"


    "Regret? Maybe a little. My mother wanted to see me on stage to receive an Oscar for Best Picture. Tonight we succeeded, but she missed it," Charles smiled. "Will there be celebrations? Of course. The rest of the crew also had great achievements, so we'll all get to relax and celebrate."


    After a few quick words to the reporters, Charles was ready to leave. He needed to attend the Vanity Fair after-party.


  




  Chapter 194: Sexy Cover


  

    In the luxurious villa of Evelyn Capet located in the Bel-Air community, Charles Capet drove over.


    He found Scarlett Johansson was also there at his mother's place, dressed in a red low-cut evening gown, incredibly seductive.


    "Charles, congratulations! Both Evelyn and I know No Country for Old Men won the award," Scarlett Johansson said as soon as she saw Charles, rushing up to hug him.


    Charles embraced the lady and kissed her for a while, then let go of her. "Thanks. Where's my mom?"


    Scarlett Johansson pointed to the back. "She's on the terrace making a call. We were just about to head to the Vanity Fair Oscar Party at the Sunset Tower Hotel to celebrate!"


    "My mom is indeed busy. Her actresses Charlize Theron and Keira Knightley both got nominated for Best Actress," Charles said, smiling as he sat on the couch.


    "Too bad, the Best Actress went to Reese Witherspoon for Walk the Line, a Capet Pictures production," Scarlett Johansson said. Last year, she was involved in two commercial films that didn't get many nominations.


    "Tonight, you should have several places to celebrate, right?" Scarlett Johansson said, sitting beside Charles.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Capet Pictures had a big haul tonight. I'll first drop by the Vanity Fair party and then check out the celebrations for No Country for Old Men."


    After all, the Vanity Fair party is quite exclusive, not just anyone can get in.


    Suddenly, Charles noticed a copy of Vanity Fair magazine with a cover shot featuring Tom Ford, Scarlett Johansson, and Keira Knightley.


    He picked it up and looked at it for a moment. Scarlett Johansson and Keira Knightley were naked on the cover, while Tom Ford was fully dressed in a suit.


    "When did you shoot this?" Charles asked Scarlett Johansson, intrigued by the nude, very sexy photos.


    "Just a few days ago. It's for the March issue. Originally, it was supposed to feature three actresses, but Rachel McAdams heard it involved nudity and refused to do the shoot, even arguing with her agent," Scarlett Johansson replied casually. After all, many actresses have done nude covers for Vanity Fair.


    Rachel McAdams shot to fame quickly with the 2004 romantic drama The Notebook, and she also played a major role in Mean Girls the same year.


    Known for her romantic comedies, the Canadian sweetheart!


    Charles honestly didn't know much about it, just that Vanity Fair puts out a Hollywood special issue every February, gathering nominated stars for a group cover photo.


    "Tom Ford is one lucky guy," Charles commented wryly, even though Ford is gay.


    Scarlett Johansson laughed and playfully hit Charles' leg. "Does my body still have any secrets for you?"


    Charles reached out and pinched her ample, fair chest. "After the party, I'll come to see you!"


    "I'll be waiting for you at home!" Scarlett Johansson said, picking up Charles' little golden statuette and playing with it.


    "Oh, darling, you're here!" Evelyn came over after finishing her call, kissing her son on the cheek.


    "I'm so proud of you!" Evelyn Capet exclaimed, tightly hugging her son.


    "This is the Best Picture Oscar," Scarlett Johansson handed the statuette she was playing with to Evelyn.


    "It took Capet Pictures four years to get this award, kind of a shame," Charles honestly didn't feel much about the Oscars.


    "It's not a shame. Many people never get this award in their lifetime. Hollywood releases 400 to 500 films in theaters each year, but only about 150 to 200 get a wide release. And this award, there's only one Best Picture each year!"


    It was also Evelyn Capet's first time holding a Best Picture Oscar. The more she looked at it, the more she liked it.


    "Mom, are we heading to the Sunset Tower Hotel?" Charles asked.


    Evelyn nodded. "Yes, quite a few of my people are there now!"


    The Vanity Fair Oscar Party is often held at the Sunset Tower Hotel.


    Soon, the three of them drove to the Sunset Tower Hotel's banquet hall in West Hollywood. As an annual Oscar celebration, the party never disappoints.


    "Charles, congratulations!"


    "Awesome, Charles!"


    After Capet Pictures won Best Picture, Charles experienced what it felt like to be in the spotlight.


    Tom Hanks and his wife, Will Smith and his wife, and Brad Pitt with Angelina Jolie all congratulated Charles.


    Looking at Angelina Jolie's big belly, it was clear she got pregnant before Pitt's divorce was finalized.


    Reese Witherspoon, the newly crowned Best Actress, was the most talked-about star. For newly crowned Best Actor Philip Seymour Hoffman, her news and popularity overshadowed his.


    "Congratulations, Reese," Charles said, hugging Reese Witherspoon at the Walk the Line gathering.


    "Thank you, Charles, and congratulations to you. You're the biggest winner tonight!"


    "It's all the result of everyone's hard work. My contribution was very small," Charles smiled modestly, not seeing Reese Witherspoon's husband. Since Legally Blonde catapulted her to fame, her actor husband seemed unbalanced.


    He even publicly joked at the awards ceremony that his wife made more money than him. Now that Reese Witherspoon had won the Best Actress Oscar, a divorce seemed imminent.


    The teams from Walk the Line, Little Miss Sunshine, and No Country for Old Men all attended the Vanity Fair party. As the boss, Charles was diligent in giving praise and greetings to everyone.


    Later, he took photos with Charlize Theron and Keira Knightley, as they were all Evelyn's actresses.


    "What's the matter? Are you feeling tired?" Charlize Theron joked, having just posed with Charles and Keira Knightley.


    "I'd be lying if I said I wasn't. My mouth is dry from saying thank you all night," Charles wiped his brow, exhausted from all the congratulating.


    "That's the Best Picture Oscar for you. And you're so young, of course, people will congratulate you," Keira Knightley laughed, joining in the fun.


    "You aren't doing bad yourself! A Best Actress nomination at just 20," This period was certainly a highlight for the British actress.


    With Pirates of the Caribbean 2: Dead Man's Chest and Pirates of the Caribbean 3: At World's End releasing back-to-back this year and next, countless fans were eagerly awaiting these sequels.


    As the leading lady, Keira Knightley's popularity continued to soar.


    "Why don't we go over there and take a break?" Charlize Theron suggested, pointing to a nearby lounge area with sofas and drinks.


    "Sounds perfect!" Charles readily agreed.


  




  Chapter 195: The Mist


  

    In the banquet lounge, Charles parted ways with Charlize Theron and Keira Knightley after having a drink together.


    Charlize Theron and Keira Knightley needed to expand their network at the party, as knowing more people always helped in their circles.


    Soon, Evelyn Capet arrived with a woman around her age.


    "Charles, this is Liz Glotzer, a film producer involved in movies like Good Will Hunting, The Shawshank Redemption, and The Green Mile," Evelyn introduced.


    "Good evening, Charles, and congratulations!"


    "Thank you. Is there something you need?" Charles knew his mother bringing a producer to him meant she was seeking support.


    "Stephen King's 1980s novel The Mist has been adapted into a script by Frank Darabont, but Paramount Advantage Pictures doesn't want to develop it. We're looking for a new production company to take over," Liz Glotzer got straight to the point.


    Frank Darabont, the director of The Shawshank Redemption and The Green Mile, both of which were also based on Stephen King's novels.


    "Will Frank Darabont direct?" Charles asked.


    Liz Glotzer nodded, "We all think Frank is perfect for this sci-fi horror film."


    Charles smiled, "Don't worry, I have faith in Frank Darabont. I've read a lot of Stephen King's novels, and The Mist is quite good. Get the script to Matrix Pictures as soon as possible. We'll respond quickly."


    After Liz Glotzer left, Evelyn frowned a bit, "Is Frank the right choice?"


    Frank Darabont's films, The Shawshank Redemption and The Green Mile, were critically acclaimed but had low box office returns.


    As her son, Evelyn naturally favored Charles over her clients.


    "He's talented, even if his commercial track record isn't perfect. A film like The Shawshank Redemption, despite low box office returns, made money in the home video market because of its reputation and quality," Charles smiled. He had faith in Frank Darabont as Capet Pictures was planning to develop The Walking Dead TV series next.


    Frank Darabont was a skilled writer and director, perfect for The Walking Dead.


    "You make your own decisions. The budget for this type of film isn't high, so breaking even won't be hard," Evelyn trusted Charles' judgment.


    For a film company, having to wait years for a film to break even through the home video market was a loss, given the resources invested.


    Universal's blockbuster King Kong had a production cost of 200 million dollars and almost fifty million dollars in marketing expenses. Its North American box office was two hundred million dollars, with the overseas market also bringing in a significant amount.


    Box office returns allowed Universal to recoup its investment, and additional revenue would come from the home video and TV market. Despite this, everyone knew King Kong was a commercial failure.


    "Don't worry. Frank isn't suited for handling commercial blockbusters. The Mist focuses on the horrors of human nature rather than monsters, reflecting the post-industrial era's impact on people," Charles said, standing up. "There's no need for big scenes. Even if we develop it, I'll keep the budget within control. And, I also have artistic pursuits. I've won the Oscar for Best Picture. I'm not going to follow Relativity Media's approach, with an algorithm system aimed solely at creating commercial successes."


    Evelyn smiled. The head of Relativity Media had developed an investment algorithm focused purely on a film's commercial aspects, ignoring its artistic value, which was no secret in Hollywood.


    ...


    Oscar 2006 ended perfectly, making Capet Pictures the biggest winner, and launching this five-year-old film company into stardom.


    Capet Pictures produced the films that won Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Actress. Reports came from American publications like The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, Newsweek, Time Magazine, and European ones such as the Daily Mail, Bild, The Times, and Le Monde.


    Charles Capet was also interviewed by U.S. News & World Report and People Magazine.


    Though the Oscars ceremony was over, celebrations continued for at least two weeks. Charles's new luxury private yacht, Star, hosted private parties for an entire week.


    During this week, Charles lived a hedonistic lifestyle, accompanied by Scarlett Johansson, Jessica Alba, and Britney Spears, who came back specifically for the event.


    ...


    "Sweetie, it's time to wake up!" Charles was kissed awake, still groggy.


    Opening his eyes, he was startled for a second. It was Britney Spears. "I think I drank too much last night."


    "A bit too much. Go take a shower, I've prepared breakfast," Britney said. They were in her luxurious Thousand Oaks mansion. Britney brought Charles home from the yacht party where he had had too much to drink.


    Charles nodded, kissed Britney, and headed straight for the bathroom.


    After a hot shower, Charles felt rejuvenated and sat at the dining table, asking Britney, who was seated opposite him, "You're starting a new global tour?"


    Britney nodded, "In 2004, during my world tour, there weren't many stops in Asia; it was mainly Europe and America. This time, we're choosing China, Singapore and Kuala Lumpur, for a total of 15 concerts!"


    Charles asked, "When does it start?"


    "It begins in July. Why, will you come with me?" Britney looked puzzled.


    "I will be going to Asia. I guess we'll both be there around the same time," Charles said, realizing the tour was planned for the summer break, from July to September.


    "That's great! We can travel together when we're there," Britney said. Since being with Charles, her scandals had significantly reduced. However, she still had to be careful due to the immense media attention.


    Charles nodded. Britney's career was continuing smoothly without marriage, divorce, or children messes, allowing her to maintain her looks for longer.


    "By the way, I'd like you to make a cameo in the Transformers movie," Charles proposed.


    Britney nodded, "No problem. I have time, and Transformers has such a huge audience."


    Britney never argued against Charles's arrangements. She was very willing to follow his lead.


    Charles nodded in satisfaction. Britney was so obedient both in and out of bed that it made him feel a bit guilty sometimes.


    After breakfast, Charles said goodbye to Britney and returned to work, while Britney headed to New York to record a new single and then to Europe for a shoot.


    At Capet Pictures, Charles quickly received the project proposal for Frank Darabont's film The Mist.


    "An $18 million budget? That's doable. Matrix Pictures will handle production and distribution," Charles was pleased with the production budget.


    "Boss, I heard Weinstein Company is also interested, but no investment details are finalized. Since we're investing, it won't involve Weinstein Company," Phyllis Jones added.


    "Weinstein Company?" Charles shook his head. 


    "Let Capet Television send someone to negotiate the adaptation rights for The Walking Dead comic from IGE Comics. With Resident Evil: Extinction already filming, as zombie-themed movies gain popularity, The Walking Dead can become the TV version of Resident Evil," Charles said, since he supported Frank Darabont directing The Mist and didn't want to miss out on The Walking Dead.


    "Sure," Phyllis noted. "Sony Screen Gems released Resident Evil: Apocalypse in 2004 and is now developing Resident Evil: Extinction for next year. Underworld: Evolution will also be released next year. Are they setting up a box office clash between the third installments of these series?"


    Phyllis was puzzled. If Resident Evil: Extinction released this year, Underworld: Evolution could release the next.


    "Who cares? The Resident Evil trilogy has different directors for each movie!" Charles laughed.


  




  Chapter 196: Paramount's Future Troubles


  

    In Burbank, Los Angeles, Charles Capet was in his office, chatting with Keira Knightley about her movie Atonement.


    The film was an adaptation of a famous novel by contemporary British novelist Ian McEwan. It told a story of love, guilt, and war.


    "James McAvoy is the male lead, right? He also starred as the lead in Becoming Jane, if I remember correctly," Charles said, looking at the cast list of Atonement. He was quite surprised at the choice of actors but thought it was a good one.


    Young actress Saoirse Ronan was also in the cast, alongside Benedict Cumberbatch, who would later become the curly-haired Sherlock Holmes in the series Sherlock and Doctor Strange in Marvel movies.


    "James McAvoy has a strong theatrical background and the right look for an art film. His role as Mr. Tumnus in The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe also showed off his acting skills. His schedule is packed this year," Keira Knightley noted. Although she was only 21, her fame and influence were far beyond that of a newcomer like James McAvoy.


    Keira could voice her opinions on the choice of the male lead, and the director would definitely take her opinions into account.


    Charles nodded. James McAvoy was definitely a handsome young actor with both looks and talent. Plus, British actors often exuded a classical charm that American actors sometimes lacked. This was an advantage for British actors.


    "Many behind-the-scenes workers are from the Pride & Prejudice crew, the filming should go more smoothly," Keira Knightley said. She had just been nominated for an Oscar for Best Actress for her role in the romance film Pride & Prejudice.


    Although Atonement was not as well-known as Pride & Prejudice, its plot contained elements of crime and war mixed with romance. Compared to Jane Austen's love story Pride & Prejudice, Atonement had a more modern feel and offered a deeper exploration of human nature.


    Charles nodded, picturing a typical early 20th-century British love story set against manor houses and beautiful countryside scenery.


    Keira Knightley had a good eye for picking movies, he thought.


    "In terms of literature, the UK is much stronger than the US. So much of American literature is filled with desire and capitalist hedonism," Charles said, shaking his head. History is the foundation's reflection, and culture is the way it expresses itself.


    Keira Knightley smiled, clearly agreeing with Charles. But she knew that the UK and the US were practically one, so it wasn't necessary to draw a strict line.


    Disney's adaptation of the British children's fantasy novel The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe had been released at the end of last year, earning more than seven hundred million dollars worldwide.


    Following the success of Harry Potter, it was another hit children's fantasy series. Disney allocated a budget of over 200 million dollars for the sequel, The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian.


    "By the way, Charles, this year is the World Cup year. Do you have a favorite team?" Keira Knightley asked suddenly.


    "Favorite team? France and Italy," Charles responded after a brief pause. His quick response showed that the previous World Cup had had a significant impact on him.


    Keira Knightley was persistent, continuing to ask, "No dark horses?"


    Charles buried his face in his hand, "Keira, last time I just picked randomly and got lucky. You can always bet on the lower-ranking teams if you want!"


    Keira laughed, "I'm just asking. Even if I support a team, it's going to be my home country, England!"


    "Don't worry, England has no chance. The newspapers say they have their strongest lineup this year. Trust me, don't go to Germany. Your England team is just like our USA team, just filler!"


    Keira Knightley pouted. Comparing the USA team to the England team? Could the USA even make it past the group stage this year?


    "Charles, I took you to see a match at Stamford Bridge last year. I'm a West Ham United fan from East London, so I rarely go to see Chelsea's matches in West London," Keira reminded him.


    He was really underestimating the England team! The Premier League had already surpassed Serie A to become the world's top league.


    "Alright, if you want to have some fun, you could place a little on France and Italy. I've always had a good eye. Besides, how many dark horses are there really?" Charles said, patting the girl on the shoulder.


    Keira Knightley shook her head, "I recently saw news about you. It used to be all about your scandals or movies doing well at the box office. Lately, though, they've been bringing up stories about you from the last World Cup again."


    Not only had Charles made 200 million euros in cash, but he also became a shareholder in LV. Who wouldn't be envious?


    "Journalists sure have sharp noses. Even after a long time, they're still rehashing old stories to grab attention. You've got to hand it to these guys," Charles shook his head, not caring much about the gossip.


    "Alright then, I'll be off now!"


    Charles nodded, "Let's have dinner sometime when I'm free."


    After Keira Knightley left, Phyllis Jones walked into the office.


    "The Lives of Others has been released in Germany and is getting great reviews and box office returns!"


    Charles glanced at her casually, "It's just a foreign art film. Why get excited?"


    "This is the first foreign film our company is distributing. It's meaningful!" Phyllis Jones retorted, clearly peeved.


    Charles mused for a moment. It was true that the film was in its original German language. "What's our promotional plan here?"


    "It will premiere at the Tribeca Film Festival in New York next month, and then we'll expand its release from there, starting small and relying on word of mouth to grow. It's the usual play for distribution companies, and it helps save on advertising costs," Phyllis responded quickly.


    Charles nodded. This kind of small task wasn't something he needed to spend energy on.


    "What's the opening movie for this summer's blockbuster season?"


    "Paramount's Mission: Impossible III, it's the first summer blockbuster of the year!"


    When Charles heard it was Tom Cruise's Mission: Impossible III, a faint smile crossed his lips.


    Last year, Tom Cruise's series of bizarre and illogical antics had made him a laughingstock, and his new relationship with actress Katie Holmes had been all over the tabloids.


    It seemed Paramount and Tom Cruise's long-standing partnership was about to end. Without a guaranteed box office draw like Tom Cruise, Paramount would have a tough time.


    After all, DreamWorks Animation had high box office returns, but without the Transformers series, Paramount's future looked bleak.


    Moreover, his Marvel Studios hadn't signed a film distribution contract with Paramount like in his previous life.


  




  Chapter 197: Chapter 197


  

    "Is this another house you bought?" Charles Capet asked as he arrived at Scarlett Johansson's newly purchased house in Westlake Village, a satellite town outside Los Angeles.


    Westlake Village, not far from Thousand Oaks and next to the Agoura Hills, had a great location and was a quiet town ideal for Hollywood celebrities to invest in.


    "Yeah, $2.8 million. A lot of people like to buy property here," Scarlett Johansson echoed the investment sentiments of most celebrities - real estate was always their first choice.


    "Didn't you just buy a house in Calabasas last year?" Charles held the girl closely, feeling a bit regretful that there would be plenty of real estate up for sale next year.


    Unless it's a top-tier luxury property, prices would generally drop for a quick resale by investors to reclaim their funds.


    Scarlett was quite casual about it and said, "It can be an investment, Charles. You should also invest more in real estate!"


    "I have enough properties," Charles said while holding the girl and sitting on the couch, adding, "Don't invest in real estate anymore. Haven't you seen the news about the housing bubble?"


    "Is it true?" Scarlett frowned slightly.


    Charles shrugged, "Pretty much. Just don't invest your money in real estate for now."


    "Got it. I don't have much money anyway," Scarlett quickly let it go.


    Charles smiled, kissing the girl as he leaned over her, "You've starred in so many movies, you must have some savings!"


    This year, Scarlett Johansson was voted the sexiest woman in the world by Esquire magazine and ranked high in People magazine's top ten sexiest women list.


    Scarlett, wearing just a white T-shirt and shorts, showed off her perfect figure at that moment.


    "I have no money," Scarlett wrapped her arms around Charles's neck, "My little bit of money is just a drop in the ocean compared to you."


    "That's an exaggeration! Capet Entertainment is over $900 million in debt!" Charles laughed.


    "But Fortune, Forbes, and Businessweek all reported that you're one of the richest people in Hollywood. Capet Entertainment's valuation is off the charts. They even said your hidden investments are many, and Forbes conservatively estimated your net worth to be at least $1 billion!" Scarlett smiled as if she were talking about herself instead of Charles Capet.


    "You follow Fortune, Businessweek, and Forbes? I thought you guys mainly followed entertainment news!" Charles remarked.


    "$1 billion. Does that mean I should be on the Forbes Rich List? I might even rank higher on the Young Rich List," Charles smiled, not paying much attention to such matters.


    "You're rich already?" Scarlett was shocked. When she first met Charles, he was passionately persuading Sofia Coppola to collaborate on Lost in Translation.


    "They said it's an estimate, mainly based on Capet Entertainment's value. But it's only $1 billion, clearly, they're underestimating Marvel Studios," Charles wanted to see their reactions next year when Iron Man hit the screens.


    "Charles!" Scarlett kissed him passionately, tearing at his clothes.


    Before long, Scarlett, lying under Charles, said, "Recently, I got a script for a movie called The Nanny Diaries, adapted from a best-selling novel from 2001. But I turned it down directly!"


    "Oh, why? Is the bestseller adaptation not good enough?" Charles asked while pressing closely to her.


    "Weinstein Company was investing in it. Mrs. Capet warned us not to work with Harvey Weinstein, saying we don't need his resources," Scarlett herself didn't want to either, given Harvey Weinstein's terrible reputation.


    "I see. Then just turn it down. It's just an independent art film anyway!" Charles focused back on their activities.


    After a few moments of intimacy, the two lounged lazily on the sofa.


    Kissing Scarlett's 32D chest, Charles remarked, "You've done quite a few movies over the years, but the quality hasn't been great."


    "Yeah, I know," Scarlett agreed. Besides Lost in Translation and Girl with a Pearl Earring, none of her films had left a lasting impression.


    "My image is still predominantly sexy, following the Marilyn Monroe route," Scarlett admitted. She had a good mindset and didn't mind being labeled a sexy star.


    The biggest downside to this sexy route was that it was hard to get recognized at film festivals.


    "But how many beautiful women have Marilyn Monroe's influence? Everyone knows Hedy Lamarr, the ultimate 'trophy'," Charles laughed, thinking sometimes being a "trophy" wasn't that bad.


    "Too bad beauty is fleeting, but good acting lasts a lifetime. Charlize is also acknowledged for her beauty and sexiness. She was a 'trophy' for many years too. I also hope to win an Oscar like her," Scarlett genuinely admired Charlize Theron for her Oscar-winning title.


    Charles played with her 32D bust, teasing, "Would you shave your eyebrows, gain weight, and appear on camera with such ugly makeup?"


    "That really takes courage!" Scarlett admitted she didn't have the guts to take on a role like Monster.


    "So, you gain some, you lose some. Nowadays, it's all about business. Why worry about those awards? Even with an Oscar, Charlize Theron's highest paycheck is $10 million, but Angelina Jolie's lowest is $10 million; Hilary Swank won two Oscars but earns less than Jennifer Aniston!"


    Charles believed in taking the commercial route - art films were just seasoning. Without star power at the box office, it was pointless.


    "You suggested I play Marvel's Black Widow with this in mind?" Scarlett asked, nestled in Charles's arms.


    "Exactly. I have great confidence in the Marvel Universe. The box office will be astonishing, and with roles like this, you'll never have to worry about popularity and fame!"


    As for actors being typecast and performances becoming rigidly defined - was that even an issue?


    Once you've got both fame and fortune, who cares about typecasting?


  




  Chapter 198: Odeo


  

    In the early morning, as the sunlight peeked through the curtains into the bedroom, Charles Capet woke up, feeling content as he held the relaxed Scarlett Johansson in his arms.


    "Isn't there anything urgent at your company?" Scarlett Johansson asked, sensing that Charles didn't plan to go back to work even though it wasn't the weekend.


    "There are people to manage it; I don't need to check in every day," Charles admitted, needing a break after working so hard for so long.


    "What about you, how long are you going to rest?"


    Scarlett Johansson shook her head, "I don't know yet. I have endorsements with CK and LV, and I just signed another contract with L'Oreal for an ad shoot this year."


    Charles looked at Scarlett Johansson in his arms with some reluctance and suggested, "Why don't you come with me to San Francisco? We'll treat it as a vacation and travel there by yacht."


    Cruising up the Pacific coast from Los Angeles directly to the San Francisco Bay sounded wonderful.


    "San Francisco sounds good!" Scarlett Johansson considered it and felt it was doable. After all, filming for The Black Dahlia had already wrapped up.


    The San Francisco Bay Area, the economic hub of Northern California, was growing fast, with Internet tech giants starting to rise.


    Charles intended to go to San Francisco to acquire a small tech company. With Dona Williams handling it, there wouldn't be much trouble.


    Evan Williams, the founder of Blogger, had started a new audio blogging company called Odeo. However, Apple released its new iPod, and with iTunes integrating podcasts, it left Evan Williams stunned, putting Odeo at the risk of going bankrupt.


    With help from his business partner Jack Dorsey, they were launching a new website called Twitter.


    Near the Pacific coast of California, the yacht Star was heading towards San Francisco. Charles not only brought his assistant Phyllis Jones along, but Scarlett Johansson had also invited Keira Knightley.


    Out on the deck, the three bikini-clad women were barbecuing and drinking, while Charles was in the salon talking on the phone with Dona Williams.


    "Thank you for all your hard work, flying back and forth between New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco," Charles expressed his gratitude to his capable assistant.


    "It's no trouble, boss. But do you really want to acquire Odeo? The company seems to be struggling. Still, Evan Williams was an executive at Google, so he should have some clout," Dona Williams said, a bit puzzled.


    "He might have money, but he wouldn't waste it on a failing company. If we, Dawn Investments, acquire most of the shares, he'll have funds to promote the new site," Charles had confidence in these newly established websites, especially as Twitter hadn't yet become what it would in the future.


    "After I take over, Evan Williams will still be the CEO. Trust me, he'll agree; we have Hollywood star resources to help promote the site!"


    At the Ritz-Carlton hotel in San Francisco, Dona Williams asked, "Okay, boss, when will you arrive in San Francisco?"


    "Um," Charles looked outside, "probably the day after tomorrow night, I think."


    That should be fast enough.


    After hanging up, Charles went to join the three ladies at the barbecue party on the deck. Phyllis Jones handed him a beer and a skewer of barbecue.


    "Wow, you all had a lot of drinks, didn't you?" Charles noticed the empty whiskey bottles around.


    "With such a big yacht, we're all having fun, right? You should relax on vacation and forget about work, Charles," Keira Knightley, whose face was a bit flushed, chimed in.


    "The temperature is under 68°F, right?" Charles put down his things and went to get blankets for the three women.


    "Thanks!" Scarlett Johansson gave him a kiss on the cheek.


    Charles then handed the blankets to Keira Knightley and Phyllis Jones, receiving two more kisses.


    "Oh, by the way, boss, Basic Instinct 2 opened in 1,450 theaters with a first weekend box office of $3.2 million. Sony and MGM are going to lose a lot of money!" Phyllis Jones shared some good news.


    "Hmm, Charles, you're not involved with Basic Instinct 2, right?" Keira Knightley asked in confusion.


    "Nope, and since Sony is one of my competitors, I'm happy their movie flopped!"


    Charles explained nonchalantly as he sipped his beer.


    Keira Knightley shook her head, while Phyllis Jones added, "Originally, Sharon Stone's thirty-two additional contract clauses with MGM were leaked to the media."


    Charles sneered, "If Basic Instinct 2 only needed a promiscuous woman, they might as well have cast Paris Hilton. At least she's young and pretty, and she wouldn't even know what actor clauses are!"


    As soon as Charles finished speaking, he noticed that Scarlett Johansson had fallen asleep in her chair.


    "Is she drunk?" Charles pointed and looked at Keira Knightley and Phyllis Jones, who were also quite tipsy.


    "I'll take her to her room first," Charles said, lifting Scarlett Johansson and carrying her to her room.


    After settling Scarlett Johansson, he ran into Keira Knightley and Phyllis Jones supporting each other.


    "Boss, Keira is very drunk, and I'm also starting to feel sleepy," Phyllis Jones confessed after drinking too much whiskey.


    "You go to your room first. I'll carry Keira to hers," Charles instructed, noting that there was one master bedroom and three guest rooms, enough for everyone to have their own space.


    Phyllis Jones nodded. As Charles picked up Keira Knightley, Phyllis whispered in his ear, "Boss, where will you sleep tonight?"


    "Take a guess!" Charles replied as he carried Keira Knightley to her room.


    After laying Keira Knightley on the bed, Charles was about to get up when she pulled him down on top of her.


    Their lips met, and Charles hesitated only for a moment before passionately responding, swiftly removing her bikini and tossing it aside.


    "Mm," Keira Knightley, though quite drunk, was still conscious. Looking at Charles, she said, "Oh my God, I must be really drunk to be in bed with you!"


    "You're not that drunk; you seem very clear-headed," Charles said as he kissed her, silencing her words.


    Keira Knightley responded passionately. At this moment, there was no need to think about anything - just enjoy.


  




  Chapter 199: New York Observer


  

    "Oh God, I knew it. I should've turned down Scarlett's invitation," Keira Knightley said helplessly, her face buried in Charles' chest in the yacht's room.


    Charles rubbed his eyes, then picked up his watch and glanced at it. "Keira, it's only 9 AM. You guys drank too much last night. Sleep a bit more!"


    As he spoke, Charles also fondled the lady's chest. "Is this an A-cup?"


    "B! My chest is a B!" Keira Knightley was never satisfied with her chest and always hoped to have a fuller chest like Monica Bellucci's.


    "On the posters of King Arthur and Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl, was your chest enhanced?" Charles inquired. The feeling through the posters or breast pads was nothing like the direct touch he had now.


    "The publishing company's idea. Anyway, the chest on the posters is definitely not mine," Keira retorted, not planning on getting breast implants.


    "That's right," Charles replied, kissing the girl on the neck.


    "You think they're too small?" Keira Knightley laughed, reaching under the blankets to grab Charles Jr. "Scarlett's chest is big enough, right? Don't think I can't see what's going on between you two! I made plans with her. After San Francisco, we're going to hang out for a few days without you."


    "Really? I'm heading there for work, but there's not much fun in San Francisco," Charles replied indifferently about Keira and Scarlett Johansson going on a trip together.


    When Charles worked, women's allure dropped to zero.


    With Keira Knightley's teasing, Charles got interested again and flipped, locking fingers with her as he began to kiss her.


    "Mmm, Charles, wasn't last night enough?" Keira Knightley responded, speaking in between kisses.


    "Who asked you to ignite the flames this morning!"


    Keira Knightley flipped Charles over, straddling him. "I get to be on top too!"


    Charles held the girl by her waist and said, "When in San Francisco, you can take the yacht out and have fun. I won't be there for long. I'll head to New York soon!"


    Charles had heard that a local Manhattan weekly, the New York Observer, might be up for sale.


    "Yeah, I need to return to London soon to prepare for the movie Atonement and promote Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest," Keira Knightley said, akin to a knight on horseback.


    "Tonight, I'll come find you again!" Charles wanted to cherish their time on the yacht.


    "Alright!" Keira Knightley recently broke up with her boyfriend and though she had a new one, the nights with Charles were simply amazing.


    As the second most powerful economic area in the West Coast after the greater Los Angeles area, the San Francisco Bay Area had a strong economy with thriving financial and tech industries.


    The Star yacht docked at Fisherman's Wharf, Pier 39, where Charles and Phyllis Jones disembarked. It took them four days and five nights to travel from Los Angeles to San Francisco.


    Keira Knightley and Scarlett Johansson's company was quite captivating.


    Facing the morning sun, Charles, dressed in a black wool coat, looked at the famous wharf and murmured, "I don't get how this place attracts so many tourists every year!"


    Phyllis Jones adjusted her scarf and wrapped herself tighter. Compared to Los Angeles' temperatures above 20 degrees, San Francisco's temperature was only around 10 degrees now.


    "Boss, Lombard Street, and Russian Hill also attract a lot of tourists; but it's the Golden Gate Bridge that's the most popular."


    Following Phyllis Jones's pointing finger, Charles glanced at the Golden Gate Bridge, looming in the distance, often demolished in movies.


    "Let's go," Charles showed no interest in these tourist spots.


    The Hilton Bayfront Hotel near South San Francisco International Airport was where Charles would stay and could fly directly to New York.


    Dona Williams had arranged everything, including information about Twitter. At the hotel, reports were presented, "Evan Williams founded Odeo with his friends and also started Twitter along with programmers Jack Dorsey and Biz Stone."


    "Twitter just launched last month and Odeo is already planning layoffs? The acquisition price must be low then. Anyway, I only care about their Twitter website," Charles was excited about owning Twitter in the future, gaining significant influence over media and public opinion.


    "Evan Williams plans to form a new company to buy back Odeo. Our involvement benefits him, as he's not the majority shareholder," Dona Williams explained. Evan Williams was a co-founder and manager.


    "Small issue. Set up a meeting with Odeo's founders tomorrow. Dawn Investments is very interested in this company!" Charles was in high spirits, wondering how much Odeo could be worth.


    A million dollars? Two million dollars? It only had a few employees and a newly launched Twitter site.


    "I offered $1.2 million for Odeo, and they're tempted, just need some final review," Dona Williams, becoming more mature and composed, handled these matters efficiently.


    Charles smiled, pulling Dona Williams into a passionate kiss.


    "By the way, did you mention New York Observer is for sale?" Charles asked. He currently owned one Internet newspaper, The Huffington Post, mostly politics-oriented, which wasn't enough.


    "The original owner, Arthur Carter, couldn't stand the New York Observer's annual losses of $2 million each for the past two years. Although he owned it for 20 years, he is selling it now!"


    Charles' eyes sparkled. The weekly New York Observer was one of Manhattan's most awarded papers with high prestige and influence.


    Though a regional weekly with a circulation of only 50,000, it had suffered losses due to pressure from the Internet.


    However, the New York Observer's readership was high-quality, filled with wealthy and influential figures of Manhattan.


    "Get in touch with Arthur Carter. We could also consult Huffington. She should have better insights," Charles couldn't let this opportunity slip.


  




  Chapter 200: Twitter


  

    Silicon Valley, the South Bay Area of San Francisco, was a high-tech industry cluster. In Redwood City, Evan Williams saw Charles Capet off from Twitter's headquarters.


    "Goodbye, Evan. I think Twitter will surprise everyone in the future!"


    "Bye, Charles. I hope to hear more of your constructive advice!"


    Charles smiled and got into the business car parked by the road with Dona Williams.


    Charles directly acquired 85% of Odeo Company for $1.5 million while Evan Williams still held 10%, and the remaining 5% would be given as equity incentives to the management.


    "Sign the agreement as soon as possible." Charles was initially a bit excited, but after success, he seemed to calm down.


    "Alright, there will be a lawyer here tomorrow to handle the agreement!" Dona Williams nodded. The boss and Evan Williams spent an entire day discussing without much haggling over the price.


    "Also, transfer an additional $2 million to Twitter as operating funds. Evan and I agreed that this investment wouldn't dilute his shares, but future financing will dilute normally," Charles said. He wouldn't fund Twitter alone; outside capital would be brought in for development.


    However, with 85% of the shares, Charles would always have controlling interest and enough strength to finance until Twitter's IPO.


    "Boss, I trust your vision. Your investment in YouTube was very successful, and we still hold a significant percentage. Whether we sell or wait for the IPO, Dawn Investments' investment is thrilling!" Dona Williams said, kissing Charles.


    "Dona, after finalizing the contracts, we'll head to New York. Although The New York Observer is just a regional weekly, it has many influential readers. I plan to acquire it from Arthur Carter," Charles said, patting the girl's leg.


    Dona Williams nodded. The New York Observer had a witty writing style and insightful reporting, attracting a stable subscriber base.


    "Boss, you seemed very excited last night. Why do you seem so calm after the acquisition?" Dona felt Charles was unusually calm.


    Charles smiled, stroked the girl's cheek, and kissed her. The spacious business car allowed ample room.


    In no time, Charles leaned back on the seat, enjoying the service from Dona Williams, gazing at the neon lights outside.


    The movie The Pursuit of Happiness was filmed in San Francisco, starting last November and wrapping up this February.


    Directed by Gabriele Muccino, the film starred Will Smith's son, Jaden Smith, playing his son. Actress Thandiwe Newton played Will Smith's wife.


    The movie was basically developed with Will Smith as a producer. Charles from Capet Pictures served as the executive producer with another production executive assisting.


    "Mm," Dona Williams finally raised her head as the car neared the hotel.


    After gulping and fixing Charles' clothes, she took out a mirror, wiped her mouth, and entered the hotel suite with Charles.


    "Boss, when are we going to New York?" inquired Phyllis Jones, returning from shopping.


    "Once Dona wraps things up here, we can head to New York," Charles responded, overlooking the San Francisco Bay.


    "Great! Dona and I plan to shop on Madison Avenue and Fifth Avenue. San Francisco doesn't have as many stores as Manhattan does!" Phyllis Jones, who earned well with Charles and received occasional rewards, couldn't suppress her shopping nature.


    "Heh, go ahead. I'll give you both a few days off to enjoy New York," Charles said, indifferent to such small matters.


    Phyllis Jones playfully stuck out her tongue, kissed Charles on the cheek, and said, "Tonight, Dona and I won't let you get out of bed tomorrow."


    With that, Phyllis Jones went to sort through her shopping haul.


    Dona Williams just shook her head slightly. "Big boobs, no brains!"


    "Dona, do you think Capet Entertainment has a good chance to acquire Lucasfilm?" Charles suddenly asked.


    "Lucasfilm? It owns the Star Wars series," Dona Williams was visibly shocked.


    Everyone knew what the Star Wars series represented in America - it was a top-tier global movie IP.


    "I'm not sure if George Lucas would sell Lucasfilm, but I know we can't afford it," Dona Williams analyzed rationally.


    "True," Charles said, asking casually since Lucasfilm's headquarters were in San Francisco.


    Charles was well aware of the immense value of the Star Wars series, with countless merchandise sold.


    Licensing toys, magazines, games, and more were endless.


    The most valuable asset of Lucasfilm was undoubtedly the Star Wars series IP, but Lucasfilm also had the world's top special effects company, Industrial Light & Magic, Lucas Licensing, Skywalker Sound, and Lucas Animation among others.


    The Indiana Jones series was also developed by Lucasfilm. The Star Wars series was distributed by 20th Century Fox, while the Indiana Jones series was distributed by Paramount.


    The visual effects of Transformers were developed by Industrial Light & Magic along with Digital Domain!


    However, Digital Domain, the second-largest effects company, had been declining since James Cameron and Stan Winston left.


    Medium and small effects companies were more favored by production companies for outsourcing. Though not as efficient as established effects companies, combining several firms for special effects works too.


    Because, it's cheaper!


    Capet Entertainment's Marvel Studios would develop more effects-heavy blockbusters. The special effects would mainly be outsourced to medium-sized Hollywood firms and those in Australia, the UK, and Canada.


    "Boss, Lucasfilm won't be for sale. George Lucas doesn't need the money!" Dona Williams said.


    Charles looked at Dona and just smiled, saying nothing.


    The timing wasn't right yet.


  




  Chapter 201: Lily Ying


  

    In the northwest financial district of San Francisco, the city is dotted with skyscrapers, making it a hub of high-rise buildings.


    As the "Wall Street of the West Coast," San Francisco's financial district housed branches of all the world's major banks, truly representing the financial center of the West Coast.


    Both the investment department of Capet Pictures and the headquarters of Dawn Investments were located in San Francisco.


    Charles specifically visited Dona Williams' office in San Francisco.


    Lily Ying, female, 25 years old, obtained a Bachelor's degree in Computer Science and Economics and a Master's degree in Electrical Engineering and Computer Science from MIT between 1997-2000.


    From July 2002 to December 2004, she served as the Director of Marketing and Sales at Ikanos;


    From January 2004 to December 2005, she was the Deputy General Manager at AT&T.


    "Dona, this one's a genius! Where did you find someone to manage Dawn Ventures?" Charles was still a bit awestruck. Entering MIT at 16 and graduating with two Bachelor's degrees and a Master's degree by the age of 20.


    "She was initially set to become a partner at KPCB to manage a venture fund, and a headhunting firm recommended her to us," Dona replied with a smile.


    "Besides, she really appreciates our investment in YouTube, so she agreed!" Dona explained with a smile. 


    "That's great!"


    Dona Williams smiled and went out to call Lily Ying into the office.


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Capet!"


    "Good afternoon, Lily. I'm delighted that we will be working together!" Charles said with a smile after shaking hands with her who was around his age.


    "Mr. Capet is indeed a genius!"


    After the getting the regular updates from both Dona and Lily, Charles came to the original purpose of his visit.


    "I don't have a favorable view on the U.S. current real estate market. The massive subprime loans are alarming!"


    "Are you talking about the housing bubble?" Such concerns had always existed in the U.S., though many people refused to believe it.


    Charles nodded, "Yes Lily, I believe this is a subprime crisis. I need you to help me win this battle! Later, I can also support you in establishing your own private equity fund."


    Lily nodded, realizing she needed to spend time researching the current U.S. real estate market.


    Charles had determined the overall direction; Lily would be responsible for filling the gaps and handling the details because Charles himself didn't understand these operational methods.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles received a call from Scarlett Johansson and went to the Hilton Union Square Hotel in downtown San Francisco.


    "Mmm," Scarlett Johansson hugged and kissed Charles as soon as he entered her room.


    Which man wouldn't love the sexy and hot Scarlett Johansson?


    After making out on the couch for a while, Charles held the girl in his arms, his hands caressing her 32D chest, asking, "Are you leaving?"


    "Keira is going back to England, and I'm returning to L.A.!"


    "I know Keira is going back to England, but you don't have much going on, do you?" Charles asked, puzzled.


    "I haven't seen you these few days in San Francisco. Every time I called, you were busy!" Scarlett felt a bit upset. She had come specifically to keep him company, but he spent the whole day working?


    If not meeting with tech company executives in Silicon Valley, he was in the hotel negotiating with bankers or investors.


    Charles awkwardly smiled and comforted, "Don't worry, don't worry. It's all sorted out. I'll stay and keep you company tonight!"


    Then, Charles kissed Scarlett Johansson. Soon, she was kneeling on the carpet in front of the couch.


    At that moment, Keira Knightley, carrying large bags, returned from outside and entered the room directly.


    "Scarlett, look, I bought a lot of lingerie. It should suit you well. I also got some cosmetics and perfume!" Keira exclaimed.


    After stepping in, she did not expect to see Charles reclining on the couch with a look of enjoyment and Scarlett Johansson sitting in his lap with an embarrassed sideways glance at her.


  




  Chapter 202: Chapter 202


  

    In the early morning, Charles woke up to see Scarlett Johansson lying next to him. He kissed her on the lips and asked, "Hmm, Scarlett, has Keira left already?"


    "Ah, she went to take a shower. I guess she's still a bit uncomfortable," Scarlett Johansson said, giving Charles a playful slap on the chest. "It's all your fault, making it so awkward for the two of us."


    "Didn't you say you didn't mind?" Charles whispered in her ear, "I'm the best, ha ha!"


    "Whatever, go check on her. She's going back to London today!" Scarlett still seemed a bit sleepy.


    "Alright!" Charles got up and left the bedroom, heading straight for the bathroom.


    Keira Knightley was leisurely soaking in the bathtub when Charles Capet suddenly entered.


    "Oh my God, Charles, what are you doing here?"


    "I'm here to see you," Charles said before leaning in to kiss her, silencing whatever Keira Knightley had planned to say.


    "Charles, enough. Aren't you sleepy?" Keira Knightley rolled her eyes after the kiss.


    Charles joined her in the bathtub, holding Keira in his arms. "I'm fine. When's your flight?"


    Keira, realizing she couldn't resist, just lay in Charles's arms, enjoying the warm bath. "It's in the afternoon."


    "What, are you going to London too?" Keira Knightley laughed and asked.


    "No, I'm headed to New York," Charles shook his head, his hands becoming restless.


    "Charles, can't you let me enjoy my bath in peace?"


    Keira Knightley shook her head, not quite sure why she had agreed to Charles the night before...


    "I'm worried I won't see you for a long time!" Charles said, kissing her again. Despite saying no, Keira Knightley naturally responded to him.


    "Wait, Keira, I have something to ask you!"


    Charles suddenly stopped and looked at Keira.


    "Hmm, what is it?" Keira Knightley, facing Charles, held him by the neck, her whole body leaning on him.


    "Did you brush your teeth this morning?"


    "Brush my teeth? Yes, of course," Keira Knightley was momentarily stunned but quickly answered, realizing why Charles was asking.


    She playfully slapped Charles several times, slightly angry, "I haven't even mentioned how you made me get up early and take a bath."


    "Not content with just Scarlett, you cheeky man!"


    Charles laughed, ignoring the pain, and comforted her by holding her waist, "Alright, alright, I was just kidding!"


    But Keira Knightley didn't care, and kissed Charles again passionately...


    An hour later, they came out of the bathroom wearing bathrobes, sitting on the couch in the living room, watching the news on TV.


    The news was about the Vatican planning to boycott next month's release of The Da Vinci Code.


    "Ha, The Da Vinci Code is your movie, right, Charles? There are a lot of Catholics in the world. If they unite, the impact could be huge," Keira Knightley remarked, not expecting to see such news so soon, having just been with Charles for a long time in the bathroom.


    Charles frowned slightly but then relaxed. "We aimed for a religious suspense thriller, and it's based on a novel. It's not anti-Catholic. Let the Vatican boycott, how many people are there anyway? Can they stop all of Italy from going to the cinema?"


    As an Englishwoman, Keira Knightley followed the Church of England, a branch of Protestantism separate from the Roman Catholic Church.


    She found stories of Jesus and religious mysteries fascinating and didn't see the movie as anti-Catholic.


    "You need to be careful in the future. The Passion of the Christ and Brokeback Mountain were both controversial, and now The Da Vinci Code is too. Is Capet Pictures going to follow Lionsgate and Miramax to focus on such films?" Keira Knightley, being friends and having slept with Charles, shared her thoughts and advice.


    "No way! My focus is on action, drama, and special effects. Even if I do genre films, they'll mainly be horror and thrillers. Religious controversies and political scandals aren't my thing," Charles shook his head. Only significant benefits would make him change his mind. The Passion of the Christ and Brokeback Mountain were worth the backlash.


    As for The Da Vinci Code, Charles was not too concerned as it was fundamentally a mystery movie, merely centered on Jesus and his descendants.


    "Besides, the Vatican is just a spiritual entity; such matters don't involve political or racial issues. Few will care. Traditional Catholic followers are too few," Charles shrugged. Like Mel Gibson's traditional Catholicism, which would definitely oppose, but how many were there?


    However, it did have a negative impact, and they would need to put more effort into promotion and marketing.


    "True, you're smart enough to handle it," Keira Knightley truly didn't worry much about Capet Pictures, for Charles Capet's foresight was extraordinary.


    In the afternoon, Charles personally drove Keira Knightley to the San Francisco International Airport.


    "Charles, I have to go," they sat in the car in the parking lot, feeling a bit reluctant.


    Charles unbuckled his seatbelt, held her face, and kissed her, "I'll come to England to see you then!"


    "I..." Keira Knightley sighed, knowing full well Charles was a playboy, yet still falling for him.


    "I know, but live in the moment. Who cares about the future, right?" Charles smiled and kissed her again.


    Keira Knightley smiled too, realizing she was young enough not to worry too much, leaning in to whisper in Charles's ear, "Tell me, did you get this idea after seeing that Vanity Fair magazine cover?"


    Charles was stunned, his eyes wide open - indeed, that was when he got the idea. Goal achieved!


    Keira Knightley, seeing his expression, knew she was right. "Scarlett told me!"


    Then, much to Charles's surprise, she leaned in on him one last time.


    "Hmm, is this a goodbye gift?" Charles leaned back in his seat, smiling.


  




  Chapter 203: Arthur Carter


  

    New York in April was cold and rainy, but Charles, who had come from San Francisco, didn't find it unbearable.


    "Charles, you should renovate this place a bit. It's big enough. If you renovate it well, it will feel much better!" Scarlett Johansson, who was brought over by Charles, complained about the decor the first time she came to his lakeside villa in downtown Manhattan.


    Sitting on the couch, staring at the wooden fireplace absentmindedly, Charles was taken aback. He raised his head casually and looked around the house. "I feel it's fine. The area is big, and although it looks a bit plain, it's not bad at all!"


    Scarlett Johansson walked over, sat directly on Charles' lap, and said, "I was born in Manhattan, New York. My family of six kids had to rely on government assistance to get by. My parents divorced when I was 13, and I moved to California with my mom because I got an important role at the time."


    "Now? Thinking of moving back to New York?" Charles didn't discriminate against actors like Scarlett Johansson and Keira Knightley who came from less traditional backgrounds. Their extensive acting experience made the set their school.


    "Now?" Scarlett thought for a moment, then shook her head. "Maybe in a few years, I'll buy some property in New York?"


    "You can afford it now!"


    "Aren't you the one who told me not to buy property these two years?"


    "Oh, right, right," Charles awkwardly scratched his face.


    "Charles," Scarlett stared at Charles for a moment and then kissed him directly.


    ...


    While Charles Capet and Scarlett Johansson were getting cozy in a warm room, over at the New York Observer's headquarters on 42nd Street and Sixth Avenue, things were different.


    Arthur Carter, the owner of the New York Observer, and editor-in-chief Peter Kaplan were discussing to whom they should sell the paper.


    "Hollywood star Robert De Niro, New Jersey real estate mogul Charles Kushner's eldest son Jared Kushner, and now, young Hollywood tycoon Charles Capet!" Arthur Carter didn't care much about the future of the newspaper as an investor; he only cared about the money.


    But editor-in-chief Peter Kaplan was different. He had to care about the future business plans.


    "Capet Entertainment runs the Huffington Post, and Arianna Huffington has been in contact with me. The group won't interfere too much with the paper's editorial direction," said Peter. Though he didn't have the power to decide the newspaper's fate, a veteran Hollywood star and a rich kid still in NYU couldn't compare to the now-famous young Hollywood tycoon.


    The Huffington Post focused on political news, while the New York Observer, though comprehensive, leaned towards serious topics favored by many elites, writers, and politicians.


    If Capet Entertainment allowed the Huffington Post autonomy, it was likely they would do the same with the New York Observer.


    However, Carter knew the Observer's losses needed reform, and he didn't care whether it was a veteran Hollywood star, a real estate heir, or a young Hollywood tycoon - they all had to manage the same financial issues.


    In the evening, a business reception took place at the Times Square Hotel in Manhattan, and Charles attended with the beautiful Scarlett Johansson.


    It was simply because he knew he would meet Arthur Carter, as Arianna Huffington told him.


    In the grand, opulent hall, Charles held Scarlett's waist as Arianna Huffington asked him with a smile, "Why do you want to buy a weekly newspaper that only has a circulation of fifty thousand?"


    "It's a prestigious newspaper. It has a good reputation, and its readers are mostly elites. I'm from the West Coast, and breaking into New York's high society is also a shortcut."


    Charles was being honest, but Arianna shook her head and said, "Charles, with your status and position, you don't need to rely on this. In entertainment, fashion, and among investors, you're already a big shot. You might be lacking in politics, but with the development of the Huffington Post, that will improve too. 


    To be honest, your competitors need to break into New York's high society more than you do. Charles Kushner was imprisoned for tax evasion, illegal campaign contributions, and witness tampering last year. His eldest son, Jared Kushner, who's been studying at NYU after graduating from Harvard, is very eager to enter New York's upper circles to expand his social network and business opportunities, especially in real estate."


    Following Arianna's gaze, Charles indeed saw a young man about his age chatting with Arthur Carter.


    "That's Jared Kushner? He looks quite dashing," Charles complimented with a smile.


    "Sort of, he's just a year older than you, and he comes from a good family - the Jewish real estate family. But when it comes to achievements, he's nowhere near you!" Arianna wasn't shy about praising Charles.


    After all, one of them entered Harvard thanks to a $2.5 million donation from his parents and hasn't achieved much at 25. The other is a self-made young man from a single-parent family who has made it big in Hollywood.


    Charles smiled, thinking that he was indeed in his prime now.


    "But, Charles, though acquiring the New York Observer has its benefits, can you handle the $2 million annual loss?" Arianna asked again.


    Charles laughed, "We have to be flexible. Strengthening online news is a must, and we'll have to remove some editors and reporters who can't keep up with the times. We'll also increase the celebrity effect, and entertainment content will be enhanced."


    Charles hoped to turn the New York Observer into the East Coast equivalent of Vanity Fair, not just limited to Manhattan.


    Arianna nodded, "Ten million dollars for the acquisition. Have you decided?"


    "Yes. After the acquisition, I'll give employees time to learn online editing. If they still can't meet requirements, then..."


    Charles left the rest unsaid, but Arianna understood that underperformance would lead to layoffs.


    "Jared, I've decided to sell the New York Observer to Capet Entertainment. Though I also think highly of you, the senior editors aren't comfortable with a new owner who's never had media experience," Arthur Carter told Jared Kushner, who had been lobbying him.


    "Capet Entertainment, Charles Capet?" Jared hadn't taken much notice of Robert De Niro as a competitor, but Charles Capet was a different story.


    Looking over at Charles, embracing Hollywood star Scarlett Johansson, Jared saw someone younger and richer than himself.


  




  Chapter 204: New York Observer


  

    "Good evening, Charles and Scarlett!"


    "Good evening, Arthur!"


    Charles and his companion, Scarlett Johansson, had a drink with the current owner of the New York Observer, Arthur Carter.


    "Scarlett, you look stunning tonight," Arthur remarked, though he was about to officially sell the New York Observer, it was still his for the time being.


    "Thank you! Excuse me, I need to use the restroom," Scarlett Johansson said smartly, sensing the men had something to discuss, and decided to step away for a bit.


    "Darling, I'll find you later!" Scarlett kissed Charles and then left.


    Charles nodded and looked at Arthur Carter with a smile, "Is it because of Arianna Huffington that you're selling the New York Observer to me?"


    Arthur Carter smiled helplessly, "Robert De Niro never had the interest or capability; as for Jared Kushner, he just wants to use owning the New York Observer as a ticket into New York's high society. He neither understands media nor is willing to focus on it. You know well the kind of reputation and readership the New York Observer has. The Kushner family is just looking for a voice to advocate for Charles Kushner, who's in prison, and to build momentum for entering the New York real estate market."


    Charles nodded. The Kushner family's real estate business on the East Coast was decent, and entering New York from New Jersey was their main goal.


    However, Charles also believed their offer wasn't as appealing as his.


    "The New York Observer is a high-class weekly in Manhattan. I'll keep it going, but the decline of print media is inevitable," Charles said.


    Arthur Carter agreed with this view. The New York Observer had suffered losses due to the impact of the internet.


    "Peter Kaplan is quite capable. If you can make good use of him, the New York Observer's performance will improve quickly," Arthur Carter said. Having founded the weekly over 20 years ago, he had a soft spot for it and hoped it wouldn't end in closure.


    "Rest assured, in the first year of acquisition, I won't fire the chief editor and throw the New York Observer into chaos. However, other editorial staff will certainly need to be reduced. The New York Observer needs to increase its circulation to attract clients. Online news editors and social news editors are the most needed employees," Charles said. 


    There was no way he would let the New York Observer continue losing money after the acquisition - it needed reforms.


    Just as Arthur Carter was about to say something, he noticed Jared Kushner approaching.


    "Charles, let me introduce an outstanding young man, Jared Kushner. He's just a year older than you!"


    Charles turned around and Jared Kushner arrived right in front of him after being introduced by Arthur Carter.


    "Good evening, Jared," Charles said, eyeing the future first son-in-law, noting how tall he was. No wonder he could win over Ivanka. He wondered if they had started dating yet.


    Charles felt satisfied with his own height as well.


    "Charles, good evening. Nice to meet you!" Jared Kushner politely greeted Charles.


    "Arthur mentioned that you're also interested in acquiring the New York Observer?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Jared Kushner nodded and responded, "Charles, I do have that thought! Unfortunately, Arthur thinks I lack the experience and background. But I believe I can manage this paper well."


    Charles chuckled and suggested, "Hearst Media Corporation is considering selling the San Francisco Chronicle and the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. These are traditional dailies with circulations of 400,000 and 300,000 respectively. 


    And, I've heard that the Philadelphia Inquirer is also seeking a buyer due to losses. Jared, those could be your stepping stones into the media industry!"


    Jared Kushner felt frustrated inside. Comparing those major metropolitan dailies with the small weekly New York Observer was absurd.


    Moreover, didn't Charles Capet understand why the Kushner family wanted the New York Observer?


    New York's local newspapers were plenty, and there were even some national papers. Could the Kushner family handle those? The New York Observer, being small, suited the Kushner family's development needs perfectly.


    "Charles, the Kushner family is now rooted in New York and interested in local media channels!"


    "I see," Charles feigned surprise. "Of course, the San Francisco Chronicle and the Seattle Post-Intelligencer are West Coast papers. But the Philadelphia Inquirer could cover New Jersey as well. The Kushner family has a lot of real estate business in New Jersey, right?"


    Jared Kushner smiled politely and excused himself, as the Kushner family had no experience in the media industry. Why would they venture into the newspaper business?


    The small-scale New York Observer just offered the status of being a newspaper owner!


    Arthur Carter sighed, "Charles, you were a bit harsh. Jared is still a student at NYU! He doesn't have your rich experience."


    Charles smiled and waved it off, "I'm teaching him life lessons. Life is full of twists and turns. Better he learns now than be fragile later on."


    Arthur Carter chuckled. The Kushner family indeed relied heavily on Jared's father, Charles, a notorious figure. If Jared was to inherit the family business, he needed a lot of training.


    "Charles, you're a genius. You can't be compared to ordinary people," Arthur Carter remarked in awe of Charles's abilities.


    "A genius, huh," Charles chuckled. "New York is the heart of America. Seems like I need to expedite my business plans for the East Coast."


    After parting from Arthur Carter, Charles barely remembered Jared Kushner. After all, apart from being a future first son-in-law, he had no remarkable achievements.


    The Kushner family's size didn't impress Charles. Even the Trump Organization was larger than the Kushner family.


    As for why Capet Pictures didn't acquire Hearst's West Coast papers like the San Francisco Chronicle or the Seattle Post-Intelligencer?


    Because Hearst's asking price was high, and the cost wasn't justifiable. If Charles's base was in San Francisco, he'd definitely secure the San Francisco Chronicle for its media platform and political connections.


    The decline of print media was also a significant reason Charles wouldn't spend heavily on it.


  




  Chapter 205: Chapter 205


  

    With the acquisition of the elite tabloid New York Observer by Charles Capet, while it didn't cause much news sensation, it expanded Charles Capet's political connections among Manhattan's elite circles.


    Under the advice of Ms. Huffington and his mother, Evelyn Capet, Charles started to step into the limelight. He immediately planned a large charitable banquet under the name of New York Observer.


    At the same time, he accepted an exclusive interview request from Time magazine and responded to invitation interviews from CNN and NBC.


    "Charles, what are American elites? The top circles must have political connections; otherwise, in the eyes of outsiders, they're just upstarts. I know you don't like appearing in front of others," said Evelyn.


    "But you are the face of Hollywood. With the expansion and development of Capet Pictures, you can't just stay behind the scenes. Expanding your network and resources will also make Capet Pictures grow faster.


    Don't worry, you're still young. Making some mistakes common among young people won't matter much. Mom will support you from behind!"


    "Don't worry, I know what to do. No need to worry about me. By the way, I'm planning to build a few more vacation houses near the ranch estate in Colorado to expand a bit!" Standing by the window of the beautifully decorated suite at the Carlyle Hotel, Charles said to his mother Evelyn over the phone while watching the falling rain outside.


    "Honey, you can build whatever you want. Of course, mom has no objections!"


    After hanging up the phone, Charles wiped the glass with his hand. The gray New York sky was indeed a scene that easily induced emotional turmoil.


    "Elite circle?" Charles laughed. Political families are always the first tier, and business and politics have always been inseparable!


    "Charles, who are you talking to?" A silk pajama-clad Scarlett Johansson asked as she walked over and hugged Charles from behind.


    "My mom!" Charles replied, glancing at the watch which was almost noon, then turned around to hug the lady and smiled, "Aren't you planning to go out today?"


    Scarlett pointed to the rain outside and sighed, "I hate this kind of weather!"


    "You haven't gone out much these days. You've had enough rest, haven't you? Look, you're glowing," Charles said as he embraced the lady, whispering in Scarlett's ear, "All thanks to my care, right?"


    "From Los Angeles to San Francisco, and now New York, I guess you're tired of it. So, I need to go to work too," Scarlett had been accompanying Charles for quite some time.


    "How could I be?" Charles directly put his hand into the lady's pajamas, feeling the warmth of her body, "You don't know, at these parties in the past few days, those men looked at you like wolves seeing meat, their eyes were gleaming."


    "Hey, I think you miss that night in San Francisco when Kayla was there!" Scarlett leaned completely into Charles's arms.


    On one side, Charles Capet was thriving in Manhattan, New York, accompanied by the sexy star Scarlett Johansson.


    On the other side, Jared Kushner, who failed to acquire the New York Observer, went to visit his father, Charles Kushner, who was in Alabama State Prison.


    In the prison visiting room, Charles Kushner, wearing prison clothes, frowned after hearing his eldest son's report, "The New York Observer was acquired by Capet Entertainment? That Hollywood genius who's been rising fast in the past few years?"


    Jared Kushner nodded, looking dejected and unwilling, "It was him. Arthur Carter sold it to him, who knows why? Maybe because Huffington Post is also part of Capet Entertainment?"


    "Isn't Capet Entertainment based in Hollywood? Why come to New York's East Coast? The New York Observer is just a small weekly paper with a limited circulation. Charles Capet already has Hollywood's star resources; the New York Observer doesn't offer him much help!" Charles Kushner had a specific plan for his son, which seems interrupted by this new player.


    "Capet Entertainment is expanding. Media channels are part of it, and Charles Capet also hinted that the Hearst Corporation was selling the San Francisco Chronicle and the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. The losses in print newspapers are issues faced by many newspaper groups," Jared Kushner didn't need to verify, but the Kushner group wouldn't spend much on newspapers.


    Charles Kushner didn't speak, just sighed, "My plan was to use your name to first acquire an elite newspaper or magazine, and then slowly infiltrate New York's upper circles. 


    Afterward, find an opportunity to use leverage to buy a landmark building in Manhattan, letting the Kushner group genuinely root in New York. 


    Finally, seek an opportunity to ally with New York's local rich and famous. 


    I'll be out of prison next year. By then, you can take the lead in managing the Kushner group while I support you from behind."


    Charles Kushner, due to this scandal, had increasingly tarnished his reputation, and preparing to hand over power to his son was necessary.


    "Father, why don't I acquire another media outlet? Also, I have some ideas about buying a landmark building in Manhattan..." Jared Kushner was eager to demonstrate his capabilities, and managing the Kushner group thrilled him.


    "Jared, you need to show your face more in New York's social circles and meet people. Only by infiltrating those circles can our Kushner group better enter New York's real estate business," Charles Kushner suddenly thought of something and continued, "By the way, you should connect with New York real estate tycoon Donald Trump. Despite his ongoing scandals and flamboyant behavior, his family's financial resources are solid.


    He loves making headlines and often speaks without a filter, but he knows many people in the entertainment world and even started the reality show The Apprentice with NBC. Its ratings are pretty good."


    Jared Kushner nodded, "We met at a previous party. He is well-received in New York, and I also know his beautiful socialite daughter."


    Charles nodded, "You should interact more with these wealthy second-generation socialites. After all, you are all young. Actually, Charles Capet isn't bad. He's a big shot with many resources now!"


    Jared Kushner shook his head, "Charles Capet is just an upstart from the bottom. Is it necessary?"


    Charles Kushner reminded, "But do you know how many bankers he knows? And don't you understand how influential Hollywood stars are in shaping public opinion?"


    "Hollywood itself is a resource! Ultimately, competition is about resources."


  




  Chapter 206: A Gathering of Elites


  

    "Wow, the influence of the New York Observer is quite something. No wonder so many media outlets are asking me if I'll interfere with the newspaper's editorial decisions," Charles Capet chatted with Ariana Huffington at a grand charity dinner hosted by the New York Observer at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York.


    "Because in the Manhattan area, the New York Observer has always had a good reputation. Its articles being widely reprinted online led to some business shrinkage, but New Yorkers have always been quite sentimental," Ariana Huffington explained with a smile.


    "Have you talked to Peter Kaplan?"


    Peter Kaplan, the editor-in-chief of the New York Observer, nodded. "Yes, I've talked to him. He's willing to support my reforms!"


    Charles's reforms focused on two points: developing digital files to strengthen online news output and enhancing celebrity effects to attract readers.


    Ariana Huffington smiled. "Would Peter Kaplan dare not support you?"


    Later, Charles entered the banquet hall. Indeed, many big names had shown up. Media tycoon Rupert Murdoch arrived with his wife, Wendi Deng. Hollywood superstars Tom Cruise and Brad Pitt were also present.


    Fashion designer Tom Ford and representatives of major fashion brands like Dior's US head were there too.


    New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, and New York State Attorney General Andrew Cuomo were among the politicians in attendance.


    Real estate mogul Donald Trump, John Paulson, founder of the Paulson Hedge Fund, and many other entrepreneurs and investors were also present.


    It was truly a gathering of elites.


    "Charles, are you going into the newspaper industry?" Rupert Murdoch asked with a smile.


    Charles shook his head and laughed. "Not really focused on newspapers, just a fan of the New York Observer, that's all."


    News Corp owned the New York Post, one of the largest newspapers in the US. Although it had a long history and a significant circulation, its influence couldn't compare to the New York Times, the Washington Post, or the Los Angeles Times.


    After all, News Corp was built on sensational news like sex and scandals. Moreover, the parent company of the Wall Street Journal, Dow Jones, hadn't yet been acquired by News Corp.


    Once News Corp acquired Dow Jones, it would own the Dow Jones Industrial Average and the Wall Street Journal, thereby advancing further in the US.


    "Moving News Corp from Australia to the US was indeed a smart move. I believe News Corp will keep getting better," Charles praised. Last year, News Corp moved from Adelaide, Australia to Delaware, USA, reaffirming its focus on the American market.


    Coupled with Fox Television, News Corp's influence on American media was growing.


    "Seventy percent of News Corp's revenue currently comes from the North American market. I need to consider the shareholders," said Rupert Murdoch, looking at Charles. He continued, "20th Century Fox Entertainment is still interested in Capet Entertainment. Feel free to reach out if you ever have any thoughts.


    And I'm also a loyal reader of the New York Observer. I'd be happy to share newspaper-related advice if you need it."


    After saying that, Rupert Murdoch smiled and walked toward another part of the room.


    "Still not giving up on acquiring Capet Entertainment, huh!" Charles shook his head, recalling how News Corp's media bad-mouthed Marvel's Iron Man.


    "Charles, good evening!" Brad Pitt, in high spirits as Angelina Jolie was about to give birth, greeted him.


    "Good evening! How's Jolie doing? When's the due date?" Charles asked with a smile.


    "Jolie is doing well, the due date is next month! I'll be flying to Africa soon to be with her!" Brad Pitt laughed.


    Charles offered his best wishes. Going to Africa for childbirth - celebs always had their unique ways.


    After chatting with Brad Pitt, Charles talked to Tom Cruise. Brad Pitt's first daughter was about to be born, but Tom Cruise's daughter had already arrived.


    "Congratulations, Tom! Best wishes for little Suri's health and happiness," Katie Holmes had given birth to Tom Cruise's daughter, Suri Cruise, but it hadn't been exposed to the media yet.


    Wearing a blissful smile, Tom Cruise nodded, "Thank you, Charles. After every promotional event, I just think of my newborn at home!"


    Tom Cruise still hadn't recovered from last year's media scandals. This year, it seemed like he was doubling down, hyping his love and his child.


    "Mission: Impossible III is about to premiere, so you must be really busy," Charles noted, knowing there was just one week until the release.


    After all, The Da Vinci Code was also in the middle of extensive promotion, set to premiere in two weeks.


    After talking with Tom Cruise, Charles mingled with Mayor Michael Bloomberg and other politicians, taking photos together.


    Michael Bloomberg, the founder of Bloomberg LP and a Forbes billionaire, had been dedicated to revitalizing New York's economy as mayor. His efforts had been very successful, earning him re-election last year.


    Attorney General Andrew Cuomo also came from a political family; his father had served three terms as the governor of New York State.


    "Hollywood's increased filming in New York has provided many jobs; you can take credit for that," Michael Bloomberg said. Boosting the economy was an important measure, including tax breaks for the entertainment industry.


    Attracting big Hollywood productions to New York served similar purposes, as seen with the Tribeca Film Festival.


    "It's mainly due to your excellent management of New York, Mr. Bloomberg. Not only have you erased New York's fiscal deficit, but also created surpluses and 600,000 jobs over the years. New Yorkers are grateful!" Charles replied.


    Charles was no longer just a Hollywood assistant but had risen to become the youngest billionaire recognized by Forbes.


    He became a millionaire at 20 and now, at 24, he wielded considerable influence in Hollywood.


    "Donald, the real estate market is shrinking, that's my take..."


    "John, that's bull. The real estate market is still booming!"


    A man with flowing blond hair pursed his lips, utterly disregarding any decorum.


    Charles recognized him instantly but turned his gaze to the departing hedge fund manager. He overheard that the Paulson Fund manager was forming the first billion-dollar short-selling fund targeting subprime loans.


    "John Paulson, huh? Got it!" Charles's eyes locked onto the relatively unknown hedge fund manager on Wall Street.


    "Good evening, Charles!" Donald Trump suddenly interrupted Charles's deep thought.


    "Oh, good evening, Donald!" This guy was going to be the future president of the United States - who would believe that?


  




  Chapter 207: Chapter 207


  

    "Donald, I gotta take this call!" After chatting with Trump for a while, Charles realized that this guy was indeed a social butterfly.


    He didn't just dabble in real estate but also made it clear he was very interested in the entertainment industry. He even had a cameo in Home Alone 2.


    But Charles was only somewhat interested in his daughter and didn't want too much to do with someone who loved the spotlight and had no filter.


    "Alright, Charles, come to my party next time when you get a chance!" Donald smiled and waved at Charles.


    Charles stepped outside to take a call; surprisingly, it was Anne Hathaway.


    "A bit later, I'll come find you!" Charles had been in New York for almost half a month already, and Scarlett Johansson had left a week ago.


    "How about I come pick you up?"


    "Sure!"


    Charles had dealt with too many people tonight but ended up remembering three: New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, hedge fund manager John Paulson, and Donald Trump.


    The current head of The New York Observer was still Peter Kaplan. There was another small charity auction at the charity dinner, and of course, Charles had to support it, spending almost 2 million dollars on jewelry and other items.


    Before the dinner ended, Charles left the Waldorf Astoria and saw Anne Hathaway's car at the corner of Lexington Avenue and 50th Street.


    "Charles, hurry, there are a lot of reporters at the hotel," Anne Hathaway whispered to Charles from her Volvo XC70 when she saw him.


    Charles got in, shaking his head as if to say, "Who can spot us at night?"


    "Why're you back in New York?" Charles kissed Anne Hathaway and asked.


    Wasn't Anne Hathaway filming the romance movie Becoming Jane in the UK?


    "Back for an event, I don't have any scenes this week." Anne Hathaway seemed to be in a good mood and touched Charles's face with her hand.


    "Just got to New York today. Knew you were at the charity dinner, so I called you!"


    "Heh, I've chatted with too many people and had a few drinks today. Where're you taking me?" Charles asked with a smile, leaning back in his seat.


    "To Brooklyn Heights. I have a high-rise apartment there with great views of the Brooklyn Bridge and Manhattan Bridge," Anne Hathaway said, starting the car and heading downtown.


    The Brooklyn Bridge, Manhattan Bridge, and Williamsburg Bridge span the East River, connecting Manhattan and Brooklyn.


    Anne Hathaway's apartment was in the Brooklyn Heights area near the Brooklyn Bridge, close to the East River.


    "Beautiful, isn't it?" Anne Hathaway asked as she brought Charles to her apartment and directly into the viewing room to enjoy the night view of Manhattan and the Brooklyn Bridge across the river.


    "I almost forgot, you're a New Yorker," Charles said as he loosened his tie. The 270-degree floor-to-ceiling glass wall indeed provided a fantastic view.


    "Quite beautiful, I have a house in Tribeca by the Hudson River," Charles said, pointing towards the opposite side. He then hugged and kissed the back of Anne Hathaway's neck.


    "How's the filming of Becoming Jane going?"


    "Oh my God, the British folks are really picky about American accents. The story is good, but I'm worried my accent will sound out of place with everyone else's British one!" Anne Hathaway said, purposely demonstrating a few words with different accents.


    Charles chuckled, "Anne, you've got a lot of comedy in you! You wouldn't be out of place in a comedy!"


    "My previous roles were all comedic princess types," Anne Hathaway said, pulling Charles to sit on the couch.


    "I heard that when Brokeback Mountain was being made, the director considered me for a female role, but you chose Liv Tyler!"


    "Uh-huh, who told you that? Gossip rags aren't reliable," Charles laughed.


    Leaning against Charles, Anne Hathaway said, "I actually had free time then, but I should thank you. The Devil Wears Prada became my breakthrough role; the test screenings were very positive."


    "Everyone thinks it'll be a huge hit!" Anne Hathaway whispered into Charles's ear.


    Charles wrapped his arm around her waist and laughed, "We'll find out when it's released in late June. The teaser trailers are already racking up high views."


    "But this movie is said to touch on elements of Vogue editor Anna Wintour's character. You even got some big-name designers to cameo, and brands under LV supported the film. Aren't you worried about offending Anna Wintour?" Anne Hathaway laughed and then kissed Charles.


    After a kiss, Charles licked his lips and casually said, "It's just a fashion magazine editor. Will LV be afraid of offending her, or would Capet Pictures? Don't worry, I'll have our distribution team send her a premiere invitation. She'll definitely come!"


    No reason not to; in the past, she even attended the premiere of The Devil Wears Prada when Prada was the main sponsor.


    Now, with LV as the main sponsor and numerous brands supporting, how many outfits did they have to pay for in the previous film? Even the Paris shoot had to be done on a tight budget.


    This time, it was Capet Pictures producing it, and Charles was a shareholder of LV, so it was a comprehensive partnership.


    "Is it that impressive?" Anne Hathaway propped up her head with one hand and smiled.


    Charles leaned Anne fully into his embrace, reached into her V-neck dress, kissed her ear, and whispered, "Impressive? I can be even more impressive!"


    Then, they started kissing, and Anne Hathaway responded by wrapping her arms around Charles's neck.


    Before long, they headed to the bathroom; Charles had had enough drinks to want a hot bath, a very steamy hot bath.


    "So comfy," Charles said, sitting on the bed in a bathrobe after a hot bath.


    "Feeling better?" Anne Hathaway also walked in, wearing a bathrobe. "You didn't drink that much."


    "Not too bad," Charles pouted, as if afraid of drinking too much, though he could actually handle it.


    Anne Hathaway walked over, sat next to Charles, looking flirtatious, making Charles a bit mesmerized!


  




  Chapter 208: The Anticipated Summer Vacation


  

    "Hey," Charles Capet was woken up by the person next to him in his sleep.


    "Annie, what time is it?" He blinked sleepily and looked at Anne Hathaway lying next to him.


    "It's already 9 o'clock!"


    "Didn't we sleep really late last night? How come you woke up so early?" Charles remembered they had a late night.


    "I told you to rest early in the evening, but you wouldn't listen," Anne Hathaway said as she playfully kissed Charles a few times.


    "It's you. If it weren't for your teasing, we would have gone to sleep early. I almost fell asleep in the bathtub," Charles said, a bit speechless, as he gently patted the woman's back.


    "Do you want more?" Anne Hathaway whispered in Charles's ear, "Didn't you like being woken up in that way before?"


    "I'm full of energy now!" Charles smiled and playfully tickled the woman, "Come on, let's make the storm even fiercer."


    Charles and Anne Hathaway didn't leave until noon.


    ...


    As the summer blockbuster season approached, movie studios were gearing up to rake in the box office revenue. For years, Charles had only been a spectator, but this year Capet Pictures could finally participate.


    Anne Hathaway only stayed in New York for three days before flying back to the UK to continue shooting Becoming Jane.


    Charles drove his Mercedes SLR from their lakeside villa to personally take Anne Hathaway to John F. Kennedy International Airport.


    "Bye, Charles. Becoming Jane wraps up filming in June, just in time to promote The Devil Wears Prada. I will stay with you then," Anne Hathaway kissed Charles as she bid farewell.


    "Don't worry; we can see each other anytime we want!"


    Charles's custom Gulfstream G550 private jet was ready for use anytime.


    Driving through Brooklyn, Charles saw a lot of Mission: Impossible III movie posters. Paramount had clearly put a lot of effort into its promotion as the summer blockbuster season opener.


    Back at the Capet Pictures office on Greenwich Street in Lower Manhattan, Phyllis Jones quickly reported on their work.


    "The Da Vinci Code will hold its world premiere at the Cannes Film Festival and then roll out globally. In North America, it will premiere at the Chinese Theatre in Los Angeles before its wide release."


    This summer, Capet Pictures had releases scheduled for May, June, and July. However, the July release, The Departed, was being distributed by Universal.


    Currently, Capet Pictures' major focus was on the summer blockbusters it was distributing: The Da Vinci Code and The Devil Wears Prada.


    Of course, The Da Vinci Code was a mega-budget film costing over $125 million, while The Devil Wears Prada was a lower-budget chick flick workplace comedy.


    "How are the overseas distributors coming along?" Charles asked.


    "In the UK, France, Germany, we can handle distribution ourselves. In many other regions, we have distribution agencies," Phyllis Jones replied.


    "Alright, take it slow."


    "Boss, Mission: Impossible III starts its wide release this Friday. Next week, Warner Bros' disaster film Poseidon comes out. Our The Da Vinci Code will be released a week after Poseidon, so the competition is pretty intense," Phyllis Jones reminded.


    "No need to worry about Poseidon. Last year's remakes of War of the Worlds and King Kong were both big-budget remakes, and Poseidon will flop just the same," Charles recalled this expensive disaster film flopped badly.


    "Nicolas Cage has starred in excellent movies like National Treasure and Lord of War in recent years. The Da Vinci Code could elevate his career to new heights," Charles had high hopes for Nicolas Cage, believing he was perfect for the role of Professor Robert Langdon.


    "By the way, boss, Sony is developing our Marvel's Ghost Rider movie, aiming for a release next year. On top of that, they also have Spider-Man 3, Fox has Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer, and we have Iron Man - all four Marvel adaptations are coming out next year!"


    Charles listened to Phyllis Jones. Four Marvel movies in one year - it was the previous head of Marvel Entertainment who had made that happen.


    "Forget about it. Marvel can still make some money from these films," Charles said, having no choice since Marvel had sold those hero rights to other companies.


    Charles put down a copy of The Wall Street Journal, which featured an article about Relativity Media's announcement of its second Gower Street film fund, adding $1 billion in investments to Sony Pictures and Universal Studios, covering 19 film projects.


    Earlier this year, Relativity Media's first Gower Street film fund had already sealed a $600 million slate financing deal with Sony and Universal.


    "The TV production department has a strong start: AMC has picked up the first season of Mad Men, which is already in production. The first episode of The Big Bang Theory is set to premiere on CBS in September. USA Network has also picked up the second season of Prison Break. Last year, the first season of Prison Break had excellent reviews and was very popular in international distribution!" Phyllis Jones reported, although someone else mainly managed this, it was still good news.


    "Our TV production department is off to a great start, and talks about adapting The Walking Dead comic are going smoothly, too!"


    "George R.R. Martin's A Song of Ice and Fire adaptation rights are still tricky to secure?" Charles had been eyeing that TV adaptation.


    Phyllis Jones shook her head, looking helpless. "George R.R. Martin needs a producer to convince him to hand over the adaptation rights. Many producers have tried and failed."


    "The Gossip Girl novel adaptation project can begin preparations after The Big Bang Theory premieres. We need at least two TV series next year," Charles knew they couldn't rush things. Starting with around two TV series a year was manageable.


    Later, they could increase the number of projects gradually.


  




  Chapter 209: Chapter 209


  

    Mission: Impossible III, as the first summer movie of the year, opened in North America with a weekend box office of $47.7 million across 4,054 theaters.


    In comparison to last year's summer opener Kingdom of Heaven, which grossed $19 million on its opening weekend, it was certainly much better. However, the word-of-mouth and results did not seem to meet Paramount's expectations.


    Tom Cruise had been a hot topic since last year. This year, the media constantly covered and discussed news about his girlfriend's pregnancy and the birth of their child.


    However, the result wasn't great. Last year, Tom Cruise was heavily criticized by both the media and fans for his impulsive actions, and this year, his over-the-top promotion of his relationship and child only made things worse.


    The Mission: Impossible series, being Tom Cruise's ace series, had his personal appeal absolutely impacting the movie's box office.


    As summer started, the entire Paramount publicity team closely monitored any news about Tom Cruise. Whenever they noticed any childish behavior or outlandish statements that might damage his image, they would immediately conduct public relations.


    "Boss, Cannes Film Festival is opening next week. Do you want to check it out?" Phyllis Jones suggested. 


    "The Cannes Film Festival, huh? We can indeed take a trip to France," Charles had ample free time as Dona Langley was managing Capet Pictures now.


    "By the way, I heard that Taylor Swift from our record company is about to release her first album?" Charles suddenly asked.


    "Yeah, little Taylor Swift will debut with a single this month. The company is arranging for her to participate in some promotional activities like TV interviews and guest performances to increase her popularity. Her first self-titled album, Taylor Swift, will be released in September!" Phyllis Jones remembered it clearly because Taylor Swift was the only singer the boss truly valued at Capet Records.


    Back at their lakeside villa in downtown Manhattan, Charles went straight to his private theater and watched the final cut of 300 with Phyllis Jones.


    "The cinematography is really good. Also, movie technology has improved a lot in recent years," Charles said, leaning on the sofa. He was pleased with the muscular, testosterone-fueled actors in the film.


    "Yeah, 300 only took two months to film. The crew wrapped up in October last year, and most of the work was on special effects. We organized audience test screenings by the end of last year to tweak the film based on their feedback," Phyllis Jones almost drooled watching the screen. The movie has quite a bit of appeal to women too.


    "The final cut is good, and a November release seems appropriate," Charles couldn't help but feel a bit embarrassed by how badly the film portrayed the Iranians.


    Since 300 was mainly shot in front of a green screen with a lot of special effects, Capet Pictures had begun organizing test screenings very early on.


    When Charles first viewed the film, only about 70% of the rough cut was complete, and the ending was still undecided.


    Marketing a film involved putting in a lot of effort, and data research was an essential part of the process.


    Even before the editing was finished, test screenings had begun. Adjusting the film based on audience reactions was standard procedure for distribution companies. That's why few directors in Hollywood had final cut rights.


    "When the movie is released, Iran will definitely protest!" Phyllis Jones laughed. The ancient Persians were primarily from what is now Iran.


    "Hah, who cares? With the current US-Iran relations, the Persian army is portrayed as bizarre, grotesque, corrupt, and evil. The political implications are pretty clear. 300 is all about the righteous West fighting the evil Iranians," Charles didn't care much about Iran's reaction.


    "Look at the Greek army, a few hundred strong, and all mighty and heroic," Charles said. He certainly wasn't worried about Iran.


    "Protests are inevitable, but I think Iran will go all out in boycotting 300," Phyllis Jones agreed with Charles. Given how the movie portrayed them, it would be surprising if Iran didn't boycott it.


    "But boss, our 300 is truly great. It's a blend of film and comic book, merging cinema with comic art! The battle scenes are thrilling, and the visuals have an epic feel. I believe it will achieve good box office results."


    Charles smiled, hugging his girl and giving her a firm kiss. "Absolutely. Director Zack Snyder did an excellent job on this film. Once 300 is released, he'll surely become famous."


    Zack Snyder, are Warner Bros and DC ready for him?


  




  Chapter 210: Ten Thousand Meters High


  

    The interior of Charles Capet's custom Gulfstream G550 private jet was luxurious. Because the lounge was expanded, the plane could only accommodate 10 passengers.


    However, that was enough. The United States had the most airports in the world, and as the most developed country in aviation, airports were everywhere.


    "Boss, why are we going to Paris? Shouldn't we be heading to Nice Airport and then to Cannes?" Phyllis Jones asked with a puzzled look on her face during the flight from New York to Paris.


    "La Vie en Rose has finished shooting, and I want to go check it out. The Cannes Film Festival starts on the 18th, so there's no point in going there so early," explained Charles, lounging on the sofa and staring out the window.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, then sat beside Charles and on his lap. "Boss, your plane is really amazing - beautifully decorated, stable flight, and such a spacious interior! I also noticed that the two flight attendants are very pretty. They both speak four or five languages and can perform entertaining acts," Phyllis whispered into Charles's ear. "The rest area isn't small either. You can lie down and rest during long flights."


    "Flight attendants?" Charles recalled that indeed, the two young women were quite attractive - one blonde and the other with black hair, likely with Cuban heritage. Their looks and figures were on par with Megan Fox.


    "Do you know a lot about them?" Charles asked, since Phyllis was now pretty much his personal life manager and assistant.


    "The blonde, Amelia Caldwell, is a beauty pageant model from Argentina in South America. She's 20 and studying fashion design. The brunette, Odette Annable, is from Los Angeles, 21 years old, and has appeared in films as a child. Now, she's a Hollywood dreamer."


    Listening to Phyllis's explanation, Charles realized that Phyllis must have picked these flight attendants for him.


    "Boss, they're professionally trained and competent in their duties," Phyllis continued, "especially Odette Annable. She was so excited to know she'd be serving you!"


    "You're really something," Charles said as he kissed her, sliding his hand up her skirt.


    "Boss, we're ten thousand meters high!" Phyllis said, holding onto Charles's neck, her voice full of excitement. "Doesn't this feel thrilling?"


    "Thrilling? Haven't we tried this before?"


    "But this time it's just the two of us on the plane!"


    Charles smiled, squeezed her attractive chest, and said, "This flight is about eight hours long. Go bring me the files I need to handle."


    With Capet Pictures' projects starting one by one, it was a sign that the company's business was doing well.


    The Mist was set to start shooting in August.


    Juno would begin in September.


    Knocked Up would start filming in July. The lead actress was Katherine Heigl from Grey's Anatomy.


    Anne Hathaway was also suitable for the role, but the director and Anne Hathaway seemed to have some disagreements.


    Charles, of course, stayed out of such matters. Maybe Anne Hathaway didn't like this kind of potty humor comedy.


    "The progress of the Mamma Mia! musical adaptation seems sluggish," Charles frowned.


    "The producer wants the original cast for the movie adaptation; they're still working on the script," Phyllis explained.


    "A lot of our movies are now shot in Canada," Charles commented. He had considered setting up studios in Canada or Australia before, but hadn't done it yet.


    "Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver all have mature film industries, and Canadian government tax rebates for films are very attractive," Phyllis explained, "Mrs. Langley is already scouting locations in Canada. We could build a new production center there."


    Charles nodded. However, the U.S. remained the largest film production base. Los Angeles, California, had unparalleled film industry personnel and supporting resources.


    Secondly, New York State on the East Coast also gathered a significant number of film workers. The state and city governments' tax exemptions and incentives for films were very appealing to film companies.


    Choosing a filming location was an unavoidable consideration for movie companies based on different states' tax policies and film plot requirements.


    "Things will be much better once Capet Entertainment's headquarters is completed next year," Charles looked forward to the construction of their headquarters, which would include not only an office building but also a digital media center, Capet Theater, large studios, warehouses for props and costumes, full-scale film production offices, and outdoor locations.


    "Capet Television projects are already increasing. With good outdoor locations, the company will be more efficient," Phyllis understood well the benefits of having a dedicated production base for TV productions.


    "High-rating TV shows can turn filming locations into tourist spots, or some props and costumes could be made into souvenirs, especially toys from Marvel!" Charles had his eye on the downstream industry chain of Capet Entertainment.


    The crown jewel of Capet Entertainment was Capet Film and Television Entertainment Group, which included Capet Pictures, Capet Television, Capet Home Entertainment, and Capet Consumer Products, along with Marvel Entertainment and Matrix Pictures.


    Capet Pictures, as a distributor, also managed Capet Movie Production and Marvel Studios, while Matrix Pictures had its own distribution channels.


    Outside Capet Film and Television Entertainment Group, Capet Records, Capet Investments, Pacific Theatres, and newspapers like the Huffington Post and New York Observer were also included.


    "Boss, Iron Man just wrapped up filming this month. Because of all the special effects, post-production might take a while, but it should be done by October at the latest!" 


    Iron Man was Marvel's first independent adaptation commercial blockbuster, drawing a lot of attention.


    "Robert Downey Jr. should support the film's post-production, right?"


    "He will. Whenever needed, he'll be ready," Phyllis replied, as many post-production processes often required the actors' cooperation, especially in action and special effects films.


    "On call?" Charles laughed. It seemed Robert Downey Jr. truly cherished this opportunity.


  




  Chapter 211: New Bond Girl


  

    In a suite at the Ritz Paris, the sexy and fashionable Eva Green arrived at the suite where Charles Capet was staying.


    "Charles!" The woman embraced Charles passionately and kissed him for a while. "Here for the Cannes Film Festival?"


    Charles nodded. "Sort of."


    Eva Green nodded in understanding. Capet Pictures released several films each year, so it's not unusual to buy films at a festival.


    "What to drink? Champagne or wine?" Charles asked as he invited the woman to sit down.


    "It's up to you," replied Eva Green, dressed in a low-neck blouse paired with a white ladies' blazer, exuding both sexiness and elegance.


    After pouring two glasses of champagne, Charles handed one to the woman and sat next to her. "Ever since we parted last time, I can't stop thinking about you!"


    Eva Green clinked her glass with Charles's and took a sip of champagne before kissing Charles again. Then, she laughed and said, "I auditioned for Casino Royale at the end of last year. The film started shooting earlier this year, and I finished my scenes just late last month!"


    "Looks like Sony really doesn't want to miss any chance to make money. They even set the release date for mid-November this year," Charles shook his head but also approved of Sony's decision. After all, they took over MGM to exploit MGM's value.


    "How does it feel? Your role as a Bond girl should be a bit different this time, right?"


    Eva Green thought for a moment and explained, "Because Casino Royale is the first James Bond novel by Ian Fleming, it's about how James Bond officially became Agent 007. I play a Treasury officer sent to assist Bond. We fall in love, and my character's death ultimately transforms Bond. It's not entirely like the previous decorative female roles in the 007 series."


    Regarding Eva Green's plot revelations, Charles knew the story even better himself.


    "A trophy role or not doesn't really matter. Bond girls have pretty much been defined over the years," Charles laughed and reminded her, "As long as your role has enough screen time, it will maximize your visibility."


    Charles lifted the woman's chin and gazed into her eyes for a few seconds. "Besides, you are so sexy and alluring."


    "Your French predecessor Sophie Marceau also played a Bond girl. Her French allure captivated quite a few men around the world!"


    Eva Green shook her head. "I always hope for roles with some depth."


    "Roles with depth aren't that common!"


    Charles looked at Eva Green again; her unique looks and temperament. Movies like The Dreamers, Kingdom of Heaven, and the upcoming Casino Royale would make Eva Green's sex appeal famous worldwide.


    Hollywood would need a sexy and glamorous Eva Green in the future. Otherwise, Sophie Marceau, after Braveheart and The World Is Not Enough, would've also left Hollywood and gone back to France to continue acting.


    It's not easy for a stunning actress to shake off the label of being just a pretty face. Even beautiful American actresses find it hard, let alone foreign actresses.


    "Capet Pictures International is accelerating the promotion and development of overseas markets. If I find any good roles, I'll save them for you," Charles said, a bit regretfully as he held Eva Green close. Despite her good acting skills and ability to let go, he knew her future roles would mostly involve showcasing her cleavage and wouldn't be very memorable.


    Eva Green nodded, immediately thinking of Marion Cotillard, who was filming the biopic La Vie en Rose this year.


    "Charles, how long are you staying in Paris?" Eva Green asked, finishing her champagne.


    "Not sure, about five or six days. I'll definitely go to Cannes and maybe vacation somewhere for a few days," Charles replied. Summer was here, so it was perfectly normal for him to find a coastal town for a vacation.


    "Want me to come with you? I don't have much work right now. Also, you love soccer, right? I could go with you to Germany for the World Cup," Eva Green suggested, wrapping her arms around Charles's neck.


    "What do you think?" Charles put down his glass, slipped his hand inside the woman's blazer, and gently pushed her down on the couch, climbing on top of her.


    Their lips met again in a passionate kiss, and soon, they were undressing each other...


    After some time, in the messy room, Charles leaned against Eva Green, smiling. "I primarily came to Paris to see you. La Vie en Rose won't wrap until the end of the month, but I have high hopes for Marion Cotillard!"


    Then Charles turned his head and planted a few more kisses on the woman's chest, which was already covered in lip marks.


    "Marion Cotillard huh!" Eva Green smiled mischievously. "She's filming at a studio near Paris. Did you come to Paris without visiting her?"


    "Well, she's busy with her movie. I don't want to interrupt her work," Charles said, sitting up and hugging the woman.


    "Charles, want to vacation in Deauville, a seaside town north of Paris? It has beautiful Normandy beaches and many luxurious villas. There are also many old Norman-style, wood-framed holiday cottages everywhere. Summer will have many events. It's a perfect place to vacation, quieter than some other spots."


    Deauville is a small coastal town in northern France, between Le Havre and Caen, bordering the English Channel.


    Listening to Eva Green's suggestion, Charles nodded in satisfaction and smiled. "Alright, I'll go to Deauville after a trip to Cannes."


    Eva Green nodded, "I'll go ahead and make arrangements in Deauville. You won't have to worry about anything. Just enjoy your summer vacation!"


    Charles lowered his head, running his fingers through the woman's dark hair, lightly brushing her cheek.


    Finally, he stopped at her lips, smiled, and reminded her, "Darling, so when the time comes, I don't have to worry about anything and just enjoy myself, right?"


    Eva Green nodded, and seeing the look in Charles's eyes, she smiled. Turning her face, she saw little Charles had already revived.


    Before Charles could continue hinting, the warmth of Eva Green's attention on the sofa made Charles forget how to think.


    Deauville, he had to go. Not even Jesus could stop him!


  




  Chapter 212: Cannes Premiere


  

    The 2006 Cannes International Film Festival officially commenced in Cannes, France.


    After having a date in Paris with Eva Green, Charles Capet headed to Cannes, while Eva Green went to Deauville to await Charles.


    The main cast and crew of The Da Vinci Code arrived in Cannes yesterday, including director Ron Howard, original author and one of the screenwriters Dan Brown, Academy Award-winning actor Nicolas Cage, and emerging French actress Marion Cotillard.


    Walking the red carpet at the Cannes Film Festival caused a media frenzy. The Da Vinci Code, as a non-competition film, focused on promotional activities during the festival.


    At the grand media release event, Charles joined the main creators in being interviewed.


    As a controversial film about religious secrets, The Da Vinci Code received considerable attention.


    Reporter: "With protests from the Catholic League and ministry groups, does The Da Vinci Code really have an anti-Catholic message?"


    Charles shook his head, "Director Howard has made it very clear. The Da Vinci Code is centered on suspense and thriller. The religious aspect is just the entry point of our movie!"


    The buzz around the film was exceptionally high due to its controversial topic involving Catholic secrets and the descendants of Jesus.


    Compared to Charles Capet, the media's focus was much stronger on the novel's author, the film's director, and the main actors.


    Following this, The Da Vinci Code held its evening premiere at Cannes' largest theater in the Palais des Festivals, which seated 1,500 people and was quickly filled to capacity.


    "Charles, is this the world premiere?" Marion Cotillard, wearing a sexy evening gown, asked excitedly.


    Charles looked at Marion Cotillard, sitting beside him with a silly expression, surprised: "You're the female lead of the movie, isn't it weird you don't know if it's the premiere?"


    Marion Cotillard touched her cheek, a bit embarrassed: "I'm just really excited. Tomorrow we have to fly back to the U.S. early for the North American premiere at night!"


    "Have you finished your scenes for La Vie en Rose?" Charles inquired.


    Marion Cotillard nodded, "My scenes are done, but there might be some retakes during the editing process. Don't worry, Charles, I'll help promote The Da Vinci Code properly!"


    Since it wasn't their first time watching The Da Vinci Code, Charles and Marion Cotillard chatted in the theater.


    "There were so many reporters during the red carpet and media release. It's my first time being part of such a high-profile movie!" Marion Cotillard had every reason to be excited.


    "Today is the opening ceremony. The festival lasts ten days, and the closing ceremony is the most important. Many Hollywood stars only come for the last two or three days to walk the red carpet and attend the award ceremony," Charles explained quietly.


    "Director Ron Howard of The Da Vinci Code is a former Best Director winner, and Nicolas Cage is an Academy Award-winning actor. They're big names!"


    With The Da Vinci Code involving Christian secrets, its buzz had always been high. The media presence at the Cannes opening ceremony only amplified the attention it received.


    "Charles, are you staying at the Hotel du Cap again?" Marion Cotillard leaned in and asked softly.


    They first met during the Cannes Film Festival and spent a few wonderful nights at the Hotel du Cap.


    "Yes, are you staying there too?"


    "No, I'm staying at the Hotel Martinez because I'm one of Dior's fashion ambassadors," Marion Cotillard said, placing her hand on Charles' leg. "I'll stay with you tonight, since we're flying to the U.S. tomorrow!"


    Charles laughed, "After the movie, there's a celebration party. Many media will be there. Afterward, let's go to my place. Journalists aren't allowed to take photos inside the Hotel du Cap."


    In the evening, Capet Pictures hosted a premiere celebration party for The Da Vinci Code at the Marriott Hotel on La Croisette.


    "Charles, look who's here!" Nicolas Cage, smiling, approached Charles with Sofia Coppola.


    "Dear Sofia, I've missed you!" Charles warmly hugged Sofia Coppola and kissed her cheek.


    Sofia Coppola planted a big kiss on Charles' cheek and joked, "You've missed me? Your mother says it's hard to see you. You are getting more handsome by the day!"


    "Charles, another good news: Sofia is pregnant with her French boyfriend's child. Isn't that amazing?" Nicolas Cage said playfully. After all, his real name was Nicolas Coppola.


    "Nicolas, take care of yourself. You're on your third marriage, and your wife had a son last year. Focus on your family instead of collecting things like cobra snakes, skulls, dinosaur fossils, or haunted houses," Sofia Coppola shot back, causing Nicolas Cage to feel a bit annoyed.


    "Alright, Charles, keep Sofia company. Her new film Marie Antoinette made it into the Cannes main competition!" Nicolas Cage whistled as he walked away.


  




  Chapter 213: Chapter 213


  

    With investments from Sony Columbia and a French TV network, Sofia Coppola directed the movie Marie Antoinette, and Charles knew how bad this movie was.


    A perfectly good biographical tragedy about a historical figure was turned into a fashionable court film. Marie Antoinette was famously known as the beheaded queen.


    The entire movie was filled with picturesque palaces, exquisite costumes, lush lawns with fountains, crystal decorations, and the luxurious life at Versailles. Everything showcased the hedonistic lifestyle of the French Bourbon royal family.


    Sofia Coppola brought Charles directly to the set of Marie Antoinette. Kirsten Dunst, the lead actress from the Spider-Man series, was playing Marie Antoinette in this movie.


    "Charles, look, Kirsten Dunst also started her acting career at a young age, just like you. Do you want to meet her?" Sofia Coppola introduced the actress to Charles.


    "Oh my God!" Charles sighed, holding his forehead. What was going on?


    On the other side, Kirsten Dunst quickly came over to greet Sofia Coppola and Charles Capet.


    "Good evening, Kirsten," Charles smiled in response. Wasn't she Jake Gyllenhaal's girlfriend? Did they break up?


    Anyway, Kirsten Dunst wasn't Charles's type. He greeted her politely and chatted for a while.


    Then, Sofia Coppola chatted with Charles about the situation at this year's Cannes Film Festival.


    "I'm not confident about Marie Antoinette winning any awards," said Sofia Coppola.


    Sofia was the epitome of an artsy Hollywood girl. The success of Lost in Translation gave investors the confidence to invest $40 million into developing Marie Antoinette.


    Charles highly suspected that Sofia Coppola spent all that money on sets and costumes.


    "In the movie trailer, the elaborate costumes and stunning palace scenes showcasing the luxuries of the French court should attract some viewers," Charles said. He didn't have much praise for this movie; the visuals and settings were the only highlights.


    "Next month it will be released. Let's see if it can garner good reviews at the festival," Sofia Coppola had confidence in her movie, but the box office results were also important.


    "Yeah."


    After chatting with Sofia Coppola for a while, Charles left the party with Marion Cotillard when she came over to find him.


    They walked to the beach across the Coastal Avenue. The weather in Cannes was nice in May, but it was a bit unfriendly to Marion Cotillard, who was wearing an evening dress.


    "Here, put this on," Charles took off his coat and draped it over Marion's shoulders. He also removed his tie and put it in his pocket to relax.


    "Thank you!" Marion Cotillard held Charles's arm, and they walked along the beach, occasionally encountering tourists strolling around.


    "Isn't it beautiful?" Marion Cotillard pointed to the flickering lights on the sea.


    "Yeah," Charles saw an open-air theater on the beach. They had set up a screen and placed chairs divided into sections on the beach.


    "Oh, it's a Cannes tradition, the beach open-air screening unit. This time they are showing some classic old films for free!" Marion Cotillard noticed Charles's interest and asked him, "Shall we go and have a look? The combination of beach, sea breeze, and movies is pretty nice!"


    "Let's go," Charles nodded and put his arm around Marion Cotillard as they walked over.


    "Tom Cruise and Dustin Hoffman's Rain Man from the '80s, it's a classic!"


    Soon, Charles and Marion Cotillard were seated on the outdoor benches in the back row.


    "Tom Cruise is indeed a heartthrob; he was so handsome when he was young," Charles commented while holding Marion close as they watched the movie.


    "I think you are the most handsome, Charles!" Marion Cotillard said and kissed Charles. He embraced her and kissed back passionately.


    A night in Cannes, filled with beaches, sea breezes, movies, and passionate kisses, ended with Charles taking Marion Cotillard back to the Eden Roc Hotel before the movie was even halfway through.


    An emotional Marion Cotillard did her best to give Charles an unforgettable night.


    Since meeting Charles at the Cannes Film Festival four years ago, Marion Cotillard's acting career had skyrocketed.


    The Da Vinci Code had brought 30-year-old Marion Cotillard into the Hollywood circle, and then director Ridley Scott cast her as the lead opposite Oscar winner Russell Crowe in the romance film A Good Year.


    She joined this project right after finishing The Da Vinci Code. This year, Marion Cotillard took on another role in Capet Pictures' biographical film La Vie en Rose!


    Marion Cotillard knew she couldn't have made it without Charles's support and help.


    In the suite at the hotel, Charles groggily opened his eyes and felt Marion Cotillard's body under the sheets.


    After a while, as the rhythm under the sheets grew more intense, Charles gripped the bedsheet until everything finally calmed down.


    Marion Cotillard climbed out from under the sheets, breathing heavily, and smiled at Charles, who was now awake. "Just the way you like to wake up!"


    Charles touched her face gently and complimented, "Honey, your skin feels amazing."


    Marion Cotillard responded, "That's because of all the protein supplements, right?"


    Charles nodded with a smile, "I've arranged for my private jet to take you back to Los Angeles. You can rest on the plane."


    "That's so cool!" Marion Cotillard stood up, "I need to take a shower, then we can head to the airport."


    "Go ahead. I'll keep an eye on The Da Vinci Code release," Charles said, feeling the fabric of her sexy nightgown.


    Romantic, passionate French women indeed left one longing for more!


  




  Chapter 214: Two Great Goddesses


  

    As the Cannes Film Festival continued, more and more people from around the world flocked to Cannes. Filmmakers, media professionals, and tourists were arriving one after another.


    On the 19th, Marion Cotillard had already followed the cast and crew of The Da Vinci Code back to the United States for promotional work.


    Charles had also begun organizing his own work. His suite at the Eden-Roc Hotel in Cannes had essentially become his office. Sitting on the sofa, Charles took a sip of his coffee.


    "Sophie Marceau had another wardrobe malfunction on the red carpet!"


    "Sexy goddess Monica Bellucci and her actor husband Vincent Cassel appeared hand in hand on the red carpet."


    "Spanish bombshell Penelope Cruz and director Pedro Almodovar attended the premiere of Volver on the red carpet!"


    The newspapers on the coffee table were all reporting on the latest happenings at the Cannes Film Festival.


    "That Spanish film by Pedro Almodovar, Volver, has received good reviews. Which company is the North American distributor?"


    His assistant Phyllis Jones replied, "Sony Classics, Warner Independent, Fox Searchlight, and The Weinstein Company all seem interested in this Spanish film. Volver grossed $12 million in Spain when it was released in March and over $15 million in France. Volver has received high praise, so it's no surprise that North American independent distributors are interested!"


    "This film is good. Capet Pictures will participate in the bidding. I estimate the North American market could also bring in over $10 million," Charles said. Capet Pictures was also an independent film company, but it had developed some major productions recently, giving it a different status.


    "Alright, I'll notify the team!"


    "Has the opening weekend box office for The Da Vinci Code come out yet?" Charles checked his watch. It was already evening, and France was only eight or nine hours ahead of Los Angeles. The results should have been available by noon.


    "Oh, it's out!" Phyllis Jones smacked her forehead, almost forgetting. She quickly pulled out a report from her folder.


    "The Da Vinci Code opened in 3,780 theaters in North America and grossed $79.5 million over the opening weekend. Our movie is a success!"


    Charles took the report. The opening weekend almost hit $80 million, and there was no doubt it was the weekly box office champion.


    Mission: Impossible III was in its third weekend, with the weekend box office dropping to $11.3 million, and its total North American box office crossed $100 million.


    Warner Brothers' disaster film Poseidon was even worse. It opened in 3,560 theaters last week, grossing $22.4 million, but after 10 days, the total North American box office was only $36.8 million.


    "Poseidon is indeed a disaster, but unfortunately, it's a box office disaster," Charles chuckled. Warner Brothers and New Line Cinema had been riding high with the Harry Potter series and The Lord of the Rings series in recent years.


    "This Friday, 20th Century Fox's comic book movie X-Men: The Last Stand will be our main competitor," Charles noted with a sense of relief about leaving the Deadpool character when they acquired Marvel.


    'Mission: Impossible III doesn't have great word-of-mouth and is already losing steam. It won't hit the $150 million mark in North America.'


    Charles had brought the live-action Transformers series under his wing, and soon Paramount would part ways with Tom Cruise.


    'Mission: Impossible 4 will be a critical revival for the series. Should I take this opportunity to get involved?'


    Cruise/Wagner Productions owned the production rights to the Mission: Impossible series, while Paramount held the distribution rights.


    It was similar to the 007 series, where the production rights were held by the Broccoli family's Danjaq, LLC, and the distribution rights were held by MGM/UA.


    "Phyllis, keep an eye on Tom Cruise's news. Maybe we'll have the chance to collaborate," Charles planned. Maybe he could bring Tom Cruise on board after Paramount gave him the boot.


    "Sure thing!"


    ...


    In Cannes, a grand ball was held in the Hyatt Martinez Hotel on the Promenade de la Croisette.


    Charles was chatting with one of Europe's two great goddesses, Monica Bellucci. Monica had come to Cannes specifically to promote her new movie, The Stone Council.


    "Charles! It's been a while, hasn't it?" Monica Bellucci hugged Charles. Her voluptuous and sensual figure indeed sparked imaginations.


    "It certainly has been some time," Charles smiled and gave Monica a cheek kiss. Since they had previously worked together on The Passion of the Christ, Charles knew Monica Bellucci.


    As one of Europe's top goddesses, the Italian national treasure Monica Bellucci, although already 42 years old, remained irresistibly attractive with her mature and sexy charm.


    "What projects have you been working on lately?" Charles asked Monica Bellucci.


    "Just finished filming an action movie by New Line Cinema called Shoot 'Em Up, with Clive Owen!" Monica Bellucci shrugged and smiled.


    "Shoot 'Em Up!" Charles thought for a moment - it seemed to be a gunfight action movie. But Monica Bellucci would undoubtedly also have a sensual performance in it.


    Ever since she became a global sensation in 2000 with Malena, Monica Bellucci had quickly gained Hollywood's attention.


    Afterward, she participated in the latter two sequels of The Matrix series and co-starred with Bruce Willis in the war film Tears of the Sun.


    In contrast to Sophie Marceau, who had been mostly making movies in Europe, Monica Bellucci had appeared in Hollywood films more frequently.


    "You know, in Hollywood movies, I'm just the synonym for sexy," Monica Bellucci explained self-deprecatingly.


    Charles looked at Monica Bellucci again and responded with a smile, "Being sexy and capturing the attention of men worldwide isn't an easy feat!"


    Monica Bellucci shook her head and laughed, "Showing off the body and breasts in movies?"


    Charles replied, "The body is also a part of art, isn't it? It's a form of artistic expression!"


    Monica Bellucci nodded in agreement, endorsing Charles's perspective, having starred in many movies that showcased her body.


    "Maybe, next time the media criticizes my nude scenes in movies, I can use your words to shut them up!" Monica Bellucci covered her mouth and laughed.


    "Absolutely," Charles said, looking at Monica Bellucci's smiling face, thinking how gorgeous she must have been when younger!


    Besides, Monica Bellucci had been married for several years by then.


    "Next time you're in Hollywood, let's grab a meal together," Charles invited.


    Monica Bellucci looked at Charles and gladly agreed.


    "Monica, Charles, good evening!" Sophie Marceau, known as the French Kiss, walked over.


    "Good evening, Sophie!"


    Monica Bellucci and Charles each hugged Sophie Marceau, the other great European goddess.


    Monica Bellucci's current husband was a French actor, and she had starred in several French films, so she knew Sophie Marceau.


    Charles had also met Sophie Marceau a few years back when he visited France, so he recognized her too.


    Monica Bellucci's current French movie, The Stone Council, initially had Sophie Marceau set to play the lead role.


    Sophie Marceau had declined the role, and the producers then approached Monica Bellucci to replace her.


    "I'm really happy now, being able to hug both goddesses of Europe," Charles joked, holding Sophie Marceau and Monica Bellucci, each of whom planted a kiss on his cheek.


    "Charles, are you also a fan of Monica?" Sophie Marceau suddenly winked at Charles. At 40 years old, Sophie Marceau showed her playful side.


    "Of course I'm her fan," Charles answered without hesitation, considering he had said he was Sophie Marceau's fan when he first met her in France.


    Seeing her husband, Monica Bellucci smiled, bid farewell to Charles and Sophie Marceau, and said, "I need to go over there, you two chat!"


    "So, she married a Frenchman?" Charles looked disappointed and regretful after Monica Bellucci left.


    "Hmm, isn't it true that you have some French ancestry too, Charles?" Sophie Marceau said, still hugged by her fan.


    "Not the same!" Charles shook his head.


    "Charles, shouldn't you let go of me?" Sophie Marceau asked with a helpless smile.


    "Can't a fan get close to his idol?" Charles was nonchalant; wasn't France a country that pursued romance?


    "Looks like you do prefer French women!" Sophie Marceau laughed.


    Charles smiled and released her, and both sat on the sofa. He asked, "Sophie, I heard you've become a director again?"


    In 2002, Sophie Marceau wrote and directed her first film, Speak to Me of Love, winning the Best Director Award at the 26th Montreal World Film Festival.


    "Yes, it's a police thriller. This time I'm directing and acting in it," said Sophie Marceau, who didn't star in her first directed film.


    If Charles remembered correctly, that movie was called Trivial. However, he had doubts about Sophie Marceau's directing abilities.


    "Come to my place, I'd like to hear your story!"


    Sophie Marceau nodded and followed Charles, preparing to leave the Hyatt Martinez Hotel and head to Charles's suite at the Eden Rock Hotel.


  




  Chapter 215: Chapter 215


  

    Cannes, Cap Hotel, Sophie Marceau stood by the window, somewhat surprised, and asked, "Charles, are you talking about last year's release, the movie I starred in, The Art of Breaking Up?"


    Charles nodded with a smile, "The story was pretty good, combining Hitchcock-like suspense with action, romance, and thriller elements."


    "Oh, what did you think of that movie?" Sophie Marceau became interested and walked over to sit next to Charles on the sofa.


    Charles shook his head, "The plot was good. The director used the New Wave style, blending a lot of suspense and action into the love story. The storyline developed following the thriller mode and revealed the mystery at the last moment.


    But The Art of Breaking Up lacked sufficient detail build-up before the mystery was revealed, making it surprising just for the sake of surprise, and the plot twists were too abrupt.


    It can be said that the director's technique was not mature enough, a bit too inexperienced."


    Sophie Marceau was a bit surprised and replied with a smile, "This The Art of Breaking Up was the first feature film directed and written by Jerome Salle. Are you thinking of remaking it?"


    Since Charles mentioned this script, Sophie Marceau guessed Hollywood wanted to remake it.


    Charles nodded, "Just an idea, no concrete plans yet."


    In the future, Hollywood would remake The Art of Breaking Up into The Tourist, starring Johnny Depp and Angelina Jolie.


    Sony had given a $100 million budget and assembled a strong cast for The Tourist, but it turned out to be a disaster and was called a trashy flop.


    Johnny Depp and Angelina Jolie's performances were lacking, the plot changes were messy, and the investment was too high.


    However, the script was good, and Charles hadn't decided whether to develop it.


    "Are you planning a remake? I can help you make some connections," said Sophie Marceau, who was a big name in the French film industry. Buying a script was a small matter.


    "Unfortunately, I don't have the time to produce it. I'll notify James Tunan, who is in charge of Capet International Pictures' European business, to buy the script first!"


    James Tunan was the head of Capet International Pictures' UK branch and now mainly handled Capet Pictures' European business.


    "Alright, contact me if you need anything," Sophie Marceau said as she got up and gazed out of the window at the Mediterranean Sea.


    With the sea breeze blowing, Sophie Marceau's sexy dress fluttered, and her hair danced lightly.


    Charles took a look, walked over, and hugged the French Kiss star from behind, slipping his hands under her dress.


    Sophie Marceau let out a soft moan and slightly turned her head. Charles kissed her directly.


    Following, Sophie Marceau turned around, wrapped her arms around Charles' neck, and passionately responded, with her dress slipping off her shoulders.


    "Charles, tonight I'm yours!" The French rose smiled at Charles with a seductive glance.


    Charles picked her up and moved to the bedroom, pressing her down and kissing her chest.


    The passionate Sophie Marceau flipped over, pinning Charles beneath her. She whispered in his ear, "When did you start having this thought?"


    While asking, she unbuttoned Charles' suit and shirt.


    "Probably since childhood, getting stunned by Braveheart," Charles responded, assisting Sophie Marceau in removing his pants.


    After getting undressed, Sophie Marceau proactively gave a fragrant kiss. The passion of a French woman was indeed irresistible.


    After a while, Sophie Marceau rode on Charles' waist wildly, "Charles, I want to feel heaven."


    "Tonight, as you wish!" Charles smiled, feeling spiritually satisfied for a moment.


    The night in Cannes was not peaceful, with many men and women probably in hotel rooms, just like Charles and Sophie Marceau.


    ...


    Meanwhile, in another hotel, the Italian Goddess Monica Bellucci sat alone in her room.


    Her husband Vincent Cassel was meeting with a Focus Features producer to discuss David Cronenberg's thriller Eastern Promises about the Russian mafia's human trafficking.


    Monica Bellucci, leaning on the sofa and sipping red wine, felt uneasy about her husband Vincent Cassel's rumored infidelity.


    Although they had a daughter two years ago, it did not keep Vincent Cassel's heart.


    ...


    The next day, after a passionate night with the French Goddess Sophie Marceau, Charles felt physically and mentally refreshed. 


    Sophie Marceau reminded Charles, "Be careful of the paparazzi!"


    "Don't worry, no reporters are allowed near here," Charles explained while caressing her, "Besides, we were just discussing your film!"


    "You know, I am currently filming Lost Sight in Deauville and need to head back today," Sophie Marceau explained, lying on her side.


    "Not attending the closing ceremony?" Charles asked in surprise.


    Sophie Marceau shook her head, "There are still three days until the closing ceremony. My crew needs to get to work, and we can't waste the investor's money."


    "Do French people even care about that?" Charles joked.


    Sophie Marceau got up and started preparing to take a bath, "I also need to take care of my job, right?"


    "Hold on," Charles sat up and pulled her onto his lap.


    "Charles, not satisfied yet?" Sophie Marceau wondered if Charles was really that impressive.


    "What are you thinking?" Charles lightly tapped her chest, "You're filming in Deauville?"


    Sophie Marceau nodded, causing Charles to brighten up as he explained, "I plan to go on vacation in Deauville after the festival!"


    "Really?" Sophie Marceau was suspicious, "Can't bear to be apart from me?"


    "Seriously, my companion is Eva Green, and she's already in Deauville!" Charles admitted, as French women didn't mind these things much.


    "No wonder you don't have a female companion," Sophie Marceau said as she stood up.


    "When you're in Deauville, come see me if you get the chance!" Sophie Marceau liked Charles' young physique. Wealthy, talented, and handsome, who wouldn't like that?


  




  Chapter 216: Spanish Siren


  

    As the Cannes Film Festival came to a close, the award ceremony in the Lumiere Theater at the Palais des Festivals also concluded perfectly.


    The Palme d'Or went to the British film The Wind That Shakes the Barley;


    Best Director was awarded to Mexican director Alejandro Gonzalez Inarritu for the American film Babel;


    Best Actor went to the French film Days of Glory with five recipients: Jamel Debbouze, Samy Naceri, Roschdy Zem, Sami Bouajila, and Bernard Blancan;


    Best Actress was awarded to six actresses from the Spanish film Volver: Penelope Cruz, Carmen Maura, Lola Duenas, Blanca Portillo, Yohana Cobo, and Chus Lampreave.


    After the Cannes Film Festival, Charles attended the charity gala supported by the American Foundation for AIDS Research, themed "Cinema Against AIDS."


    Actresses from various countries attended in glamorous outfits. Capet Pictures purchased the North American distribution rights for the Spanish film Volver. Charles specifically walked the red carpet with Penelope Cruz, the sexy star of Volver.


    As a European sex symbol, Penelope Cruz paved her way into Hollywood with her beauty and sensuality.


    She had been linked with Matt Damon, Matthew McConaughey, and Nicolas Cage, and her previous boyfriend was Tom Cruise!


    Penelope Cruz clung to Charles' arm, looking very excited, pressing her body tightly against him.


    Monica Bellucci, and other jury members of this festival were also present.


    Michelle Yeoh, with her French billionaire fiance Jean Todt, one of Ferrari's executive directors, also attended the charity fashion gala.


    However, short and chubby Jean Todt with Michelle Yeoh looked more like a father-daughter pair than a couple.


    Babel's leading actress Cate Blanchett attended in a stunning outfit, while the movie's leading man, Brad Pitt, was in Africa with Angelina Jolie, who was expecting.


    Charles and Penelope Cruz found a seat only to realize the host was Sharon Stone.


    "I remember this charity gala was started by Elizabeth Taylor, right? She used to host it for the past few years, so why the change?" Charles asked Penelope Cruz in confusion.


    "Charles, Ms. Taylor is getting older. Her legs and feet aren't very agile anymore, so she handed the hosting duties to Sharon Stone this year," said the 32-year-old Penelope Cruz, showcasing the sizzling charm of a Spanish siren.


    "I see," Charles nodded, then congratulated Cruz, "Your performance in Volver was exceptional, and you deserved the award!"


    The term "Latin beauty" and "Hollywood siren" perfectly fit Penelope Cruz.


    "Cate Blanchett's performance in Babel was very impressive too," Penelope Cruz humbly said, looking at the tall Australian actress not far away.


    "Charles, shall we go dance?" Penelope Cruz suddenly smiled and suggested.


    Charles nodded, stood up, and led the lady to the dance floor. Her red low-cut dress made her look even more alluring and beautiful.


    "Charles, are you going back to Los Angeles after this?" Cruz asked while holding Charles.


    Charles shook his head, "I need to make a trip to Asia. What about you?"


    "I have a romantic comedy to shoot, probably in the UK!" Cruz explained with a smile.


    "Volver has swept the European awards and getting into the Oscar nominations wouldn't be difficult," Charles said.


    "Really? Charles, can I really get an Oscar nomination?" Penelope Cruz always had a deep and persistent chase for the Oscars.


    "Volver's North American distribution rights are with Capet Pictures. The promotion and marketing will depend on our resources and investment," Charles reassured her.


    "Don't worry, I have faith in you," Charles said, giving her waist a reassuring squeeze.


    "Charles, let's find a quiet place to discuss this movie further. Or perhaps, I also want to hear your thoughts on cinema," suggested Penelope Cruz, her eyes fixed on him.


    Charles looked at Penelope Cruz and nodded with a smile.


    Penelope Cruz and Charles Capet left the banquet hall and moved to a nearby VIP room. Charles held Penelope Cruz as they sat on the sofa together.


    "Best Actress at the Goya Awards, Best Actress at the David di Donatello Awards, and now Best Actress at the Cannes Film Festival. It seems like you've swept all the European film awards," Charles praised Penelope Cruz while gently caressing her face.


    "I also hope to stand on the Oscars stage like Reese Witherspoon, but even getting a nomination would be great!" Penelope Cruz leaned against Charles, dreaming that her film Volver might achieve some success at the Oscars.


    Charles slipped his hand into her V-neck, feeling her fullness, and said with a smile, "That Spanish movie Jamon Jamon, which was your debut, left a memorable impression."


    "That was an emotional film I shot when I was 18, working with Javier Bardem, and it was my first feature film," Penelope Cruz let Charles better grasp her bosom as she leaned in more.


    Charles then kissed Penelope Cruz's plush lips, causing her dress to slip off her shoulders. After their passionate kiss ended, Penelope got a bit emotional and eagerly held Charles's head, pressing it to her chest.


    After kissing her chest for a short while, Charles whispered into her ear, "Do you believe I can help you get a Best Actress nomination at next year's Oscars?"


    Penelope Cruz's eyes sparkled as she responded softly into his ear, "Tonight, I want to go to your room and discuss the Oscars!"


    "Are we heading back to the banquet now?" Charles had lost interest in such gatherings long ago.


    "Charles, of course you're not interested, but we actors need exposure. There are many filmmakers and entrepreneurs there whom I need to know," Penelope Cruz, despite being a top star in Spain, was still trying to make her mark in Hollywood.


    "Alright then!" Charles pouted reluctantly.


    Penelope Cruz smiled, unbuckling Charles's belt and then lowering herself to service him.


    After a while, Penelope Cruz stood up, swallowed a few times, and started fixing her evening gown and makeup. She teased Charles, who was also fixing his clothes, "Satisfied now? I'll keep you company tonight!"


    "You are amazing!" Charles gave her a thumbs up after tidying up.


    It had only been about forty minutes since Charles and Penelope Cruz left the banquet hall. When they returned, nobody noticed anything unusual.


    Of course, if Penelope Cruz kissed anyone, they would probably notice!


    As a star, Penelope Cruz needed to expand her contacts and connect with more producers, directors, and film investors. People like Charles were naturally the types female stars liked to cozy up to.


  




  Chapter 217: Another Bond Girl


  

    Director Pedro Almodovar, who made Volver, was a national treasure of Spain known for his strong individual style.


    Charles appreciated this maverick European director, but he valued new Mexican director Alejandro Gonzalez Inarritu, who directed Babel, even more.


    21 Grams and Babel were both highly artistic films directed by Alejandro Gonzalez Inarritu.


    "Kate, you look stunning tonight!" Charles embraced and complimented Cate Blanchett.


    "Thanks, it's mostly the work of the makeup artists and stylists," Cate Blanchett responded humorously.


    "Oh, I see!"


    At the charity dinner, while watching Sharon Stone perform energetically on stage, Charles chatted with Cate Blanchett.


    Cate Blanchett wasn't considered one of Hollywood's great beauties; with her blonde hair, blue eyes, and graceful figure, she was more of a standard beauty.


    However, she had an outstanding aura that gave a very unique feel, and her acting was quite good. But she had always been involved in art films, so her commercial value and fame certainly couldn't compare to her fellow Australians Nicole Kidman and Naomi Watts.


    Cate Blanchett got married to an Australian shortly after her debut, and they already had two sons.


    Also, Cate Blanchett rarely had any scandals, though her husband wasn't always so honest.


    "Cate, you rarely do commercial films, right? Last year's The Aviator could count as one, along with your cameo in The Lord of the Rings series as the Elf Queen!" 


    At that time, Cate Blanchett hadn't yet developed the imposing presence she would have in the future; she was a regular actress in Hollywood.


    Her most well-known role was as the Elf Queen in The Lord of the Rings.


    Cate Blanchett nodded with a smile and said, "I've always been in art films, and maybe I'm not suited for romance or comedy genres."


    Charles smiled; it was indeed the case.


    "That film Notes on a Scandal, starring Judi Dench and you, plus the novel itself had a huge impact. I believe the reviews won't be low!" Charles was genuinely impressed with Cate Blanchett. She was serious about films and had a personality.


    "Really? But Dame Judi Dench's performance was indeed very powerful. Her rich acting experience taught me a lot," Cate Blanchett admitted she greatly admired the British veteran actress Judi Dench.


    Charles nodded and suddenly saw Penelope Cruz signaling to him from a distance.


    "Excuse me," Charles got up and gave Cate Blanchett a hug.


    "What's up?" Charles asked as he approached Penelope Cruz. He wasn't the kind of person who would just walk away after getting something.


    "Do you know about the film Paris, je t'aime?"


    Charles nodded, "Sure, it's directed by over twenty people including Olivier Assayas and the Coen Brothers, starring Juliette Binoche, Steve Buscemi, Alexander Payne, and Gena Rowlands. It's a collection of short stories about the twenty districts of Paris."


    "I know quite a few people in it. Everyone wants a chance to talk to you. Interested?" Penelope Cruz said quietly.


    "A young actress who just entered the acting world played a minor role in Paris, je t'aime. She's a former model," Penelope Cruz added.


    Charles glanced at Penelope Cruz. She really was something, using her connections already.


    He chuckled, "Sure, who doesn't like meeting pretty girls?"


    Penelope Cruz breathed a sigh of relief. She didn't want to quickly lose her connection with Charles Capet after finally making one.


    Penelope Cruz had found someone to help keep Charles Capet engaged. Too much Spanish ham, maybe trying some Eastern European flair wouldn't hurt?


    Charles was surprised that Penelope Cruz introduced him to Olga Kurylenko, a model born in Ukraine.


    She had just entered the acting world last year but had become a French citizen at the turn of the millennium.


    "Good evening, Mr. Capet. I am Olga Kurylenko. Pleased to meet you!" Olga, who had just transitioned from modeling to acting, was undoubtedly excited about the opportunity to connect with Hollywood's Charles Capet.


    "Good evening, Olga. Your performance in last year's debut film The Ring Finger was quite good!" Charles praised, though Penelope Cruz had relayed this information. Olga Kurylenko had won the Best Actress Award at the Brooklyn International Film Festival for her debut in The Ring Finger.


    However, Charles hadn't heard of the Brooklyn International Film Festival or The Ring Finger. But he did remember Olga Kurylenko as one of the future Bond girls. She was indeed tall, sexy, and had an Eastern European toughness.


    "How about we go out for a drink to celebrate the perfect ending of the Cannes Film Festival?" suggested Penelope Cruz.


    Olga Kurylenko nodded in agreement, "I know a few quiet places."


    Penelope Cruz looked at Charles and reminded him, "Charles, don't you have a bottle of Romanee-Conti? Let's go to your place!"


    Charles looked at both Penelope Cruz and Olga Kurylenko and nodded. This was getting interesting.


    "I'll have someone pick you up later!" Charles smiled and gave each of them a kiss.


    After Charles left, Penelope Cruz reminded Olga Kurylenko, "I've introduced you. Whether something happens depends on you! Charles Capet is not only young and wealthy but also handsome and talented. He's had rumors with many young actresses."


    Olga Kurylenko smiled and kissed Penelope Cruz on the cheek, "I know, he's a big deal, different from other big deals. Just look at Marion Cotillard. Many people envy her now. She met Charles at the Cannes Film Festival four years ago and immediately entered the Hollywood circle."


    "The Da Vinci Code has already grossed over two hundred million dollars in North America!" Penelope Cruz teased, "Do you like him? Too many women like him, and he hasn't acknowledged any of them as his girlfriend."


    Olga Kurylenko shook her head, "I just hope that after some efforts, Charles Capet will show some indication."


    "First, let him remember you," said Penelope Cruz, glancing at Cate Blanchett on the other side talking to Harvey Weinstein.


    Compared to Harvey Weinstein, Charles was much better!


    ...


    "Harvey, except for work, let's not discuss anything else," Cate Blanchett dealt composedly with Harvey Weinstein's harassment.


    Weinstein Company was currently developing a Bob Dylan biopic, with Cate Blanchett cross-playing as him.


    Harvey Weinstein just smiled and reminded her, "Don't you want to go further? No thoughts on the Best Actress Oscar?"


    Cate Blanchett shook her head and left Harvey Weinstein's sight directly.
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    At Cape Hotel, in Charles's luxurious suite, Penelope Cruz and Olga Kurylenko came together to celebrate the closing of the Cannes Film Festival.


    Lavish food and top-quality wine were already prepared.


    Charles had his arms around the two women as they entered the room. Penelope Cruz was more familiar with Charles compared to Olga Kurylenko.


    "Charles, is there no theme for tonight?" Penelope Cruz asked, holding onto Charles.


    "A theme?" Charles thought for a moment, then looked at the two beauties beside him before kissing Penelope Cruz.


    Then he turned and kissed Olga Kurylenko as well. She responded passionately.


    "The night is still young," Charles said with a smile, brushing Olga Kurylenko's cheek. "Tonight's theme is the Night of Revelry!"


    "Night of Revelry, that's fitting!" Penelope Cruz said, enthusiastically pouring drinks.


    Charles sat on the sofa while Olga Kurylenko settled into his lap, giving him a kiss on the cheek. She said with a smile, "I was just a model before; I don't have much experience in acting. Starting with The Ring Finger, I guess I've now truly entered the film industry."


    "Many European actresses start with art films that involve daring scenes," called out Penelope Cruz, handing drinks to both Olga Kurylenko and Charles.


    Charles looked at Olga Kurylenko, who nodded and smiled, saying, "In The Ring Finger, I had to make some big sacrifices, but it's not unusual for an art film."


    "Indulgent French art films," Charles said, taking a sip of wine, lifting Olga Kurylenko's chin. "Eastern Europe does seem to produce plenty of beauties!"


    He then walked to the window, looking down at the Mediterranean under the night sky. The allure of Cannes was always mesmerizing.


    "Did you just do a cameo in Paris, I Love You this year?"


    "Oh," Olga Kurylenko stood up from the sofa, slightly nervous. "I also had a small part in a French thriller called The Serpent. Just a few scenes. In Paris, I Love You, I played a vampire, not many scenes either."


    Charles turned around and looked at the tall, sexy Olga Kurylenko. It was no wonder she became a model early on and then transitioned to acting.


    With those long legs, it's clear why directors and producers often came to Europe to scout talent.


    Someone like Olga Kurylenko would probably even be grateful if given a role in Hostel.


    "Capet Pictures is planning a sci-fi horror thriller project, an adaptation of Stephen King's The Mist by Frank Darabont," Charles said without holding back. "You'll play a role. The movie needs a beautiful female star. Reach out to Phyllis Jones, who brought you here tonight. She's my personal assistant. She'll arrange everything."


    "Whether it's The Mist the novel, or director Frank Darabont, both have significant influence and reputation."


    Olga Kurylenko hadn't yet responded, but Penelope Cruz, standing nearby, was already envious. "That's the Hollywood director who made The Shawshank Redemption and The Green Mile, both based on Stephen King's novels!"


    Olga Kurylenko, stunned for a moment, then became very excited. She went to Charles, thanking him earnestly, "Thank you, I will work hard to understand the role and read The Mist!"


    Olga Kurylenko had no reason not to be excited; she was going to act in a Hollywood movie, unlike French art films with little commercial appeal.


    Charles handed his wine glass to Olga Kurylenko and sat back on the sofa. He then seemed to recall that Olga Kurylenko later starred in the R-rated action film Hitman.


    Penelope Cruz noticed Charles seemed a bit tired, and she took the initiative, letting him lean on her while massaging him.


    Soon, Olga Kurylenko also sat down next to Charles on the sofa, massaging his legs. Charles enjoyed the pleasant massage, caressing Penelope Cruz at the same time.


    "How is it, Charles, not bad, huh?" Penelope Cruz asked, her hands still massaging but her breath quickening.


    "Cruz, go take a bath first, then we'll see how you perform!" Charles said with a smile, opening his eyes.


    "I have a helper," Penelope Cruz stood up, bent down to whisper something in Olga Kurylenko's ear, then kissed her directly.


    Olga Kurylenko passionately responded to the kiss, creating a scene that caught Charles off guard.


    Charles stood up, gently pulling Olga Kurylenko and Penelope Cruz into his arms.


    "Charles, I'll go take a bath. Let Olga keep you company for a bit," Penelope Cruz whispered into Charles's ear, "If you run out of energy later, don't blame me!"


    After speaking, Penelope Cruz swayed her hips as she walked into the bathroom, turning around to lick her lips.


    After Penelope Cruz left, Charles held the seductive Olga Kurylenko close, made out with her for a while, and then asked, "What mischievous idea did Cruz whisper to you?"


    Olga Kurylenko smiled, kissed Charles on the cheek, and said, "She said she wants you to see my skills tonight!"


    "Is that so?" Charles immediately pounced on Olga Kurylenko, kissing her intensely.


    Olga Kurylenko responded passionately, holding onto Charles's neck.


    When Penelope Cruz came out of the bathroom, she saw Charles lounging on the sofa looking exhausted, while Olga Kurylenko stood nearby, smiling and wiping something from the corner of her mouth.


    Charles smiled when he saw Penelope Cruz. The charming Spanish lady walked over and kissed him proactively.


    After the kiss ended, Penelope Cruz winked at Charles, as if asking how tonight's arrangements were going.


    Charles nodded happily, as if saying the Night of Revelry had already begun.


    Penelope Cruz smiled, took off her bathrobe, and whispered in Charles's ear, "Do you still have the energy?"


    "What do you think?" Charles said, leaning into Penelope Cruz's arms.


    "Charles, go take a bath with Olga first!"


    Penelope Cruz suggested, winking at Olga Kurylenko, signaling that she did a great job.


    Tonight was destined to be a sleepless night!


  




  Chapter 219: Chapter 219


  

    On the northern coast of France, in the small seaside town of Deauville, Normandy, by the poolside of the Normandy Seaside Resort, Eva Green was lounging in a sexy one-piece swimsuit and sunglasses, reading a book on a beach chair.


    Charles Capet, wearing large sunglasses, a floral shirt, and beach shorts, was half-lying on a beach chair, talking on the phone with Phyllis Jones.


    "Boss, The Da Vinci Code has already grossed over one hundred million dollars in North America, and it's also made two hundred million dollars in the overseas market. It's a phenomenal movie!" Phyllis Jones couldn't contain her excitement over the phone.


    "Relax, our The Da Vinci Code will definitely surpass 200 million dollars in North America. How much has 20th Century Fox's X-Men: The Last Stand grossed?" Charles still had concerns about this comic book adaptation.


    "Oh, it was released a week after our The Da Vinci Code, but its North American box office has already surpassed a hundred million dollars."


    Charles rubbed his chin. "So it's performing better in the North American market than The Da Vinci Code!"


    "But its overseas performance is much weaker. X-Men: The Last Stand has just barely reached a hundred million dollars overseas," Phyllis Jones said with a tone of schadenfreude.


    "Not bad," Charles chuckled. "This month, we're releasing The Devil Wears Prada. We need to collaborate more with those fashion brands for promotion. LV will fully support us!"


    The movie, The Devil Wears Prada, was widely known by audiences as Queen Wearing LV.


    "Boss, don't you need me to take care of you in France? You sent me back to the US right after the Cannes Film Festival!" Phyllis Jones teased.


    "You have work to do, and I'm just on vacation here in France. Get ready to go to Asia, especially East Asia. I'll also be there for a while," Charles reminded.


    "Oh, okay. I've been staying with Dona these past few days," Phyllis Jones dropped her voice a bit. "I've been sleeping at Dona's place for several days!"


    Charles laughed, "Alright, just make sure to get everything I asked done!" Charles was at a hotel where Sophie Marceau had filmed Hidden Assassin.


    With Odette Annabin and Amelia Caldwell [T/N: Flight assistants] nearby acting as assistants, Phyllis Jones' return to Los Angeles wasn't a big deal.


    No surprise there, Deauville was just a small seaside town with a limited population, and the Normandy Seaside Resort was the most popular hotel.


    "Charles, congratulations! The Da Vinci Code by Capet Pictures is a box office hit, grossing over 16 million euros in France!" Eva Green put down her book and smiled at Charles; 16 million euros converts to more than 20 million dollars.


    "Indeed, that's great," said Charles, turning to kiss Eva Green, his hand moving up her thigh.


    Eva Green responded with a French kiss. After the kiss, she placed a finger on her lips and smiled, "Charles, I overheard that you're going to Asia?"


    Charles nodded, "Yes, if not this month, then definitely next month."


    "Why? Are you coming with me?" Charles pulled Eva Green into his arms and asked.


    Eva Green kissed him a few times on the lips, then shook her head, "I can't. I'm currently discussing with New Line Cinema their new project adapted from the novel His Dark Materials - The Golden Compass. New Line Cinema invited me to play the witch Serafina Pekkala, alongside Nicole Kidman. My agent agreed. I need to prep for the role and start shooting!"


    Charles perked up at the mention of The Golden Compass. "A big-budget movie with a budget of more than 150 million! And Daniel Craig has also agreed to join the cast, right?" Charles smiled.


    "Yes, Daniel Craig joined The Golden Compass before me. Nicole Kidman was the first confirmed, followed by a wide search for child actors," Eva Green spilled everything she knew.


    "Charles, the World Cup's opening ceremony is next week in Germany. Any thoughts?" Eva Green suddenly changed the subject.


    Charles whispered in her ear, "How about we research these two balls tonight, and I'll tell you the result?"


    He gently brushed her chest with a mischievous grin, making Eva Green roll her eyes. "Haven't you had enough fun in Deauville these days?"


    "Let's go back and check it out," Charles said, seeing Eva Green's slight interest.


    "I think France or Italy will win. Since the World Cup is in Germany, let's rule them out," Charles said, hugging Eva Green on the sofa, expressing his World Cup predictions.


    "Just bet on these two national teams to win!"


    "Germany has no chance? England seems strong this year," Eva Green wondered.


    "It's a gamble. If you bet too much on too many teams, the winnings wouldn't cover the losses. What's the point?" Charles, not one for gambling himself, encouraged his woman to win some money.


    Eva Green nodded, "I want to bet a few thousand euros, not like the crazy bets you made back then!"


    As she spoke, she untied her bikini top, exposing her upper body, and initiated another passionate kiss with Charles.


    Just as the two were about to take things further, there was a knock on the door. "Sir, this is Amelia Caldwell. Someone is here to see you!"


    Since it was Amelia Caldwell, Charles didn't want to get angry. He glanced at the sexy Eva Green in his arms.


    Eva Green smiled, got off Charles, kissed him a few times, and said, "I'll be waiting for you tonight!"


    Charles stepped out and saw Amelia Caldwell in a trendy short skirt. Her model-like figure was striking.


    "Let's go!" Amelia Caldwell didn't pay much attention to the scantily clad Eva Green in the room.


    Because this time, an even bigger star was looking for their boss.


    Led by Amelia Caldwell, Charles quickly arrived at another room in the hotel. As expected, it was Sophie Marceau.


    Charles had been in Deauville for a week and had only had a private meeting with Sophie Marceau once, just a couple of days ago on the weekend.


  




  Chapter 220: The Intouchables


  

    "Sophie, aren't you busy filming your second movie La disparue de Deauville? How do you have time to come see me?" Charles asked with a smile as he sat on the couch.


    Sophie Marceau, dressed in a white blouse and black pants showcasing her intellectual beauty, walked up beside Charles, propped her head on her hand, and teased, "Oh, you don't want me around because you have other beauties keeping you company these days?"


    Charles ran his fingers through Sophie's hair; the excitement he just felt from Eva Green had not yet faded.


    Upon hearing Sophie's words, Charles laughed and immediately pressed her down on the couch, "Last time I went to your set, you left me hanging!"


    "Is that so?" Sophie Marceau slid her hand inside Charles' colorful shirt, caressing his back.


    "Oh God! Being both the director and the lead actress is exhausting enough. And you still dragged me into the makeup room during the break!" Sophie Marceau chuckled.


    "Last time, weren't you satisfied?"


    Charles unbuttoned the woman's shirt and kissed her a few times before smiling and saying, "You don't know how incredible I am?"


    "Yes, many actresses from France have been charmed by you - first Marion Cotillard, then Eva Green, now even I can't escape? Who's next then?"


    Charles did not respond. Olga Kurylenko, who had recently obtained French nationality, also came to mind.


    "What do you mean 'charmed'? I call it free love!"


    "Free love with so many women just for you, huh?" Sophie Marceau pouted. "So why don't you get married then?"


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "I absolutely despise divorce."


    "In the entertainment industry, many people marry young and then divorce and remarry multiple times. It's too common!" Sophie Marceau sighed, "Though I've only been married once, I've never thought of remarrying after my divorce."


    "It's a pity our 'French Kiss' never seems to have a lonely heart, right?" Charles smiled and kissed her lip.


    "That's the charm of love. You don't necessarily have to get married to need love," Sophie Marceau, whose private life was quite complicated, always had a bit of rebellion in her.


    "So, we're good like this," Charles suddenly surprised her. Sophie Marceau yelped and held him tightly.


    "I only enter your body, not your life!"


    Sophie Marceau played along, whispering in his ear, "You make our lover relationship sound so philosophical; you must have some French blood!


    By the way, you've been in France for a while; just on vacation? Aren't you going to Germany to see the World Cup? Recently, many French newspapers have been calling for you to go to Germany."


    "German newspapers probably welcome me too! But although I'm vacationing in France, I'm also preparing to develop another French film," Charles explained, placing work above romance.


    "What movie?" Sophie Marceau still had some ability to think.


    "Oh, do you know the 2003 French documentary A Second Chance? It was based on a true story from the '90s, Philippe Pozzo di Borgo's biography The Second Breath.


    In the '90s, Philippe Borgo had a parachuting accident that left him quadriplegic. His black caretaker took care of him..."


    Charles was planning to develop The Intouchables, which would become the most beloved French film, surpassing Amelie in France.


    It would also break the global French movie box office record held by The Fifth Element.


    Charles was ready to get off Sophie and talk seriously about this film.


    "Charles, do you have to talk about work right now?" Sophie Marceau clung to him tightly, "Or else, you won't get my service anymore!"


    Half an hour later, both were disheveled, leaning on the couch. Satisfied and rejuvenated, Sophie Marceau asked, "It sounds like a touching story - white aristocrat, highly educated; black immigrant, from a complex background - their friendship, trust, and responsibility!"


    "When do you plan to develop it?" Sophie Marceau clearly took an interest.


    "After La Vie en Rose is released. I want Capet Pictures to be known all over France," Charles smiled. "Interested?"


    Sophie Marceau nodded.


    "Want to direct?"


    "Can I?" Sophie Marceau was still filming her second directorial work; was the third one already set?


    Charles wondered about Sophie Marceau's directorial abilities.


    Holding her shoulder, he smiled, "Take some time to read the book The Second Breath and watch the documentary A Second Chance.


    The Second Breath primarily talks about Philippe's psychological journey after becoming paralyzed, his new outlook on life. Not much about the black caretaker in it; A Second Chance documents many of their stories and life together.


    We'll combine both and get a screenwriter to adapt it into a suitable script. Then you can be a producer, and we can cast a beautiful housekeeper for Philippe. You can even cameo!"


    Sophie Marceau was stunned for a moment, then laughed, pointing at Charles, "You not only sleep with me but also make me work for you and then have to promote your movie with my cameo!"


    "Relax, after La Vie en Rose releases next year, you'll see the gap between us in the film industry is more than just an ocean," Charles said while gently smoothing the wrinkles around Sophie's eyes.


    "I want to break Amelie's standing in French cinema!"


    Sophie nodded, "I'll make time to read the biography and watch the documentary. How did you come across Philippe Borgo and this story?"


    Because neither The Second Breath nor A Second Chance had significant influence.


    "Oh, because Philippe Pozzo di Borgo was VP of LV's Champagne houses, Veuve Clicquot and Perrier-Jouet, and a shareholder," Charles laughed, "Don't forget, I'm also a shareholder of LV now. Philippe lives in Monaco; asking him to sell the movie rights was easy!"


    "I see..."


  




  Chapter 221: Chapter 221


  

    Sophie Marceau came and went in a hurry.


    La disparue de Deauville finished shooting the scenes at the Normandy seaside resort hotel in Deauville. She came to say goodbye to Charles.


    After Charles returned to his room, Eva Green was semi-lying on the bed, smoking a cigarette while wearing a sexy, see-through white shirt.


    She seductively beckoned Charles with her finger, making him feel somewhat guilty since he had just spent half a day with another fellow countrywoman.


    Not now. Charles sat on the bed, leaning against the headboard, and asked, "Did you get soccer bets this afternoon?"


    "Yeah, I placed EUR10,000 each on Italy and France to win, and another EUR20,000 each on Italy-France and France-Italy taking first and second places. Before leaving, I also bet EUR10,000 on England and Germany to win!"


    "You really don't have much faith in Brazil and Spain, do you?" Charles laughed. A total of only EUR80,000 wasn't much.


    As long as Italy wins or Italy and France take the top spots, she'd win a small amount.


    "By the way, the World Cup starts on Friday. Do you think I should go see the opening ceremony? It's held in the Allianz Arena in Munich," remarked Charles, though he wasn't very interested in the opening game between host Germany and Costa Rica.


    "Oh, sure, go if you want. It's not that far anyway!" Eva Green said, pulling Charles to lie in her arms, kissed him on the neck, and continued,


    "I can't go with you. After this week, I have to go to Los Angeles to discuss The Golden Compass, and then to Britain and Switzerland for filming."


    Charles looked at Eva Green, "Do you like those dark style roles?"


    Eva Green nodded, "I dyed my hair black from blonde when I was 14, and I started loving heavy makeup!"


    No wonder Eva Green took on so many witch roles later on. As a dark and sexy beauty, she indeed fit well with the dark gothic style of director Tim Burton.


    Dark Shadows, Miss Peregrine's Home for Peculiar Children, and the witch role debut in The Golden Compass.


    "In the future, be mindful of the boundaries when taking Hollywood movies. The Dreamers almost typecast you into that special category. Luckily, you gained quite a bit of fame from Kingdom of Heaven and Casino Royale, both known for their sensuality but within limits.


    Hollywood is different from Europe. Many European movies are casual about body exposure, but Hollywood can pigeonhole actresses, which might result in your roles becoming too one-dimensional."


    Anyway, Charles still liked Eva Green and didn't want her future roles to be confined to passionate scenes or just showing off her body.


    Eva Green thought for a moment and looked at Charles, feeling a bit helpless, "But we all think that showing one's body is a normal thing!"


    "Do you know how many commercial films Hollywood releases every year and how many actresses compete for roles? Do you think French actresses can outshine those from England, Australia, etc.? Except for English-speaking Canadians, how many French actresses are left in Hollywood?" Charles frowned, already fed up with French arrogance.


    Commercial films are moneymakers, so there's rarely any inappropriate content. European dramas often jump straight to NC-17 ratings; how is Hollywood supposed to make money from that?


    "I know French culture boasts self-confidence, but the film industry's global center is Hollywood. To have worldwide influence, you must break into Hollywood." If Charles didn't think highly of Eva Green, he wouldn't be saying this.


    French actresses like Isabelle Adjani and Juliette Binoche, both Oscar Best Actress nominees, went back to their base in France early.


    You can say French actors dismiss Hollywood's commercial films, but I say you couldn't get top resources in Hollywood!


    "No, no," Eva Green quickly kissed Charles, offering up her tongue.


    After the kiss ended, Eva Green gently patted Charles's arm, "Don't be mad. I'm still just a small-time actress. It's not me choosing the films; it's the film roles choosing me!"


    Eva Green knew Charles was looking out for her. Compared to talents like Isabelle Adjani and Juliette Binoche, Eva Green couldn't measure up.


    She also couldn't match worldwide recognized beauties like Sophie Marceau.


    "Marion Cotillard has the right idea. Commercial films are essential; at the same time, she has a keen eye for art films. This way, she can shoot commercial films in Hollywood and make European art films to chase awards," Charles advised. "Sophie Marceau has stunning looks but lacks acting skills. Hollywood only needs her to showcase her beauty, which she wasn't willing to remain as a mere trophy, so she went back to France to make many dramas. But their influence combined can't match her early roles in Braveheart or The World Is Not Enough!


    Of course, if you only want to hold your ground in European art films, your acting and beauty - plus your willingness to contribute - are enough."


    Eva Green's mouth fell open, shocked by how straightforward Charles was. Though many criticize Sophie Marceau's acting, few would voice it so directly!


    "I want to develop in Hollywood! I will heed your advice and avoid being typecast. I am not against commercial films, but as a French actress, I often get only those kinds of roles," Eva Green felt wronged, knowing she often had to be the highlight of a movie.


    Charles gently patted the woman's thigh, reminding, "Don't worry, I'll help you. In the coming years, you won't lack resources. We'll see if any role can elevate you!"


    Charles realized he had been a bit harsh earlier, mainly because he seemingly had a resistance to France built into him.


    "Alright, alright, but the main issue is that art film crews are often chaotic. While shooting, some actress inevitably ends up pregnant by the director or producer!" Charles tried to comfort Eva Green, who had never demanded anything from him.


    He hadn't given her much. Compared to Marion Cotillard, he had been way too biased.


    "In the past few days, I had my assistant purchase a holiday villa in Corsica as a gift for you," Charles said. Another flight attendant, Odette Annable, wasn't in Deauville because she had gone to Corsica.


    Then, Charles wiped the teary woman's eyes and kissed her on the lips, to which Eva Green responded by wrapping her arms around his neck.


  




  Chapter 222: Chapter 222


  

    In the summer of 2006, Charles Capet ended up not going to Germany to watch the World Cup. 


    On the weekend, Charles and Eva Green drove back to Paris; after all, it was just a two-hour drive.


    "Are we going straight home?" Once they arrived at the Ritz Hotel in Paris, Charles asked Eva Green.


    "Flying to Los Angeles on Monday," Eva Green looked up at Charles, "We can go home tomorrow!"


    Charles smiled, turned around, picked up a file from the table, and handed it to Eva Green. "The seaside villa in Propriano, on the southern coast of Corsica, is all set up. We can go there anytime in the summer to soak up the sun!"


    Eva Green took it and opened it. It was a beautiful villa, complete with a property certificate and some pictures.


    "Charles, this..." Her eyes wandered.


    Charles leaned in and kissed her directly and, after a moment, chuckled. "Take it, it's not much!"


    Close to 3 million euros. Charles was indeed spending a lot of money to charm Eva.


    Eva knew Charles was wealthy, and becoming his lover was a decision influenced by her need for support in the entertainment industry.


    Regardless, Eva Green knew that breaking into Hollywood would come with costs. Better to be exclusively with Charles than to be used up by someone else.


    "Will you go on vacation with me there?" Eva Green was a bit moved. She hadn't planned to ask anything of Charles, just hoped he could help her out with trouble or opportunities.


    "Of course, the Mediterranean islands are perfect for vacations," Charles said as he held her, stroking her hair.


    "Next time, let me see your blonde look," Charles said.


    "Alright, next time I'll dye my hair completely blonde just for you," Eva Green didn't mind.


    "I will let someone take you home. Rest well tomorrow. We're flying to Los Angeles the day after tomorrow!" Charles suggested.


    Eva nodded. She had spent enough days with Charles to be okay with a short break.


    In May, The Da Vinci Code and X-Men: The Last Stand competed fiercely, while Mission: Impossible III and Poseidon underperformed. The competition in June was equally fierce.


    Pixar's Cars, distributed by Disney, earned a whopping $61 million on its opening weekend. Concurrently, Jennifer Aniston and Vince Vaughn's The Break-Up, as well as Adam Sandler and Kate Beckinsale's Click, were also notable comedies. At the end of the month, Warner Bros. was slated to release the DC reboot Superman Returns.


    However, Capet Pictures' The Devil Wears Prada was set to release just a little over a week after Warner Bros.' Superman Returns. Superman Returns was set for a Wednesday premiere, while The Devil Wears Prada was scheduled for a Friday night release the following week.


    At the Ritz Hotel in Paris, early in the morning, Charles was woken up by his phone ringing in his suite's bedroom.


    "Hmm, calling this early?" Charles grumbled as he opened his eyes. The girl in his arms, Olga Kurylenko, woke up too.


    "Hey, Sophie, good morning, what's up?" Charles immediately inquired when he saw the call was from Sophie Marceau.


    Olga Kurylenko was about to speak when Charles gestured for her to remain silent.


    "Calling so early, didn't interrupt your dream, did I?" Sophie asked.


    "No, I always wake up early!" Charles replied.


    "Still in France?" Sophie continued.


    "Yes, returned to Paris from Deauville and stayed another week!" Charles said.


    "Seems like you really like Paris. Why not buy a house here so you can stay whenever you want?" Sophie suggested.


    "Buy a house? I've thought about it, maybe next year or the year after. It's no big deal," Charles said casually.


    "Alright then, but congratulations! Capet Pictures' The Da Vinci Code surpassed $200 million at the North American box office in a month and over 400 million overseas!" Sophie announced.


    "Haha," Charles couldn't help but laugh. 


    Although X-Men: The Last Stand also crossed $200 million domestically, its overseas revenue couldn't compete with The Da Vinci Code.


    "Everyone's hard work..." Charles started, but he felt something warm beneath the covers. Olga had slipped under the blanket to do something Charles liked.


    "What's up?" Sophie noticed his hesitation.


    "Nothing, just got bitten!" Charles fabricated an explanation.


    "You little rascal. Your voice sounds just like that morning in Cannes. Who's the poor girl you're tormenting now?" Sophie teased, knowing full well, as she had been in that position herself.


    "Anyway, calling so early must mean it's important, right?" Charles attempted to redirect the conversation while enjoying Olga's actions.


    "The script for Anthony Zimmer - I had a chat with a producer friend last night out of the blue. He mentioned that the script was purchased by a Hollywood producer," Sophie explained.


    "What? I hadn't given any instructions yet. It shouldn't be Capet Pictures. James Tounan is busy with the release of The Da Vinci Code and the promotion of The Devil Wears Prada," Charles expressed his confusion.


    "It's not your company. It's Hollywood producer Roger Birnbaum. Sony-Columbia is backing him to develop the script, and they made the deal in March!" Sophie elaborated.


    "Seems like Hollywood folks still have their eyes on international films," Charles sighed without much disappointment.


    "Well, figure it out yourself. I won't disturb your rest anymore. About the biopic Second Wind, I've reviewed it, and it's decent. You've acquired the adaptation rights, right?" Sophie shifted the topic.


    "Got them. Right here with me," Charles confirmed.


    "Great, I'd like to see how Hollywood's geniuses develop it. I'll even offer to be your production assistant for free!" Sophie joked.


    "In that case, I guess I can always..."


    Before Charles could finish, Sophie laughed and hung up.


    After putting the phone down, Charles breathed a sigh of relief. The blanket went quiet as well.


    Actually, the script for Anthony Zimmer was challenging to adapt. Even Charles didn't plan to invest too much in it. Sophie Marceau's version hadn't received great reviews either.


    After a while, Olga Kurylenko emerged from the covers, sweat dripping from her hair.


    "Capet Pictures has notified me. Next month, I'll be auditioning for The Mist. If all goes well, filming starts in October." Olga appreciated Charles's help and willingly spent three days with him.


    Charles smiled, "You deserve it! I'm flying to London today. Make sure to do your best."


    Charles was heading to London because he was not satisfied with the progress of Mamma Mia!
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    "Are you saying that Tom Hanks' producing partner Gary Goetzman is also interested in adapting this stage play?" In the London office of Capet Pictures International, Charles Capet was chatting with Mamma Mia! producer Judy Craymer.


    "Good thing I got the jump on this," Charles smiled. After all, he had secured the adaptation rights last year and was working with Judy Craymer to develop it.


    As for snatching yet another film that could make Tom Hanks a fortune, Charles felt no pressure. Hanks was a Hollywood superstar who certainly wasn't hurting for cash.


    Judy Craymer shook her head, "You can't see it that way. Tom Hanks' independent film company isn't on the same level as your Capet Pictures now. They definitely won't be able to move as quickly as you guys.


    The original stage play writer Catherine Johnson has already completed the initial script adaptation. And female director Phyllida Lloyd, who directed Mamma Mia! on Broadway, is also on board.


    Phyllida Lloyd has a lot of preparatory work to do. There are so many songs in the play. The scriptwriter has to create a narrative structure that goes beyond the music and discuss with the director which songs to use based on the lyrics and storyline."


    Charles glanced at Judy Craymer. Still in the early stages of preparation, and the script was only at the first draft?


    "Didn't Capet Pictures give you $2 million for the initial pre-production? Judy, tell me, will we not be able to release Mamma Mia! next year?" Charles seriously suspected that the Brits spent most of their time drinking tea - morning tea, afternoon tea, and all sorts of random tea breaks.


    Preparing for a release of Mamma Mia! next year might mean pushing it back a year.


    "Um, maybe by the end of the year. We've already started casting..." Judy Craymer's explanation left Charles thinking that a release next year seemed too rushed.


    "Get in touch with Meryl Streep. She fits the mother role well and has great appeal. Can you imagine the buzz if the audience sees Meryl Streep singing and dancing in a film?


    As for the father role, the actor you recommended, Pierce Brosnan, is also good. James Bond singing and dancing in the movie - sounds great too.


    For the others, take your time casting them..."


    To speed up the process, Charles had no choice but to save time on casting, given that he only had experience from the stage play production of My Big Fat Greek Wedding.


    After Judy Craymer left, Charles talked to James Tunan about the upcoming release of the fashion workplace movie The Devil Wears Prada.


    "North America, the UK, France, and Italy will have simultaneous releases. The promotional budget is sufficient," James Tunan added. He wished to have simultaneous releases in more regions, but Capet Pictures didn't have the capacity, and the costs would be high.


    Besides, The Devil Wears Prada didn't have that kind of influence. Relying on Meryl Streep and Anne Hathaway alone wasn't enough.


    "Who's in the UK right now?" Charles asked.


    "Emily Blunt is in London. Anne Hathaway was in the UK for promotional activities earlier but has returned to the US. Emily Blunt will come over for the North American premiere!"


    Charles nodded. There was no choice; North America was the most important market. The actors would have to do more traveling. Promotion was exhausting.


    Charles stood up and checked his watch. It was the Brits' afternoon tea time.


    In the evening, Charles had to attend a fashion party hosted by Givenchy, a brand under LV. He decided to bring Emily Blunt, who was staying in London, as his date.


    At his luxurious house in Knightsbridge, Charles walked out with Emily Blunt dressed in a simple, stylish black Givenchy evening gown.


    A business car was parked at the door. Just as Charles was about to step in, Emily Blunt tugged his hand and pointed to an orange Lamborghini Gallardo parked nearby.


    "Charles, how about we take this car?"


    "Alright," Charles looked at it and, after thinking for a moment, nodded. "Sure, no problem!"


    Then, he waved off the business car driver and got into the Lamborghini Gallardo with Emily Blunt.


    "Charles, you look really sharp tonight. This Givenchy suit is perfect for you," Emily Blunt complimented from the passenger's seat.


    Charles laughed as he drove, "You look gorgeous too, a blooming English rose!"


    "No," Emily Blunt responded with a smile, "More like an English rose that's already been picked by you."


    The party was at a venue near the Thames in Chelsea, not far from where Charles lived.


    Upon arrival, Charles leaned in and kissed Emily Blunt, "When are you heading to the US?"


    "The North American premiere is on Thursday, so I'm planning to go on Tuesday - that's the day after tomorrow!" Emily Blunt explained, referring to the North American premiere of The Devil Wears Prada.


    "Aren't you going back?" she asked.


    Charles shook his head, "I have to go to Asia. I'm leaving the UK tomorrow."


    July was coming up quickly, and Charles had already delayed quite a bit. Phyllis Jones and Dona Williams had gone over half a month ago.


    "Oh," Emily Blunt nodded, "Do you want me to stay with you tonight?"


  




  Chapter 224: Baldness and Tea


  

    Ridley Scott was a top Hollywood director who made excellent movies like Alien, Blade Runner, Thelma & Louise, and Gladiator.


    His brother Tony Scott was also a notable action movie director, known for films like Top Gun, Days of Thunder, Enemy of the State, and Man on Fire.


    This year, Ridley Scott's crime drama American Gangster was released.


    Tony Scott also had a mind-bending action movie starring Denzel Washington, Deja Vu, which was set to be released. The screenplay for Deja Vu sold for $4.5 million, making it the most expensive original script at the time, acquired by Disney.


    Ridley Scott's 41-year-old son, Jake Scott, was also a TV director.


    "Who would've thought Ridley Scott's youngest daughter wants to be a director too? That makes four filmmakers in their family!" Charles held Emily Blunt in his arms as they lay on a bed in a villa on Knightsbridge in London, still surprised by what they learned at the party earlier.


    Emily Blunt, blushing, leaned against Charles and laughed, "Ridley Scott and Tony Scott are already big names in Hollywood."


    Charles nodded, "They must have been influenced by their family from a young age. Jordan Scott, their daughter, studied under her father for a long time and collaborated with him on TV series before directing short films on her own."


    However, Jordan Scott mentioned at the party that she was looking for suitable material for her first feature film.


    She seemed particularly interested in adapting the novel Cracks by famous South African writer Sheila Kohler into a screenplay.


    Charles was a bit taken aback by this. He didn't expect that the future drama film Cracks, starring Eva Green, would be directed by Ridley Scott's daughter, Jordan Scott.


    "Charles, I heard you spend a lot of time in France. Don't you like England?" Emily Blunt asked, propping up her head.


    Charles was a bit startled, "Do I really spend that much time in France?"


    Emily Blunt nodded.


    "There's the Cannes Film Festival in France; it's the second-largest film festival after the Oscars!"


    "Italy has the Venice Film Festival, but you didn't go to Italy either?"


    "Hehe, movies. Capet Pictures just finished a French film, La Vie en Rose. I also previously commissioned EuropaCorp to develop films."


    Emily Blunt nodded. Britain was basically the same as Hollywood, being part of the English-speaking world, whereas French films needed to tap into the French-speaking market.


    "Anne Hathaway was filming Becoming Jane in London recently, and I visited her on set. They just wrapped filming this month!"


    Emily Blunt and Anne Hathaway became friends after working together on The Devil Wears Prada and kept in touch regularly.


    "It's just a romance movie. They shot it from March to mid-June, almost four months. No wonder back in the day, director James Cameron flipped the British crew's tea tables while filming Titanic," Charles said, kissing the lady on her lips.


    "The Brits sure are laid back when it comes to work!"


    The British afternoon tea culture really was a long-standing opulence sustained by centuries of global exploitation.


    "No way!" Emily Blunt explained with a smirk, "British tea culture does have a deep influence, but it doesn't affect the work pace that much."


    "So you're saying James Cameron's a workaholic?" Charles laughed.


    "Being a workaholic is good," Emily Blunt continued, "Capet Pictures has worked with many British filmmakers, right? Charles, didn't you say you prefer working with British actors?" Emily Blunt said, whispering in Charles's ear, "Especially pretty actresses, right?"


    "How do you know?" Charles said, rolling over and pressing the lady down, kissing her chest.


    "Just at the party, I saw you were quite familiar with Catherine Zeta-Jones, and there's also Kate Beckinsale from your past work and Keira Knightley who is currently collaborating with you!"


    Charles lifted his head and smiled, "Aren't you a pretty British actress too?"


    That evening at the party, Charles did chat with Catherine Zeta-Jones. However, Catherine Zeta-Jones wasn't as stunningly beautiful as she used to be.


    Charles noticed last year in Los Angeles that Catherine Zeta-Jones had aged. At the October premiere of The Legend of Zorro, she already looked quite old.


    "Let me tell you why I don't stay long in England. It's because I'm afraid of going bald. Not only are there no non-bald men in England, but even foreigners who stay long also start going bald.


    Men go bald, and women age fast!"


    Emily Blunt looked awkwardly at Charles on top of her, "It's mostly because of the hard water quality in England!"


    That's true. The rate of male baldness in England is the highest globally.


    Charles shook his head, "Who knows, even dogs shed more if they stay long here."


    "Charles, you make England sound like it has nothing good," Emily Blunt laughed. Charles always liked to come up with ridiculous reasons.


    If it wasn't criticizing English afternoon tea culture, it was saying British people go bald...


    Emily Blunt ran her hand through Charles's golden hair, "You're still young; you definitely won't go bald. Besides, you mostly live in the US. Even if you stayed in the UK for years, you wouldn't go bald!"


    Charles shook his head vigorously, like a rattle, refusing, "Look at how many foreign students in London are already bald?"


    Emily Blunt sighed, patting Charles's back, "Aren't you going to rest? Are you worried about the box office performance of The Devil Wears Prada?" Emily asked.


    "Not at all. With The Da Vinci Code doing so well, Capet Pictures has no worries."


    Charles wasn't concerned about that. 


    "This The Devil Wears Prada will make Anne Hathaway very famous. You might get some attention, but it won't be as much as Anne Hathaway," Charles said, looking at Emily Blunt. "Just wait for your chance. I don't have any suitable roles for you right now."


    "I know, Charles. This is only my first Hollywood movie. Getting noticed would already be enough," Emily Blunt said, wrapping her arms around Charles's neck and giving him a kiss.


    Charles didn't just stay passive; he responded actively, intertwining his fingers with the lady beneath him, beginning another round of lovemaking.


  




  Chapter 225: Hong Kong


  

    In the early 2000s, at Hong Kong International Airport (Chek Lap Kok) on Lantau Island, New Territories, a Gulfstream G550 private jet landed on the runway.


    After flying for over 11 hours from London, Charles Capet stepped out of the cabin, dressed in a loose shirt and relaxed trousers, looking like he was on vacation.


    He looked up at the sunshine. It was clear he departed yesterday afternoon. After around 11 hours of flying, it should be early morning London time.


    Unfortunately, Hong Kong was six to seven hours ahead of London. So, it was already noon.


    Phyllis Jones was already waiting nearby in a business car for Charles' arrival.


    Once they were in the luxurious business car, Charles told his assistants, Odette and Amelia, "Hong Kong is a shopping paradise and a tourist city. You guys can have a good time exploring!"


    The two women nodded in agreement. On the plane, they served as Charles' personal assistants and were considered his close confidantes.


    "Donna has been at the Hong Kong International Finance Centre's office with Lily, overseeing the setup of the East Asia division for Dawn Investments," Phyllis Jones said, updating Charles on recent events as the car headed towards a beachfront villa in Deep Water Bay.


    Charles had known about the purchase of the Deep Water Bay villa by Phyllis Jones, but he was still impressed by Hong Kong's real estate prices.


    Located in the Mid-Levels with an unbeatable sea view, the three-story modern villa was connected by a private road leading directly to the entrance.


    The total cost was 68 million HKD, roughly 8.7 million USD. It's worth noting that since the stock market crash in the 1970s, Hong Kong real estate prices surged until 1997, followed by continuous declines for six to seven years after the financial crisis.


    The value only began to rise again in 2004, and by 2006, it had increased significantly.


    "Wow, it's beautiful and huge!" 


    Charles didn't pay them much attention and headed straight to the study with Phyllis Jones as they were there to conduct business.


    "The USD to RMB exchange rate has fallen below 8 now. Donna predicts it will drop further by the end of the year. Capet International Cinema Company has sent many people to China," Phyllis said, glancing at Charles.


    "We have around 1 billion RMB in foreign exchange available!" she added.


    Charles nodded. He hadn't pulled overseas funds back home in quite some time.


    So, most of this 1 billion RMB in cash had been directly exchanged from USD, planned for extensive cinema construction in China. With the support of Chinese bank loans, Capet International Cinema Group had over 2 billion RMB available.


    Capet Pictures was committing around 100 million USD for its expansion into China's cinema market and real estate.


    "What's the expected total box office for the Chinese market this year?" Charles asked, knowing they couldn't blindly build cinemas without understanding the market.


    "It's estimated to be 2.5 billion RMB, up from 2 billion RMB last year. Our The Da Vinci Code is currently the top-grossing movie in China with about 130 million RMB," Phyllis reported, including figures from both Chinese domestic films and revenue-sharing blockbusters.


    "King Kong grossed 100 million RMB while Mission: Impossible III made 82 million RMB and Poseidon earned 69 million RMB, all being revenue-sharing blockbusters!"


    "By the way, why was The Da Vinci Code suddenly pulled from theaters in China?" Charles wanted to understand the reason, even though he wasn't particularly concerned about the Chinese box office revenue.


    Currently, the revenue-sharing split for imported blockbusters in China was only 13% for the producers, with a quota of ten imported revenue-sharing films per year.


    Given The Da Vinci Code's box office numbers in China, Capet Pictures would only earn around 13 million RMB, plus modest earnings from DVD and TV rights sales.


    The Chinese market was still small and closed off to some degree. Even though Hollywood saw potential in China's market size, MPAA kept lobbying the Chinese government to open up its film market more. The topic was routinely discussed during China-US trade talks.


    "A lot of Christians protested, so it got banned. Otherwise, The Da Vinci Code's box office would've continued to rise," Phyllis explained, feeling a bit regretful.


    Charles chuckled, "Even Europe didn't ban the movie, except for Singapore rating it NC-16 and Lebanon completely banning it. Who'd have thought China would ban it too?"


    "It was Hong Kong's Christian community that protested. You know, Hong Kong is now the wealthiest city in China, and they have a lot of influence!" Phyllis Jones clarified.


    "Well, if it's banned, it's banned. The box office potential was nearly capped anyway," Charles wasn't too concerned about this small portion of the Chinese box office.


    "Let's rest for two or three days, then go to Beijing," Charles said, looking out at the sea, as if gazing at the distant city.


    Phyllis Jones nodded. The main objective of this trip was to take over the Warner Bros' abandoned theater construction project and to continue expanding cinema construction in China.


    While Charles crossed the Pacific to the other side of the world, Capet Pictures' The Devil Wears Prada, also known as The Queen Wearing LV, opened in 2,900 theaters across North America, earning 28 million USD in its opening weekend.


    At the same time, Warner Bros. DC Comics' movie Superman Returns, which opened three days earlier, premiered in 4,065 theaters in North America, grossing 52.5 million USD in its opening weekend.


    This extended to the Independence Day weekend in the US.


    By the end of the holiday, The Devil Wears Prada had grossed 41 million USD in North America, while Superman Returns had earned 86 million USD.


    However, The Devil Wears Prada cost only around 35 million USD and received rave reviews.


    In contrast, Warner Bros. spent nearly 300 million USD rebooting Superman Returns, which received a barrage of negative reviews.


  




  Chapter 226: Masami Takahashi


  

    The Hong Kong International Financial Center is situated in the Central and Western District of Hong Kong Island, facing Victoria Harbour and adjacent to the Kowloon Peninsula across the sea.


    At the rooftop infinity pool of the Four Seasons Hotel, located next to one of Hong Kong's landmark buildings, the International Financial Center Phase 2 Tower, Charles, Odette Annabel, and Amelia Caldwell were swimming together.


    "Phew," climbing out of the pool, Odette Annabel quickly handed a towel to Charles.


    "Thank you." Charles smiled, hugging the red-bikini-clad Odette as they sat on the lounge chair to enjoy the sun.


    Charles had originally planned to go to Beijing. However, Capet Pictures was still negotiating with Chinese cinema chains about investment plans for theaters, so he decided to stay in Hong Kong for a few more days.


    Additionally, Capet Pictures was preparing to hand over the distribution of its films in Hong Kong to UA Cinema Circuit, led by Bill Kong, who was also an acquaintance.


    At that moment, Phyllis Jones approached and reported to Charles, "Boss, Masami Takahashi from Capet International Pictures Japan Corporation has arrived!"


    "What's he doing in Hong Kong?" Charles had always kept a close eye on the Japanese market and knew Masami Takahashi well.


    Formerly one of the deputies at Warner Bros. Japan Corporation under President Elton, Masami was hired away by Capet International Pictures to take charge of the Japanese market.


    "Warner Bros. and Japanese TV have teamed up to develop a live-action adaptation of the manga Death Note, which released last month and was a great success!" Phyllis Jones knew that her boss's current focus on the Japanese film market far exceeded his interest in China.


    "I'll change and be right there!" Ever since arriving in Hong Kong, Charles's mind had been occupied with plans to build theaters in mainland China, nearly forgetting about the film markets in Japan and South Korea.


    An hour later, Charles met Masami Takahashi in a luxurious apartment at the Four Seasons' adjacent residential Four Seasons Place.


    Masami, a man not yet forty, was short, wore glasses, and did not seem very shrewd in appearance.


    "Good afternoon, I hope I didn't disturb Capet-san during his rest," Masami bowed as he entered.


    "Take a seat, Takahashi," Charles said.


    Once seated, Charles had two cups of coffee brought in. "Takahashi, is there something in particular you wanted to talk about?"


    Masami looked up at Charles and explained, "Since the late 70s, Japan's film market has been dominated by foreign films; in the 80s, local Japanese films had no competitiveness, with Hong Kong films being the mainstay in theaters, and in the early 90s, Hollywood films rose strongly in Japan. It wasn't until after the millennium that local Japanese films began making a comeback, pushing the market share of foreign films below 50%, mainly due to anime films."


    "I know all that; get to the point!" Charles didn't want to waste time.


    "Capet International Pictures Japan Corporation hopes to try adapting manga into live-action films," Masami, who had previously been in charge of the distribution and secondary sales of Capet Pictures' films in Japan, stated.


    "Is it due to the influence of Warner Bros.' live-action Death Note movie?" Charles asked, "Does Capet International Pictures' Japan branch have the capability to produce films?


    Hollywood and local Japanese film promotion methods are different. I don't like micromanaging from the US on how you promote films. While I'm giving you more autonomy, I also expect you to produce results," Charles continued.


    Masami nodded, "If we are promoting local Japanese films, we can initially collaborate with Japanese TV channels, which are very influential here."


    "What about film content? Currently, whether it's anime films or animated features, they're in the hands of local Japanese film companies like Toho, Toei, Kadokawa, and Shochiku," Charles asked.


    "Japan's anime industry is flourishing, and there are many popular manga that haven't been adapted into anime or animation. We could cooperate with Toho and Toei for initial projects," Masami suggested.


    Charles nodded, "And the film production?"


    "We could commission Japanese film production companies or talent agencies. Collaborating with them could save us time and resources in terms of funding and actors," Masami added, looking at Charles before continuing, "These experiences would help us build a foundation for producing, distributing, and promoting Japanese films ourselves in the future."


    Charles spent the afternoon talking with Masami Takahashi and found him to be a rather ambitious person, and Charles liked ambitious people.


    Initially, Charles wasn't particularly focused on developing Japanese local films, as ensuring the successful promotion and sale of Hollywood films in Japan was aligned with his interests.


    However, since Japan was the most crucial overseas market for Hollywood, he couldn't ignore it. He then called Donna Langley in Los Angeles.


    "Developing Japanese local films? But it seems Hollywood hasn't been very successful; since the millennium, Hollywood's market share in Japan has continued to decline. Now, every company is trying to reclaim the market," Donna Langley noted over the phone.


    "In the 90s, Warner Bros. indeed developed several local Japanese films, but without much success. Though Warner Bros. still operates a chain of theaters in Japan, they did take the lead in developing local films there," Donna added.


    Charles asked, "Do you have any plans for Japan? Masami Takahashi seems to have some insights into live-action manga adaptations. I think it's worth trying."


    "Sure, my main focus remains on building our overseas distribution network, but if you're interested, go ahead and develop local films there like you did in France," Donna Langley said over the phone, supportive of the initiative. After all, Hollywood's participation in local film businesses has always been the norm.


    Not only does it deepen connections with local filmmakers, but it also expands the company's influence in the region for profit.


    After hanging up the phone, Phyllis Jones came in and reported, "Boss, time to head to the media release event!"


    Charles nodded; the signing ceremony for the partnership between Capet Pictures and UA Cinema Circuit was scheduled for the morning.


  




  Chapter 227: Lin Chi-ling


  

    Capet Pictures and Dawn Investments held an exclusive distribution deal ceremony at the Four Seasons Hotel in Hong Kong, with at least a hundred media outlets in attendance.


    The release was straightforward. After the signing, Charles would accept interviews from the onsite media, with the host being the recently popular beauty, Lin Chi-ling.


    Standing at 1.74 meters tall with a 34C figure and exquisite makeup, she indeed looked beautiful. 


    Topics ranged from Sino-American co-productions, Hollywood's Chinese stars, to Jackie Chan's film series Rush Hour 3 and the Edward Norton and Naomi Watts film The Painted Veil, all of which were co-productions.


    Chinese stars participating in Hollywood films was also a big topic. Even Chow Yun-fat appeared in Hollywood with a minor role in Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End this year.


    Then there were remakes. Capet Pictures had bought the script of Infernal Affairs for the American remake The Departed, which was releasing this month. Sony's remake The Grudge 2, starring Edison Chen, was also set to release this year.


    Last year, when Tom Cruise came to China to shoot Mission: Impossible III, he bought the script of the Chinese horror film The Eye for a remake.


    The successful remakes of The Ring and The Grudge in America had given Hollywood a new appreciation for Asian horror films, even making Tom Cruise keen to buy scripts for remakes.


    Host Lin Chi-ling asked, "Mr. Capet, do you have any Chinese actors you particularly want to collaborate with or admire?"


    "Actors I want to work with? Definitely, like Andy Lau, whom I met at Cannes and who starred in Infernal Affairs. I would love to collaborate with him and think highly of him. Moreover, I most want to collaborate with Stephen Chow. His Kung Fu Hustle was truly outstanding. I've watched many of his works and believe he is a cinematic genius!"


    At this moment, a female reporter stood up and asked, "Mr. Capet, you've mentioned many male Chinese actors, but we also have many excellent female Chinese actors. Besides Gong Li and Zhang Ziyi, do you know of any other Chinese actresses?"


    "Michelle Yeoh, Maggie Cheung...," Charles chatted with the reporters for three hours before ending.


    That evening, Charles specifically invited the daytime hostess Lin Chi-ling to be his partner at the cocktail party hosted by Hong Kong filmmakers.


    Dressed in a strapless, off-shoulder dress, Lin Chi-ling held Charles' arm as they entered the venue, glancing inadvertently at the young tycoon beside her.


    At 32 years old, Lin Chi-ling was still confident in her figure and appearance.


    ...


    In a bedroom at the Four Seasons Hotel in Hong Kong, Charles was holding Lin Chi-ling, looking very satisfied.


    "Are you going to Beijing today?" Lin Chi-ling had followed Charles to a party last night and then spent the night with him at the hotel.


    A night of interaction seemed to bring their relationship closer.


    "Yeah, the company still has a lot to do in China," Charles replied, holding the lady and reminiscing about the wonderful night while feeling her 34C chest.


    "By the way, you speak Japanese, right?"


    Lin Chi-ling nodded, "I can speak Japanese as fluently. What's up?"


    "I might need to go to Japan. If you have time, would you go with me?" Charles was thinking about having another interpreter.


    "Sure, lately I've been mainly shooting commercials and hosting shows!" Lin Chi-ling was certainly willing.


    "Getting ready to enter the film industry?"


    Lin Chi-ling nodded, "I have the idea, but I haven't had the opportunity yet!"


    "Don't worry, there will be opportunities," Charles said, kissing her again, and the lady responded passionately in his arms.


    "Wow, is Capet Pictures planning to invest in Chinese-language films?" Lin Chi-ling hadn't thought about going to Hollywood yet, but with Charles Capet's status, she figured there would be opportunities in the future.


    "The market in China is still too small. This time I'm just going to check things out!"


    The film industry falls under the cultural sector. Foreign capital can participate in film production and talent management, but cannot hold more than 49% of shares, requiring local partnerships, similar to theaters.


    However, foreign investors are not allowed to participate in theater lines and distribution. Even Hong Kong capital can currently only conduct pilot distribution.


    Capet International Cinema Company was specifically registered in Hong Kong to convert to Hong Kong capital before entering China for cooperation with local theater companies. Hong Kong capital has fewer restrictions compared to U.S. capital.


    After all, even Hong Kong films weren't classified as imports until policies changed after the millennium.


    "Oh, I'm usually in Taipei. Will you still look for me later?" Lin Chi-ling asked somewhat guilty.


    Charles smiled, "Of course, you're so beautiful and have such a good figure!"


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles left Hong Kong with Phyllis Jones and flew to Beijing.


    As for Dona Williams, she and Lily Ying had gone to Shanghai two days earlier. Charles wasn't just building theaters with his 1 billion RMB.


    Maotai's stock price back then was under 50 RMB per share, with a total market value of about 62 billion RMB. In the future, it would exceed 2000 RMB per share and be valued at over 2 trillion RMB.


    Lily Ying and Dona Williams went to buy Maotai shares for Charles, spending the entire 500 million RMB on it.


  




  Chapter 228: Chairman of China Film Group


  

    As the boss of Capet Entertainment in Hollywood, Charles Capet's status was quite high, though he rarely made public appearances when in Hong Kong.


    When he wasn't in his villa in Deep Water Bay, he was sunbathing on his yacht or chatting with Lily Ying and others at Dawn Investments' office.


    If it hadn't been for Matrix Pictures' desire to hold a grand press conference, Charles likely wouldn't have agreed to an interview before leaving.


    "Charles, you finally came?" In the suite of the China World Hotel in Beijing, Charles welcomed Britney Spears, who was touring in China.


    "Oh, darling!" Charles quickly hugged the girl, and they kissed passionately like long-lost lovers.


    Sitting on the couch with the girl, Britney kept holding onto Charles tightly. "You've been here for a while, haven't you? Why didn't you come find me? I had concerts in Tokyo, Seoul, and Shenyang last month!"


    "Busy with things, haha," Charles had genuinely forgotten about Britney Spears' recent tour in Asia.


    "However, it's a bit troublesome to hold concerts in China," Britney continued with a helpless tone.


    "Oh, how so?" Charles was puzzled. 


    "For my world tour in '04 to '05, there were supposed to be five cities in China, but we didn't pass the approval because of some issues, and I didn't have the energy to make big changes, so I gave up," Britney shrugged.


    "For what reasons?" Charles looked at Britney in his arms and laughed, "Couldn't be too sexy, right?"


    Britney nodded, "Pretty much. Back then, I had to make significant costume changes to perform in China. You know, making those changes for just a few concerts isn't worth it."


    Charles nodded, understanding that world tours are meticulously planned, involving costumes, songs, dance routines, and more, making substantial changes quite difficult.


    "So, this year's 15 Asian concerts aren't as sexy, huh?" Charles smiled.


    "Yeah, you said you didn't like me being too sexy either. I listened to you. Plus, with just 15 concerts, I only do four per month. It's very relaxed, more like a break. I can also record my concert album on the side!"


    Four concerts a month? Most artists do three a week! This is more of a vacation!


    "I'm also staying in China for a while. There are a lot of people here. Your concerts will attract a bigger audience and do you a lot of good," Charles said as he held the girl closer.


    "I know, the fans here are really enthusiastic, but there are just too many people. I'd always heard China had a large population, but now I see for myself. The cities are crowded!"


    "Charles, didn't you miss me?" Britney blew into Charles' ear and started moving her body sensually.


    "Of course, I missed you," Charles kissed the girl on the cheek and reached into her t-shirt.


    "Charles, I want to get a boob job, make my B to a C. What do you think?" Britney suddenly suggested.


    "Hmm," Charles was playing as he spoke, "You're great just as you are. I really like it, no need for a boob job!"


    "Don't you like big-breasted women?"


    "Uh, you're really great as you are. Getting a boob job or butt implants isn't good for your health. Trust me, don't mess with that stuff!" Charles preferred natural.


    "Oh, alright. Anyway, I won't be chasing a sexy image too hard anymore," Britney said, feeling relieved. She didn't have any scandals lately. Maybe she wasn't the most talented in music, but her youthful, beautiful appearance and stage presence were enough.


    Charles didn't say anything more. He kissed the girl again and casually took off her white t-shirt.


    ...


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Capet!"


    "Ah, good afternoon, Mr. Han!"


    Charles Capet met Mr. Han Sanpin, the Chairman of China Film Group Corporation regarding importing Capet Films.


    At present, China's entertainment market had only opened up to private film companies for a few years. The China Film Group Corporation, being a state-owned enterprise, held a senior position in the industry and, along with Huaxia Film Company, was one of the two companies with the right to distribute imported films.


    The power of China Film was undisputed, and no private film company could yet compare to these state-owned enterprises.


    "Capet Pictures has developed really fast," Chairman Han had to admit.


    "Thank you," Charles smiled. 


    For Capet Pictures' movies to enter China, it was impossible to bypass the China Film Group Corporation since any cooperation or commissioned production with an overseas background requires China Film's involvement.


    "Any thoughts on co-producing a movie between Capet Pictures and our Chinese film companies?"


    "A co-production?"


    "Yes, a movie that showcases Chinese culture and features Chinese actors in major roles," Han Sanpin reminded, "The Chinese market is still small, and a hundred million yuan investment can't be recouped here alone!"


    "But no rush, I know this isn't something that happens overnight. For now, I just hope Capet Pictures will deepen its cooperation and exchanges with our Chinese film industry," Han Sanpin added.


    Charles nodded, "That's workable. Capet Pictures has also set up an office in Beijing to handle the distribution of our films. There'll be plenty of opportunities for collaboration."


    "Charles, you know our Chinese film censorship rules: we only allow 20 imported films a year. Co-productions not only get a higher share but don't count towards the quota!"


    Charles smiled. The Chinese film market was indeed unique.


    "I've considered China-US co-productions, but unfortunately, I can't find a good project," Charles sighed. "After all, the cultural differences between the East and the West are too significant; balancing both sides is really hard!


    Another issue is your producers' share ratio is too small."


    Chinese theaters were too dominant. Previously, after contributing to the film fund, local productions only got 35% of the box office revenue.


    "In Hollywood, we usually do a step deal. For high box office hits, my distribution company can get at least 57%, and even low-budget indie films can get over 45%. This is because Capet Pictures isn't as domineering. The Big Six studios in Hollywood get 5% more for their high-grossing films!" Charles chuckled. For blockbuster sequels or VFX-heavy films, the Big Six could get up to 65% of the box office share.


    After all, in the first four weeks, the distribution company takes the lion's share with a decreasing slope, and the box office mainly concentrates in the first month.


    In his previous life, Disney's Marvel adapted movies roughly got 65% of the North American box office.


    The Big Six distributors in Hollywood were much more dominant than cinemas. If theaters took a bigger share, producers couldn't profit and wouldn't invest in new movies.


    Han Sanpin nodded helplessly, "Hollywood has a mature industry chain. The main income for theaters isn't just box office. As far as I know, their main revenue is from selling popcorn, cola, hot dogs, and various ads.


    We're different. Our main income is from the box office. Producers get hardly any revenue from DVDs or other audio-visual products, let alone licensing."


    Charles agreed. China's film revenue model was too simple. Movies released by Capet Pictures had high box office takings, but revenue from DVDs, the audio market, and TV licensing filled Capet's accounts.


    Otherwise, how could Charles have directed Dona to invest in stocks of IMAX and Dolby, and taken out over a hundred million dollars to invest in China?


    Because Capet Pictures had a healthy cash flow, it had just issued corporate bonds for financing.


    "Congratulations, Charles, your The Da Vinci Code has grossed over 700 million dollars worldwide!"


    Han Sanpin couldn't help but admire Charles Capet's prowess.


    Charles smiled, "The Departed is also about to be released. I'm quite confident, though it's a pity it can't pass the Chinese censors!"


    Han Sanpin patted Charles' shoulder, "We only have 20 slots for imported movies each year. Besides Hollywood, other countries also compete for these slots, and we select based on suitability."


    "Understood!" Charles had built a good relationship with Han Sanpin, which would benefit Capet Pictures' future in China.


    "Great, let's drink again!" Han Sanpin poured another glass for Charles.


  




  Chapter 229: Gao Yuanyuan


  

    Early in the morning, Charles woke up enjoying Britney Spears' morning service.


    "Hmm," after an unknown amount of time, Britney Spears lifted her head, looked at Charles, swallowed somewhat discontentedly, and entered the bathroom with a face full of mess.


    An hour later, Charles and Britney Spears had breakfast together. She said, "Alright, I have to leave to prepare for my concert."


    "Is that so? I almost forgot; you still have to hold a concert," said Charles, half-lying on the sofa with his head in Britney Spears' lap.


    "And you? When are you heading back?" Britney asked while stroking Charles' hair.


    Charles shook his head. "Not that soon. It's only mid-July now; I still need to go to Korea and Japan."


    "Alright, then. Come find me when you have time. I'm going to be busy preparing for the concert and recording an album," Britney said, pinching Charles' nose.


    "I know, of course, I'll come find you!" Charles said as he stood up. He whispered in her ear, "What was up with this morning? It was different from before!"


    Britney Spears smiled, "I'm not telling you now, wait for next time..."


    Afterward, Charles arranged for his plane to send Britney Spears so she could prepare for the next two concerts.


    "Boss, these are the scripts Mr. Han sent over this morning. He said you promised to look at it last night," Phyllis Jones brought some files in for Charles.


    "Last night? I promised?" Charles touched his chin. He had drunk too much last night and seemed to have forgotten a lot of things.


    "Well, let me take a look!"


    "The new film by Ang Lee, Lust, Caution? Focus Features is also involved in investment? With a budget of $15 million and still lacking $5 million!" Charles glanced at the file briefly and tossed it aside.


    "So fast?" Phyllis Jones, sitting beside Charles, looked surprised.


    "An erotic film by Ang Lee? Pointless!" Charles casually explained while picking up another file, his hand still caressing Phyllis Jones' thigh.


    Picking up the last file, Charles seemed to find something intriguing - a script project received by Silver Moon Studios: Painted Skin!


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles attended a large banquet organized by Han Sanpin. Many people from the Chinese film industry attended, including owners of both public and private film companies, cinema chain managers, film directors, and actors.


    Huayi Brothers, Poly Bona, Xingmei Pictures, and Enlight Media, along with Zhang Yimou's New Pictures Film Company, were currently the leading private film companies in China.


    "Charles, how about it? Do you want to keep drinking tonight? I've prepared a lot more," Han Sanpin appeared beside Charles at some point.


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "Look, there are plenty of pretty girls from the film academy here tonight. Isn't it better to dance with them?"


    Han Sanpin nodded and smiled, just about to say something when Charles spoke, "I'm interested in Silver Moon Studios' Painted Skin. With its blend of Eastern fantasy, action, and romance, it will be worth investing in special effects."


    Han Sanpin's eyes lit up. He pulled Charles aside and gave a signal to his assistant. "Come on, let's talk slowly over there."


    "Oh, come on, Han Sanpin, it's just a movie!" Charles couldn't refuse and followed him to the rest area.


    "You'll naturally have a chance to dance with whichever pretty girl you want later. Let's chat about the movie first," Han Sanpin quickly said after sitting down. "This movie is planned to be a fantasy blockbuster, with a budget of not less than $10 million."


    "$10 million? Even with all new actors, that wouldn't be enough," Charles said, shaking his head and explaining, "I estimate the production budget can't be less than $12 million."


    Han Sanpin became anxious. "Does this mean it's another major production? Capet Pictures really wants to make this Chinese film?"


    "China Film Group can provide some funds. With Silver Moon Studios and there must be other domestic film companies willing to join, and also from Korea and Japan..." Han Sanpin started calculating how to raise the filming funds.


    "Han Sanpin, first confirm the director. Can the director from Silver Moon Studios handle it?" Charles asked.


    Han Sanpin quickly shook his head, "No, for a major production like this, they are not enough!"


    "Alright, Capet Pictures will support the development of Painted Skin. I'll have Capet International Pictures issue a formal cooperation agreement, entrusting China Film Group and Silver Moon Studios with the film production..." Charles was not quite used to the fact that a single movie in China often involved a dozen investors.


    "This will be the first Chinese film invested by Capet Pictures, marking the beginning of our collaboration," Charles didn't expect to come across Painted Skin.


    ...


    "You are the actress who got nominated for the Palme d'Or and Best Actress at last year's Cannes Film Festival for the movie Shanghai Dreams, aren't you?"


    After chatting with Han Sanping for a while, Charles Capet went to the banquet hall and found a somewhat popular Chinese actress in recent years, Gao Yuanyuan.


    He quickly invited her to dance, and Gao Yuanyuan happily accepted.


    "Yes, it's a movie directed by Wang Xiaoshuai," said Gao Yuanyuan, who was only 27 and in her prime.


    "I just heard you have a movie coming out soon with Jackie Chan?"


    "Yes, the comedy Rob-B-Hood will be released in September. I don't have a major role," explained Gao Yuanyuan with a smile.


    Gao Yuanyuan was very nervous. After all, even though he looked young, Charles was a big boss of a Hollywood movie company!


    "Are you working more on television or movies?" asked Charles.


    "More on television. I have a romance movie to shoot this year," Gao Yuanyuan said without hiding anything.


    Charles nodded, smiled at her, and said, "My name is Charles Capet. I hope we can meet again!"


    After saying that, Charles left. He was thinking about the two female leads for his new project Painted Skin.


    The public budget for Painted Skin was over $15 million, but only they knew the actual amount.


    With Capet Pictures financing the project, China Film Group managing it, there was no need to waste time finding investors.


    Since Charles's time was valuable, he wouldn't waste it over a small amount of money. The directors recommended by China Film Group suggested Hong Kong director Tsui Hark, known for his expertise in special effects and action films.


    ...


    As for Charles, he had been dating Gao Yuanyuan these past few days in Beijing, where she showed him around the city.


    In the evening, at a high-end cinema near the International Trade Building, Charles and Gao Yuanyuan entered a VIP room to watch the Hollywood blockbuster Superman Returns.


    "Charles, your movie The Da Vinci Code has made over a 760 million dollars worldwide! Converted to RMB, that's over 6 billion. That's amazing!" Gao Yuanyuan said while sitting on a two-seater sofa with Charles.


    "Too bad The Departed can't be released in China; otherwise, it would be great too," Capet Pictures' The Departed had just grossed $27 million on its opening weekend in North America.


    "Charles, do you really think I can play the wife of Wang Sheng in Painted Skin? I heard it's one of the lead roles and the movie has such a big budget!"


    Charles laughed. "Of course, no problem," Charles said, lowering his head to kiss her lips, and Gao Yuanyuan responded passionately.


    While kissing her, Charles reached into her blouse to feel her rounded bosom.


    "Come to my place tonight," he whispered in her ear.


    "Mhm!" Gao Yuanyuan, feeling his hand roaming her chest, was moved.


    "What about the male lead and the other female lead for Painted Skin? Are they decided yet?" Despite the passion, Gao Yuanyuan still retained some rationality.


    "We'll finalize them by the end of the month. I don't have much time to stay here," Charles said, giving her another smile.


    "With an investment of over 100 million RMB, it's considered a major film in China!"


    "Definitely a major film. Very few films have such a large budget here, and they usually invite actors who have broken into Hollywood. Last year's Seven Swords featured many Hong Kong stars but still failed," Gao Yuanyuan was a bit worried about Tsui Hark failing again.


    "Don't worry, the two movies are different," Charles said, leaning in for another kiss.


  




  Chapter 230: Lines One Shouldn't Cross


  

    "Charles, shouldn't we get more famous actors?" Han Sanpin asked Charles Capet, noticing that Charles had chosen Chen Kun and Zhou Xun before supporting Silver Capital. As for adding Gao Yuanyuan, it wasn't an issue at all.


    "No need, it's fine. The era of a single actor carrying a movie is long over," Charles said with a smile.


    Han Sanpin nodded, "Any thoughts on other actors for Painted Skin?"


    "Other actors?" Charles thought for a moment, "There's someone named Fu Dalong. His acting is quite good; he could play a role and is worth nurturing! Let the director choose the other actors. This movie mainly focuses on its theme and special effects, so finding suitable actors should suffice."


    "Alright, the director is revising the script. We plan to start shooting in October and release it around next year's National Day!" Since Capet Pictures had no objections, China Film wouldn't have any issues either.


    Painted Skin was led by Capet Pictures, with China Film, Silver Capital from Hong Kong, and Enlight Media all collaborating on the project.


    After Capet Pictures entrusted the production to China Film, Charles no longer worried about it. The collaboration was directly managed by Capet International Pictures' personnel in China.


    ...


    "So this is a siheyuan?" Charles brought Gao Yuanyuan to a traditional-style modern siheyuan villa in the Shunyi District of Beijing.


    "Yes, they are all newly built. Many people like this style. The interior is very modern and suitable for living," Gao Yuanyuan said with a face of admiration. This was a newly purchased, 2-acre, 900-square-meter modern siheyuan villa by Charles.


    Charles planned to renovate it further, and the total expense would definitely exceed 30 million yuan, around 3.5 million dollars.


    "Don't you like it?" Gao Yuanyuan asked, hugging Charles in the living room.


    "Hmm, I like it, I like it. This style is quite nice," Charles said.


    The two sat on the sofa, and Gao Yuanyuan asked Charles, "Are you leaving soon?"


    Charles nodded and, kissing her cheek, smiled, "Got things to do; already missing me?"


    "Don't worry, I'll come to see you. And that Painted Skin announcement is coming soon. You're one of the leading actresses alongside Zhou Xun. Do your best; it'll benefit you!"


    Then Charles whispered seductively in her ear, "By then, you could even start your own studio, become the boss, invest in TV shows and movies, and manage signed artists!"


    "Me, a personal studio?" No wonder Gao Yuanyuan was surprised, as not many mainland Chinese stars had their own studios back then.


    At that time, Chinese film companies had artist management modules integrated with film production, distribution, theater chains, and artist management.


    Charles nodded, "You can also study business management when you have time. I'll guide you behind the scenes!"


    Gao Yuanyuan was so excited that she kissed Charles passionately. Besides this, Gao Yuanyuan had nothing else worth Charles' attention.


    ...


    On the last day of July, Charles notified Lin Chi-ling and then flew directly from Beijing to Tokyo on his private plane.


    "Boss, did you have Dona buy three more luxury homes in Shanghai?" On the plane, Phyllis Jones received information from Dona in Shanghai.


    A standalone 630-square-meter house in Pudong, Nine Trees, costing 28 million yuan;


    A 448-square-meter high-rise in Huangpu Xintiandi, Huafu Tianxia, costing 24 million yuan; and a 365-square-meter high-rise in Cuihu Tianxia, costing 20 million yuan.


    "Relax, it's for investment. These over 70 million yuan will easily become four or five hundred million yuan," Charles said with a shrug, finding it a bit unbelievable himself.


    "Boss, isn't Dona coming to Tokyo with us?" Phyllis Jones wasn't fazed by Charles spending less than ten million dollars on houses.


    Charles shook his head, "She'll probably return to the U.S. after handling things. Google is acquiring YouTube, and as a major shareholder, I need her to represent me in the negotiations!"


    YouTube was finally being harvested after receiving so many copyright infringement complaints. It was time to let Google handle it.


    ...


    Just as Charles was spending money and handling business in Asia, Hollywood was far from peaceful.


    Hollywood superstar Mel Gibson got into big trouble because an entertainment news website obtained and released a leaked handwritten DUI arrest report and on-site recording.


    On July 28, 2006, on the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu, California, Mel Gibson was driving almost double the speed limit when he was pulled over by the police.


    Officer James May quickly conducted a breathalyzer test on Gibson, finding his blood alcohol level well above the legal limit.


    A bottle of opened tequila was lying next to him on the passenger seat, which led to Mel Gibson's arrest.


    Mel Gibson shouted, "Damn Jews... Jews are responsible for all the wars in the world."


    He then asked the officer, "Are you a Jew?"


    Officer James replied, "Yes."


    Soon enough, Mel Gibson was forcefully handcuffed.


    On July 29, after his handwritten arrest report and recording were exposed and harshly criticized by the media, Mel Gibson issued an apology letter.


    However, the apology did not mention his anti-Semitic remarks, and many Jewish people, led by Abraham Foxman of the Anti-Defamation League, expressed their anger.


    "Where's Mel Gibson these days?" Charles asked Phyllis Jones after their plane landed at Tokyo's Haneda Airport.


    "Writing more apology letters and seeking out Jewish groups to apologize," Phyllis Jones replied.


    "Huh, just as I thought, some lines you just can't cross!" Charles remarked.


  




  Chapter 231: The Special Production Line


  

    In Tokyo, in a luxurious suite at The Ritz-Carlton in Minato, Charles stood by the window, admiring the night view of Tokyo Bay.


    "Charles, when are you planning to come back?" his mother, Evelyn, called from Los Angeles to check on him.


    "Probably by the end of the month! I just arrived in Japan, so I won't be returning so soon. Any news about Mel Gibson?"


    "What news? He shot his mouth off again. The whole The Passion of the Christ controversy has resurfaced. It'll be tough to resolve; those people hold a lot of power!" Evelyn seemed pretty well-informed over the phone. "This time, a lot of influential Jewish people are pointing fingers."


    "The Passion of the Christ resurfacing? Are they settling old scores?" Charles chuckled, "This guy is done for. Hollywood has already shut its doors on him!"


    "Unless something changes drastically, Mel Gibson's career is probably destroyed. Based on what I've heard, his latest actions have crossed a red line with the Jewish community," Evelyn continued, "It's good you're not in Hollywood right now. You worked with him on The Passion of the Christ, and there's some tension because of Brokeback Mountain. Reporters would be swarming you."


    Evelyn always considered things from her son's perspective, thinking Charles staying abroad was like an extended vacation.


    "It's nothing. If even I get dragged into this mess, Hollywood would be in an uproar!"


    After finishing the call with his mother, Evelyn, Lin Chi-ling walked up from behind and embraced Charles. "How long do you plan to stay in Japan?"


    "About two weeks. You should be busy this year, right? A lot of events?" Charles said, turning to hug Lin Chi-ling, who was in a sexy nightgown.


    "It's not too bad, mostly hosting, concerts, and commercial shoots. Last year, I got injured while shooting a horse-riding commercial in Dalian, and had to rest for a few months, so many events were postponed to this year."


    "It seems you'll be hosting at this year's Shanghai International Film Festival in June?" Charles asked. This year, the chairman of the festival's jury was French director Luc Besson. Charles had received a call from Besson after he returned to France.


    Lin Chi-ling smiled, "I'm hosting the TV segment, but it's a big deal this year, with a lot of films from various countries participating!"


    "By the way, your Japanese is pretty good. Do you have a lot of business here?"


    "Yes, I'm signed with Oscar Promotions, a major talent agency in Japan. They arrange all my activities here."


    Charles sat down on the sofa with Lin Chi-ling in his arms. Japanese talent agencies, huh?


    Japan's market was completely open, with no special protection mechanisms for the film industry. Production, distribution, and screening could all be freely invested in.


    Hollywood film companies could freely distribute their movies in Japan, much more openly compared to Korea.


    Although Korea was also an open market where foreign films could be freely released, it had a domestic film protection mechanism. Korean cinemas were required to show domestic films for at least 146 days a year.


    This was Korea's cinema quota system.


    It was also a measure that Hollywood found very objectionable, putting pressure on the Korean government through the White House to cut the quota days in half.


    "I think I might be interested in running a talent agency here in Japan," said Charles, stroking his chin with a sudden thought.


    "That's easy! Japan has many talent agencies of all sizes, and many people working in entertainment - from actors, singers, and idols to hosts and models," Lin Chi-ling said, having some understanding of Japan's talent agency market.


    "Great! We can run one for fun. Since you're an artist, you can help manage it," Charles smiled, lifting her chin and then kissing her.


    After the kiss, Lin Chi-ling said, "Last year, I went to the States for some commercial events and almost got detained. I'm a bit worried about going to such faraway places."


    "Oh, what happened?" Charles asked, interested.


    "It was earlier this year, after an event in Las Vegas. Some powerful people wanted me to stay and drink with them. I was so scared, alone in my hotel room for three hours. I called my agent in Taipei, who pulled some strings, and I was able to fly back home."


    Charles nodded and kissed her neck, saying, "Don't worry, nothing like that will happen again. As long as you listen to me, no one will dare bother you!


    Enjoy yourself in Japan for the next few days, shop around, while I scout for a talent agency to acquire. Then you can transfer to this new agency. How great would that be?"


    Charles then kissed her again, and soon they were back on the sofa. She started to service him, as he grabbed the sofa, enjoying the attention while contemplating acquiring a talent agency and signing more Japanese female stars.


    Japan and Korea were alike in that idol stars were mass-produced on an assembly line. This could be replicated in Korea, too.


    This assembly line entertainment business model in Japan and Korea was truly unique!


  




  Chapter 232: Japanese Movies


  

    Japan, an important part of East Asia, densely populated yet economically advanced, had a total of 47 primary administrative regions, including 1 metropolis, 1 circuit, 2 urban prefectures, and 43 prefectures.


    The metropolis was Tokyo. The circuit was Hokkaido. The urban prefectures were Osaka and Kyoto. Secondary administrative divisions included cities, towns, villages, or districts.


    Tokyo Metropolis not only included the 23 special wards of Tokyo but also 26 surrounding cities, 5 towns, and 8 villages. The 23 special wards made up the core part of Tokyo, which was known simply as Tokyo.


    The headquarters of Capet Pictures Japan was located in Shibuya, Tokyo, forming part of the bustling central area alongside Chuo, Minato, Shinjuku, Chiyoda, and Bunkyo.


    The Da Vinci Code had grossed $75 million in Japan this year, surpassing Mission Impossible III which made $46 million. However, Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest was currently being released in Japan and was performing even stronger.


    Charles sat in his chair, with Masami Takahashi standing respectfully beside him, waiting for instructions.


    "Good job. You've done well in Japan over these past two years. Although the market for Hollywood movies in Japan is shrinking, Japan's importance as the second-largest market in the world is indisputable!" Despite Takahashi's unremarkable appearance, he was indeed capable.


    "This is what I should do. Later this month, The Departed will be released in Japan. I believe it will also perform well," Takahashi, whose main responsibility was the distribution of Capet Pictures' movies in Japan, explained.


    Charles nodded. Last month, the crew of The Departed had already come to Japan for promotion. With stars like Brad Pitt and Christian Bale, he believed it would do well.


    Another film, The Devil Wears Prada, was set to be released in Japan in November, about four months later than in North America.


    "By the way, I've already spoken with Shochiku about our intention to remake Hachiko Monogatari, and they are willing to sell the script!" Takahashi reported.


    "Hmm, send the script back to headquarters. It's a touching story. I remembered it when I saw the statue at Shibuya Station," said Charles. The first thing he did upon arriving in Japan was to acquire the script about the loyal dog, Hachiko.


    Shochiku had originally developed Hachiko Monogatari in the '80s, which was based on a true story from the 1920s. An Akita dog named Hachiko waited at the station for its deceased owner to return for nine years until it died.


    "Oh, the statue at Shibuya Station was recast after the original was melted down during World War II," Takahashi explained.


    "The script recommended by TBS, Departures, sounds good. Tell me more about it," Charles pointed to the script on the table.


    Takahashi hurriedly explained, "The inspiration for the script came from actor Masahiro Motoki. A few years ago, Motoki traveled to India and was deeply moved by the local funeral rituals. After returning to Japan, he read Shinmon Aoki's memoir Coffinman: The Journal of a Buddhist Mortician. It was the first time he learned about the profession of 'Nokanshi' or encoffiners.


    Motoki read a lot about death and felt that Aoki's stories were suited for a movie. He found scriptwriter Kundo Koyama and invited him to create a story about an encoffiner, hoping to play the role himself.


    Director Yojiro Takita felt a deep personal connection to the script after reading it."


    "He said that as he aged, he had more experiences with life and death. Through the movie, he wanted to find emotional elements in a less-focused subject matter that could captivate and move the audience. His idea was to make a film that collides joy and sorrow to discuss significant life events.


    Since it's a movie about death, it was hard to find investors and distributors. TBS could only provide limited financial support."


    Charles smirked. Departures was Japan's Oscar-winning Best Foreign Language Film, highly praised and had a decent box office.


    "About love, death, emotions, and the human connection to nature... It avoids focusing on the death process, spotlighting the final presentation of the body, respecting the deceased with a perspective that views death beautifully," Charles said, glancing at Takahashi.


    "Let Capet Pictures Japan branch develop Departures as our first local film production. Cooperate with TBS on this project."


    "Understood. I think TBS will be willing to work with us," Takahashi replied.


    TBS was one of Japan's five major private TV networks. Charles frequently confused it with Turner Broadcasting in the US since both were abbreviated as TBS.


    Japan had six major TV networks in total. Apart from the public broadcaster NHK, the other five private TV networks were NTV, TBS, Fuji TV, TV Asahi, and TV Tokyo.


    In terms of viewership, Fuji TV ranked first due to its strong production capabilities, formed with investments from movie companies Toho, Toei, and Shochiku. It was followed by TV Asahi and TBS.


    "Also, we need the movie adaptation rights for this youth delinquent manga, Crows. Talk with the author and the publishing company, and find suitable people to develop the movie," Charles instructed, tossing the '90s school violence manga Crows onto the table.


    "A manga adaptation movie!" Takahashi's eyes lit up. Was it finally happening?


    Charles stood up, "Anything else?"


    "Tonight, there's a business cocktail party in the Japanese film industry. Here's the invitation," Takahashi handed Charles an invitation with both hands.


    Charles glanced at it casually. It was a large entertainment business cocktail party. "Got it, I'll go take a look tonight."


    In any case, Charles hoped to establish a foothold in Japan as quickly as possible. The local Japanese film companies were quite powerful.


    Toho, Toei, Nikkatsu, Shochiku, and Kadokawa were the five major film companies. Not only did they have long histories, but they also had deeply rooted influences in Japan.


  




  Chapter 233: Toho


  

    At the Imperial Hotel Tokyo, the party was in full swing. Charles Capet and Takahashi attended together. Lin Chi-ling had gone to Osaka for an event and couldn't accompany Charles, which was a bit regretful.


    "Mr. Capet, this is Mr. Tomonari Shimatani, President of Toho Co., Ltd.!"


    Takahashi followed Charles closely, introducing him to various influential figures in the Japanese entertainment industry, but only to those who were at a certain level.


    Toho, being the king of Japanese domestic films, was indeed capable. Not to mention, they had the Godzilla series in their live-action film library.


    In terms of animated films, they had unparalleled heavy-hitting series: Lupin III, Doraemon, Shin-chan, Detective Conan, Pokemon, The Kindaichi Case Files, Bleach, Hamtaro, Naruto - all of which had been released by now.


    "Good evening, Mr. Capet!"


    "Good evening, President Shimatani. Toho's achievements in Japan are always remarkable," Charles smiled as they shook hands.


    "Toho's re-make of Sinking of Japan last year was Japan's most expensive film to date. Toho is once again poised to break box office records; it has already surpassed 4 billion yen at the box office, hasn't it?" Toho's re-make of their 70s film Sinking of Japan premiered last month with a budget of 2 billion yen, which wasn't easy.


    Shimatani smiled, "Japanese films can't really compare to Hollywood. Even if Sinking of Japan was expensive, it would only be the budget of an independent art film in Hollywood."


    After all, 2 billion yen converts to just over $17 million.


    Capet Pictures invested only 75 million yen into making Departures, which converted to just over half a million dollars.


    The average production cost of Japanese films ranged between 50 million and 100 million yen. A production costing over 300 million yen was considered a big budget, with very few films exceeding a 500 million yen budget.


    Sinking of Japan, costing 2 billion yen, was practically the limit in Japanese cinema, something that might never be surpassed again.


    "Actually, I've always had an interest in the monster Godzilla," Charles said, hinting at something more.


    Sony-Columbia had produced a Hollywood version of Godzilla in 1998. With a budget of $100 million, it grossed only $100 million in North America and a worldwide total of $200 million but received poor reviews.


    Japanese Godzilla fans didn't even recognize it as Godzilla, calling it "Zilla" instead, and Toho referred to it as "Zilla" too.


    "Godzilla? Is Capet Pictures planning to remake Godzilla?" Shimatani was surprised.


    Given the precedent set by Sony, the 1998 blockbuster Godzilla wasn't exactly successful.


    "Nothing's impossible. Monster movies have always had a strong fanbase, especially with heavyweight IPs like Godzilla and King Kong," Charles said, looking at Shimatani.


    "At the moment, there are no plans, but perhaps in the future, we can collaborate."


    Shimatani nodded and then beckoned to a beautifully dressed young girl nearby.


    "This is Mr. Capet. Come, have a drink with Mr. Capet."


    Charles was puzzled, wondering what Shimatani meant by this move.


    "This is Masami Nagasawa, a new star from Toho's talent agency. She's only 19 but already has a few years of acting experience!"


    Masami Nagasawa; no wonder her appearance seemed familiar to Charles. He looked at the slightly nervous young girl.


    Nagasawa had a nice face and a good figure, though she still had a hint of baby fat due to her young age.


    "Your name is also Yami (beauty). But why is there such a big difference between you and this young girl?" Charles sighed to Takahashi next to him.


    "Boss, names were chosen by my parents, not me," Takahashi chuckled.


    "Ha, Takahashi-kun still has some skill!"


    Charles also made a joke to Shimatani.


    After that, Shimatani and Takahashi moved to chat elsewhere.


    Charles looked at Masami Nagasawa, who was brought over, and found it amusing. "Do you speak English?"


    Nagasawa responded in slightly broken English, "A little, not too much."


    "My Japanese isn't very good either, looks like we can't really talk," Charles said, taking Masami Nagasawa's hand, "Let's dance!"


    As he danced with Masami, Charles missed Lin Chi-ling even more. The difficulty in communication was just too much.


    "Boss, why did you stop dancing? You don't have a dancing partner tonight," Takahashi noticed when Masami Nagasawa was no longer with Charles.


    "She doesn't speak English, what's the point of dancing?" Charles said and then suddenly spotted a woman who was unmistakably beautiful.


    "Who is that?" Charles pointed.


    "Ah, that's Kyoko Fukada, Japan's top idol star now," Takahashi thought for a moment, then suggested, "I heard she dances well and has some basic English skills."


    Charles patted Takahashi on the shoulder - this was more like it!


    Before long, Charles was dancing closely with Kyoko Fukada.


    "Mr. Capet, I've seen The Da Vinci Code. It's really great. I heard it had a huge investment!" Kyoko Fukada commented. Takahashi had explained who Charles was, and since they were both 24, they were the same age.


    "$100 million," Charles looked at the charmingly attractive Kyoko Fukada, thinking about her mature features.


    "Converting to yen, with the current exchange rate, that's about 11.6 billion yen," the exchange rate had fluctuated from over 120 yen per dollar earlier this year to below 110, but it was now climbing again.


    "That's a lot!" Kyoko Fukada exclaimed.


    In the evening, Charles took Kyoko Fukada to a high-end restaurant for dinner. As they waited for their meals, Charles stood up, pulling out a diamond necklace.


    "Do you like it? It's a special gift!"


    Kyoko Fukada stared at the necklace, excitedly nodding. It was an LV custom series!


    Charles personally put the necklace on her. The heart-shaped diamond lay atop her E-cup chest, making her even more alluring.


    Then Charles directly lowered his head and kissed Kyoko Fukada, and she responded eagerly. What woman wouldn't like such an outstanding man?


    Charles didn't miss the chance to appreciate Kyoko Fukada's full, deep E-cup.


    After the kiss ended, Charles smiled and returned to his seat, preparing to eat. He thought about how becoming an LV shareholder back then was such a brilliant move!


    Giving jewelry to women was always a surefire strategy for wooing them.


  




  Chapter 234: Kyoko Fukada


  

    In the morning, in the hotel suite, Charles woke up hugging Kyoko Fukada.


    "Are you awake? Do you have any plans today?" Kyoko Fukada asked.


    "I don't know, nothing too important," Charles replied. He was treating this as a vacation since Hollywood was in an uproar because of Mel Gibson's incident.


    After speaking, he bent down and kissed the girl on her chest, stirring up Kyoko Fukada's emotions.


    "By the way, I heard that the income of Japanese stars isn't very high. How are you doing financially these days?" Charles asked suddenly.


    "Me? Not bad. The drama I starred in last year, The Millionaire Detective, had very high ratings. I took on many advertisements, and my income exceeded 60 million yen, ranking me eighth among female stars," Kyoko Fukada openly shared.


    Alright, over 500,000 dollars, not bad!


    "It will be even higher this year. My ranking will go up," Kyoko Fukada added.


    It seemed like artists such as Ayumi Hamasaki and Koda Kumi, who were Asian superstars, earned a lot more, with at least 300-400 million yen a year.


    "I've been in Japan recently..." Charles said as the phone by the bed rang. "Let me get that!"


    "Hello, Takahashi, unless it's really important, I'll make you into sashimi."


    "Boss, I'm not trying to disturb you. The people from Nomura Securities are here and hope to talk to you," Masami Takahashi responded nervously over the phone.


    "Nomura Securities?" Charles thought for a while. This was Japan's largest investment bank, their main businesses including securities brokerage, asset management, and financial services, comparable to Merrill Lynch.


    "Give me the details," Charles said while patting Kyoko Fukada, who sensibly burrowed into the blanket.


    "Phew," Charles enjoyed Kyoko Fukada's gentle service under the covers while listening to Takahashi's information about Nomura Securities.


    They went public in New York in 2001, currently with a market value exceeding 45 billion dollars, and they hoped to form a partnership with Capet Entertainment.


    "Let's meet in the afternoon then!" Charles wasn't opposed to them bringing in money.


    "And by the way, send over the compiled information about Japanese music companies tonight," Charles not only valued Japan's film market but the music market as well.


    After all, Japan had a well-established system for copyright awareness in entertainment. The music market was also large enough, with physical albums still able to compete with streaming music in the future.


    After hanging up the phone, Charles pulled Kyoko Fukada from the blanket, making her kneel on the bed with her buttocks raised for a new round of intimacy...


    At noon, after having lunch with Kyoko Fukada, Charles arranged for someone to send her away.


    "Call me when you have time," Kyoko Fukada whispered into Charles's ear, "You're amazing!"


    Charles smiled, "Wait for my call."


    In the afternoon, Charles met with Junichi Uchikoshi, the President of Nomura Holdings, in Ginza.


    As expected, Nomura Securities was very interested in investing in Hollywood. Capet Pictures had impressive box office successes, which made Nomura Securities envious.


    "The global box office for The Da Vinci Code has now reached more than 750 million dollars. Although it might not reach the 800 million dollar mark worldwide, it's a blockbuster," Uchikoshi praised.


    "And The Devil Wears Prada has also grossed over 200 million dollars globally. Capet Pictures' success in commercial films is astonishing!"


    Faced with Uchikoshi's compliments, Charles remained unmoved and smiled. "So, Nomura Holdings is interested in film investment too?"


    "We're small players on Wall Street and can't compete with European and American investment banks. If Capet Pictures is interested, we can help raise a film fund for you," Uchikoshi proposed thoughtfully.


    "Of course, we hope to have some understanding of the films involved in the fund," Uchikoshi added.


    "Are you talking about syndicated investment?" Charles looked at Uchikoshi and asked.


    Uchikoshi nodded, and Charles smiled.


    What is Nomura Holdings? They're big in Japan, but how do they stack up on Wall Street? Many private equity funds have more available cash than them.


    "Merrill Lynch, Morgan Stanley, Bear Stearns, or JPMorgan Chase, Citigroup, HSBC Holdings, Bank of America, Deutsche Bank, and others all wish to help Capet Entertainment form a syndicated fund," Charles said while looking at Uchikoshi.


    "None of them dared to ask me to explain what films Capet Pictures intends to develop. Nomura Securities, President Uchikoshi, what do you think I should do?" Charles concluded, gaining a new understanding of the Japanese way of thinking.


    Uchikoshi laughed awkwardly. Capet Pictures' films never lacked investment, with Wall Street funds eager to participate.


    But Capet Entertainment liked to develop their own projects, only issuing corporate bonds on Wall Street and directly borrowing from banks.


    The risks and returns of the films were borne and gained by Capet Pictures themselves. Banks were also happy, as they made risk-free interest.


    Capet Pictures' films had significant global influence, while Nomura Securities just wanted to expand their reputation through film investment and even tried to get involved in content creation?


    "Mr. Capet, you misunderstood. We actually want to strengthen the cooperation between Nomura Securities and Capet Entertainment in Japan. We are also willing to support Capet Entertainment's business in Japan," Uchikoshi quickly explained.


    Charles nodded. If you had said this earlier, it would have saved time. Strengthening cooperation in Japan could mean directly pre-selling the distribution rights for Japan. Theatrical release rights wouldn't be sold, but television, DVD, and online VOD rights could be.


    "Supporting Capet Entertainment's business?" Charles saw it as an opportunity for them to provide funds.


    "20 billion yen. I do have some Japanese investment projects that need cash recently," Charles stated. Although Capet Entertainment wasn't short on cash, he planned to acquire some real estate in Japan.


    "Sure, Nomura Securities can completely loan Capet Entertainment the money with a five-year term at a low annual interest rate."


    Uchikoshi readily agreed, and Charles smiled. To show his appreciation, Charles decided to include Nomura Securities as a counterparty when shorting the US real estate market in the future.


    Since the Plaza Accord, Japan's real estate market had been in decline until last year, but prices had started to rise again this year.


    Although there would be a decline after the financial crisis, the next three years would see a sharp increase. This year was pretty much the trough for real estate prices.


    Capet Entertainment needed its own Japanese headquarters for its film and music business.
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    20 billion yen, which was almost 175 million USD. Since Nomura Securities didn't even blink an eye before taking it out, Charles of course had no reason not to use it.


    Making money with other people's money was Charles' favorite thing to do.


    In the afternoon, back in Shibuya, Charles met Phyllis Jones, who had been busy for several days. As soon as she saw Charles, she hugged him and started acting cute.


    "Boss, these days I've been to many places looking at houses. High-rise luxury apartments in Minato City, standalone villas in Shibuya, and countryside villas in Setagaya!"


    Charles kissed Phyllis Jones on the cheek, "If you like any of them, just buy it. Staying in a hotel for too long always feels a bit off!"


    "Don't worry, the most expensive high-rise luxury apartment in the new town of Roppongi, Minato City, costs 600 million yen for a 430 square meter flat on the 48th floor. It overlooks Tokyo Bay, offers a view of Tokyo Tower, and you can even see Mount Fuji's beautiful scenery.


    Also, I've bought standalone villas in Shibuya and Shinjuku, about 280 to 300 square meters each, costing around 100 million yen.


    In Setagaya, I purchased a modern European-style villa with a land area of 1,000 square meters and a building area of 780 square meters for 300 million yen. The boss will surely like it!"


    Although Phyllis Jones was puzzled about why her boss was buying properties overseas, she didn't have any objections.


    Maybe the boss just liked houses in East Asia?


    "It looks like the most expensive areas in Tokyo are still the Chuo Ward, Chiyoda Ward, and Minato Ward. Shibuya and Shinjuku are still a bit behind," Charles shook his head. He wasn't too concerned about this though; he knew the prices would rise in the future but only by a few times.


    "I am planning to invest at least 5 billion yen to build a modern building here in Shibuya as the headquarters for Capet Entertainment in Japan," Charles said as he walked to the window, watching the crowd not far away.


    "The entertainment industry in Japan is very developed, which makes many Japanese entertainment companies reluctant to expand abroad."


    Phyllis Jones didn't really understand, but whatever the boss said was the way to go.


    "Is Dona still in Shanghai?" Charles asked.


    Phyllis Jones shook her head, "After Miss Lily went back to Hong Kong, Dona took a flight that same night directly to San Francisco!"


    "Is Lily not coming back to the U.S.?" Charles knew that Lily was forming the East Asia Business Division. Dawn China's current big investment was Moet Hennessy.


    "There's still some stuff in Hong Kong, but it doesn't affect her managing the U.S. stock market from there!"


    Charles nodded. Of course, it wouldn't affect her, only the time difference was a bit different.


    Anyway, with a private jet now, traveling was much more convenient.


    "By the way, you can notify Lily that we'll be providing her with 15 billion yen. I want shares in South Korea's NHN Corporation, especially NHN Japan. The more shares, the better," NHN was formed by the merger of Naver and Hanga. Naver was South Korea's most used search engine. Hanga itself was an entry portal and game operation platform in South Korea.


    NHN's current market value was about 1.5 trillion won, roughly 1.2 billion USD, and Charles also had his sights on NHN Japan. In the future, NHN Japan would become Japan's social media giant LINE.


    NHN Japan had just been established not long ago, controlled by NHN, so now was the perfect time to strike.


    To have influence in Japan and Korea, one must have a say in this area; it was all about benefits and competing with local conglomerates. Power and a voice were very important.


    "Boss, didn't you say you were interested in Chinese internet companies like Tencent, Baidu, and NetEase? Why the sudden interest in Japan and Korea?" Phyllis Jones was a bit puzzled.


    "Uh, the funds aren't enough right now. Baidu and NetEase are both listed on the U.S. stock market; I can buy them at any time!"


    Charles was currently waiting to sell YouTube and then sweep the stock market for internet stocks. After all, internet tech stocks were quite good now, especially those Chinese companies.


    "Alright, take a few days off first. Our vacation isn't over yet," Charles patted Phyllis on the shoulder. After all, Phyllis Jones was the only personal assistant around, and he didn't want her to be overworked.


    The private jet would take several days to bring Dona Williams back from the U.S.


    In the afternoon, in his office, Charles reviewed some Japanese record companies and finally decided to acquire the old Japanese record company King Records.


    "Let's go with this one. Its performance isn't good, mainly acting as the agent for European and American records. But over the years, with the mergers and integrations in the European and American record markets, the agency rights aren't there anymore," although King Records was established early, its scale wasn't large.


    Takahashi nodded, "It's a record company under TBS Television, so it shouldn't be difficult!"


    Charles laughed. Although King Records' music copyrights were average, he noticed an advantage in King Records.


    That was King Records' contract with AKS Company, which was a commercial performance operation company established in 2004.


    Crucially, AKS started to form Japan's large idol group AKB48 at the end of last year, with Yasushi Akimoto as the chief producer.


    AKS was the parent company of AKB48, and it was definitely a money tree in Japan's entertainment industry. With the record contract of AKB48, coupled with King Records already producing some anime and movie soundtracks.


    After Capet Records Company acquired it, they could also release soundtrack albums for Capet Pictures' movies, and future stars like Taylor Swift's albums.


    "Moreover, I've decided to spend 5 billion yen to build Capet Entertainment's Japan headquarters. By then, the Japanese market will become an important overseas market," Charles said as he stood up and patted Takahashi's shoulder.


    "You need to work hard, the international expansion of Capet Entertainment has begun!"
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    Tokyo, Minato Ward, in a luxury apartment on the 48th floor of Roppongi Hills that Charles bought, overlooking Tokyo Bay.


    Lin Chi-ling, who had just returned from Osaka, was immediately brought here by Charles. The over-430-square-meter flat with exquisite decorations impressed her.


    "This must be expensive, right?" asked Ms. Lin as she sat on the sofa.


    "Approximately 1.4 million yen per square meter!" replied Charles.


    "So, have you found any artist agencies or something? There should be thousands of such companies in Japan, right?" Charles poured a glass of champagne and handed it to her as he asked.


    "I don't have any particular ideas, but I'm familiar with a few small modeling agencies," Lin Chi-ling said, taking out several documents from her bag.


    "Here, I organized these. They're small companies and the artists they manage!"


    Charles shook his head, showing no interest in these small companies. "Just choose one that operates in Tokyo and buy it. Consider it a gift from me."


    "Me?" Ms. Lin shook her head. "I don't know how to manage a company. Plus, these agencies may be cheap, but they need resources to grow."


    Charles smiled, acknowledging her awareness.


    "I'll let Dawn Investments handle it. I'll ask Takahashi to acquire one directly and give you shares. If it grows, it's an asset for you," Charles said casually. Investing a bit of money in a few TV dramas could still make a profit.


    "Alright," Ms. Lin nodded. She understood that capital was necessary for development.


    "This one also has operations in Osaka and manages some young models mainly for magazines and fashion weeklies," Lin Chi-ling said, pulling out a file. "And, it seems like they want to branch into film and television!"


    Charles glanced at it briefly. "The Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift?"


    "Oh, there's a 20-year-old artist named Keiko Kitagawa who made a cameo in The Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift. She's very pretty and wants to transition into acting!" Ms. Lin explained, even showing Charles a photo.


    "Alright, just invest directly in new drama productions. Becoming an actress isn't that hard!" Charles replied, not expecting it to be Keiko Kitagawa.


    Before long, the doorbell rang. Charles smiled at Ms. Lin. "I'm going to introduce someone to you. She's quite famous in Japan!"


    As he opened the door, Kyoko Fukada appeared.


    The three of them sat on the sofa. Lin Chi-ling wondered if Kyoko Fukada had already been won over by Charles.


    Kyoko Fukada, though not very familiar with Lin Chi-ling, somewhat understood their relationship.


    "Alright, we're all friends here," Charles smiled, putting his arms around both women. "Kyoko, we're discussing the acquisition of an artist agency. We've decided on a small modeling company. What do you think?"


    Ms. Lin handed the company's information to Kyoko Fukada, who was a leading artist at Horipro.


    Horipro was one of Japan's top artist agencies, mainly dealing with artist management, TV commercials, and TV production.


    "This company isn't big. Without resource input, it will develop slowly," said Kyoko, who, despite being a seasoned idol, was with a company known for good resources but low salaries. However, Horipro was a very humane company.


    "Following the Horipro model, covering artist management, TV commercials, and TV drama production," Charles said, then whispered to Kyoko, "Is it troublesome to transfer agencies?"


    Kyoko nodded. "Yes, it's troublesome. I'm doing well in my company, and transferring would cause a stir. However, we can deepen our cooperation. Horipro has many artists, many of whom earn the minimum monthly wage and need work!"


    Charles smiled. "Your agency has another good actress, Haruka Ayase. Can we sign her?"


    "Haruka Ayase? This year, she's starring in a drama adapted from Keigo Higashino's novel Into the White Night. She's one of the company's promoted artists. But if you're willing to pay the price, it's possible!" Kyoko said. Currently, Haruka Ayase wasn't as famous as Kyoko Fukada.


    "By the way, there's a small agency called Sweetpower that's not big but has a few female actresses with good potential!" Kyoko whispered to Charles.


    "They are all female actresses. Next time I'll introduce Haruka Ayase to you!" she added.


    Charles kissed Kyoko on the cheek, appreciating her understanding.


    "My company is planning to acquire King Records Japan. It seems they have AKS's music contracts. We could sign some of the AKB48 members, right?" Charles asked.


    "Of course we can. AKB48 is a newly formed large idol group in Japan. AKS manages them, but there are so many members, it's hard to manage all of them. Signing them to other agencies could increase their influence and benefit the group. They just need to participate in AKB48's group activities," Kyoko explained. "Many agencies recommend their young girls as a stepping stone!"


    "Very well," Charles said, then turned to Lin Chi-ling. "Tomorrow, I'll send someone to acquire Sweet Power and the modeling company you liked."


    Quickly, Charles came up with a new idea and instructed Lily Ying to register a cultural entertainment company called East Asia Media in Hong Kong, which would serve as the main entity. East Asia Media would then establish subsidiaries in Japan and Korea.


    Within three days, Takahashi had acquired Sweet Power and the modeling company for a total of 80 million yen on Charles's behalf.


    For Takahashi, these low-grade artist agencies were just toys for the boss and not something to worry about.


    The acquisition of King Records Japan with its 5-billion-yen investment in a new headquarters in Shibuya was the real big deal for Takahashi.


    While Capet Pictures was scouting locations for their new headquarters in Shibuya, Charles was in an office building three streets away from Capet International's Japan branch.


    The two small companies, Sweet Power and the modeling agency, were renamed East Asia International Japan Co., Ltd., with this place as the new office address.


    Charles and Lin Chi-ling were here meeting the president of East Asia International Japan, which was the former president of Sweet Power, Ms. Naomi Okada.
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    Maki Horikita, Meisa Kuroki, Mirei Kiritani, etc. were originally from Sweet Power talent agency, and it seemed Charles had an impression of Maki Horikita.


    "Naoyumi Okada seems to be able to find resources for her artists. She's quite capable," Charles said with a smile, sitting on his chair.


    "As a manager, she should have her own resources and connections," Lin Chi-ling echoed.


    "Have her come in!"


    Soon, Lin Chi-ling called Naoyumi Okada in. At 38 years old, Naoyumi Okada was ambitious and wanted to turn Sweet Power into a female version of Johnny & Associates.


    Unfortunately, the conditions did not allow it. Even though it had been established for several years, they only recently started signing artists and carrying out entertainment activities.


    "Boss, you were looking for me?" Naoyumi Okada bowed respectfully and asked.


    "East Asia International Japan is an independent subsidiary. You even have 10% shares, and now there's about 200 million yen in the account, enough to develop several drama series!"


    "Boss, do you mean we invest and produce TV dramas ourselves?" Naoyumi Okada had always been searching for investors, so she had never developed projects on her own.


    The production cost for each Japanese drama episode was about 1 to 3 million yen. If the television station's time slots and relationships were not good, it could result in poor ratings.


    "If we don't develop ourselves, how can we grow?" Charles tossed her a file. "This is a list someone recommended to me. I know you like working with female artists - they are all women!"


    Naoyumi Okada looked at the list. The first ones were Ayase Haruka and Ishihara Satomi from Horipro; afterward, exclusive models like Nozomi Sasaki from Pinky magazine; and first-generation members of the AKB48 group like Atsuko Maeda, Mariko Shinoda, Haruna Kojima, Tomomi Itano from AKS.


    Naoyumi Okada frowned. The AKB48 members were simpler since AKS had been supporting their transfer to enhance their talent management and increase media exposure opportunities.


    As for magazine model Nozomi Sasaki, it was not difficult, similar to the newly joined Keiko Kitagawa.


    The challenge for Naoyumi Okada was to get Ayase Haruka and Ishihara Satomi's contracts from Horipro.


    "We can use resource exchange. East Asia International Japan is no longer a small agency. It is a company with a background and future development. You can immediately develop two to three drama series and use Horipro's actors. Capet International Pictures also has movie investments. Takahashi will take care of you. Aren't these resources your confidence?" Charles reminded her. He wasn't asking for Kyoko Fukada; how difficult could it be?


    "Boss, Capet Pictures will support us. Shouldn't we use more of our own actors?" Naoyumi Okada valued the Capet Pictures project since its influence was not limited to Japan.


    Charles smiled, "My films need real actors, not just idols. If you can train a real actor, I can take her to Hollywood. Do you have that ability?"


    Naoyumi Okada awkwardly shook her head. However, with capital backing, her ambition also grew. It was not impossible for East Asia International Japan to surpass Horipro.


    "Boss, I will take care of it!"


    After Naoyumi Okada left, Charles pulled the translator Lin Chi-ling into his arms and whispered in her ear, "Is managing a company interesting? Do you want to learn from Naoyumi Okada and become a shareholder manager? How nice would that be!"


    Charles was not comfortable commenting on Lin Chi-ling's acting skills. Acting might not suit her as much as being a trophy girlfriend.


    "I don't know how to, and Naoyumi Okada seems pretty capable too. I don't have any experience in film and television right now," Lin Chi-ling said, kissing Charles's lips.


    Charles responded while unbuttoning her blouse and caressing her chest.


    ...


    Meanwhile, at the Sony headquarters in Minato, Tokyo, CEO Howard Stringer's office, Sony President Ryoji Chubachi explained with a worried expression, "Our notebook lithium battery overheating and fire incident has alarmed Dell, Toshiba, Hitachi, Fujitsu, and other manufacturers;


    Perhaps, we can only conduct a global large-scale recall of the lithium batteries, or it will greatly impact Sony's global image!"


    Howard Stringer frowned as well. Sony had not been having the best of years, and now, another year with battery fire incidents.


    "Right now, we need to focus on Blu-ray DVDs. Even though our Blu-ray DVD player was delayed by a few months and Toshiba took advantage of the timing with HD-DVD players, the main battleground is still Hollywood studios," Howard Stringer was betting on the DVD format war. If the new generation of high-definition DVD formats won, Sony could immediately enter a glorious period.


    We own the film libraries of Columbia and MGM, and Disney has clearly stated its exclusive support for our Blu-ray DVD," Ryoji Chubachi sighed. "Unfortunately, Universal exclusively supports the HD-DVD format."


    As for other movie companies, they would produce high-definition DVDs in both formats based on the situation.


    "New movies, we need newly released blockbusters to release Blu-ray high-definition DVDs. I heard Charles Capet of Capet Entertainment is in Japan?" Howard Stringer asked.


    Ryoji Chubachi nodded, "Yes, he has been in Asia recently, earlier in China, and now in Japan, probably for the Asian market layout."


    "The Da Vinci Code grossed more than 700 hundred million dollars globally, and The Devil Wears Prada has now over 200 million dollars globally. Capet Pictures has big movies like the live-action Transformers and Iron Man scheduled for release next year," Howard Stringer sighed.


    "Surely a Hollywood genius. Has Donna Langley shown any preference? Are they leaning more towards HD-DVD?"


    "I don't think so. Like Paramount, they're waiting for bids from both sides," Ryoji Chubachi had talked to many Hollywood studios. Exclusive support required significant costs.


    "How much is Paramount asking for?" Howard Stringer inquired.


    "After acquiring DreamWorks, Paramount's asking price is no less than 150 million dollars," Ryoji Chubachi felt uneasy. That was the price for Paramount's exclusive support for Blu-ray high-definition DVDs.


    "The HD Alliance also seems to be making moves!"


    Sony's current electronics business mainly relied on LCD TVs and digital cameras, not to mention the delayed release of the PS3 gaming console and the substantial competition pressure from Nintendo.


    "Agree to Paramount's terms, and go meet Charles Capet over the next few days. Capet Pictures' movies are very popular now. We need to take him seriously!"


    Sony had already started selling some assets to gain cash flow. Howard Stringer and Sony's board were mainly focused on Blu-ray high-definition DVDs.
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    "Oneesan, why did this East Asia International Japan Corporation choose me?" Ayase Haruka asked as she sat in a car with her senior, Kyoko Fukada, heading to the headquarters of East Asia International Japan Corporation located in Shibuya. Originally part of Horipro, Ayase Haruka had suddenly received an order to transfer.


    "This office may be new, but it has strong connections with TV stations and some movie companies. They think you're a promising actor worth developing," Kyoko Fukada said while driving her newly bought Ferrari 430, advising Ayase Haruka, who sat in the passenger seat.


    "Who knows, maybe you'll get to act in Hollywood someday!" Fukada added.


    "I heard that besides me, Ishihara Satomi also transferred," Ayase Haruka said with some concern.


    "Don't worry. President Okada is a nice guy and very capable. Plus, I'll take care of you!" Kyoko Fukada reassured her. Although Fukada hadn't transferred, anything good for East Asia International Japan would benefit her as well.


    ...


    Charles Capet observed the new headquarters location two blocks away from Capet Pictures in Shibuya.


    "Charles, Mr. Takahashi called to say that Sony's President Ryoji Chubachi has sent an invitation for dinner!" Lin Chi-ling, who worked as Charles's personal translator, reported to him.


    "Ryoji Chubachi... Alright," Charles responded. He was more familiar with Howard Stringer and Kaz Hirai. Chubachi had been appointed as president only last year, but Charles remembered that he was later replaced by Howard Stringer.


    Charles was well aware of Sony's current struggles, particularly the high-definition DVD format conflict, which was one of Sony's most critical projects.


    While Capet Pictures' movies always performed well at the box office previously, they hadn't reached the heights of a film like The Da Vinci Code. Moreover, they produced fewer movies back then.


    But things had changed. Last year alone, Capet Pictures released several movies, including the Academy Award winner for Best Picture, No Country for Old Men.


    That year, Capet Pictures had nearly ten films ready for release. The Da Vinci Code, The Devil Wears Prada, and The Departed had already grossed over $1.1 billion worldwide.


    Next year, there were live-action releases like Transformers and Marvel's Iron Man. Sony had to pay attention to Capet Pictures now.


    Releasing new films in high-definition Blu-ray DVDs would undoubtedly have more impact than older films.


    In the evening, Charles dined with Ryoji Chubachi in Roppongi Hills. As expected, Chubachi tried to persuade Capet Pictures to support Sony's lead in Blu-ray high-definition DVDs.


    Of course, Charles was not foolish enough to offer direct support to Blu-ray DVDs. After all, HD DVD players had been released earlier that year, and they were cheaper than Blu-ray DVD players.


    Although Blu-ray players had more hardware manufacturers supporting them and offered greater storage capacity, and Charles knew that Blu-ray would eventually win, it was still a fierce battle. Everything had to be based on real benefits.


    "So, thinking about supporting the Blu-ray format?" Donna Langley asked over the phone from Los Angeles.


    "Yes, Blu-ray has more advantages, and the Blu-ray Disc Association is working on lowering prices. But it's still a bit early. Sony is a bit anxious. Let's see what they're willing to offer. When you negotiate, make sure to get the best deal," Charles replied. After all, a winner had to emerge eventually.


    Sony had already spent a lot. Look, they even acquired MGM Holdings.


    "Don't worry. Capet Pictures is significant enough for them to take us seriously. We're only missing an extensive library now!"


    Donna Langley was now the president of Capet Pictures and in charge of the company's overall management, leaving Charles to set the broader direction.


    After hanging up, Charles, who sat on the sofa, massaged his temples. Not long after, Lin Chi-ling brought over a document.


    "Charles, this is from Mr. Takahashi. He said it's what you wanted!" Lin Chi-ling immediately recognized it as a script.


    Charles smiled and said, "This is a script from Korean director Kwak Jae-yong. Do you know his Korean romance films My Sassy Girl and The Classic?"


    "This year, he also worked on a Korean gangster film Daisy, with Jun Ji-hyun as the lead."


    Lin Chi-ling nodded. "My Sassy Girl was a hit all across Asia. Is this his new movie script?"


    Charles noticed the fervent light in Lin Chi-ling's eyes. "Cyborg She, a script he completed in 2003, was revised several times before being handed to Japanese producer Yamamoto Ichiro last year. I found it in the company and had Takahashi buy it directly!"


    "Kwak Jae-yong wants to break into the Japanese market. This script is his stepping stone."


    That's why Charles had asked for Ayase Haruka at the company. This script seemed perfect for her.


    "Another Japanese movie?" Lin Chi-ling pouted. "Aren't you going to develop Chinese-language films? They don't have to be big productions like Painted Skin, smaller-budget films would work too!"


    Charles lifted her chin. "You really want to act in movies, don't you?"


    Lin Chi-ling nodded. Of course, she did.


    "You know, for Chinese-language films, we face many restrictions as a foreign company - the review system, distribution rights. Plus, the Chinese movie market is still too small. Capet International Pictures won't waste time developing regular movies," Charles explained, although he did have a lucky break with Painted Skin.


    Lin Chi-ling sat on Charles's lap, wrapping her arms around his neck. "But you've already given East Asia International Japan the freedom to develop films. Hong Kong's East Asia International can do the same!"


    "Alright, why don't you look up any Chinese-language films in need of funding? I'll have East Asia International invest, and I can get you a role!"


    Bringing funding into groups was easy.


    Charles did remember some Chinese films that made money, but he couldn't recall them offhand. He needed to see or hear specific information first.


    "Really? Then can I go back to Taiwan for a while before returning?" Lin Chi-ling had already transferred her Japanese management contract to East Asia International Japan, but her base was still Taiwan, and she dreamt of acting in Chinese-language films.


    "Sure, I'll be in Japan for a while," Charles said, considering that the East Asia International registered by Lily Ying was still just an empty shell.


    Now that East Asia International Japan was up and running, its parent, East Asia International Media, should also start making moves in the Chinese-speaking market.
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    "How did it go? Did you get it done so quickly?" Charles took the agreement Lily Ying handed him and glanced at it. 


    He saw it was the stock transfer agreement for a % stake in NHN and a 40% stake in NHN Japan. NHN still held a 51% stake in NHN Japan. 


    "150 billion yen in cash is quite a large amount, and it's no secret that Dawn Investments is an investment fund under Capet Capital," Lily said with a smile. "There are rumors that YouTube will be sold to Google for over $1.6 billion. How long has YouTube existed? Dawn Investments has quite a reputation now!" 


    "I bought my shares mainly from one of the founders, Jin Bian Shu. After selling his NHN shares, he founded another company, iLab, and Dawn Investments participated as an angel investor, owning 25% of the shares," Lily explained. 


    Charles's eyebrows twitched. 


    Jin Bian Shu? After leaving NHN, he founded another company, which happened to be the predecessor of South Korea's biggest social software, Kakao? 


    Isn't he the future richest man in South Korea, surpassing Samsung's Lee Jae-Yong in assets? 


    "Keep an eye on him. If his new company needs financing in the future, support him fully. The more iLab shares, the better!" Charles said, immediately planning to back what could be considered Korea's future WeChat. 


    "By the way, the Fed's benchmark interest rate has now reached 5.25%, and within just two years, the Fed hiked the rate from 1% to 5.25%!" Lily said, frowning. "But Wall Street still seems very confident in the real estate market!" 


    "Don't worry. Those at the top are blinded by the mist; they can't see the increasing debts of the people at the bottom. Ordinary people have been misled by the newspapers. A group of gamblers won't care about the truth," Charles said, tapping the table and looking at Lily again. "By the end of the year or early next year, I will raise at least $1 billion in cash, and then use ten times leverage to short real estate companies, starting with Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae!" 


    Charles's straightforward and ruthless approach wasn't like the Paulson Fund, which focused on CDOs. Charles directly placed bets against numerous big banks and large institutions. 


    "$1 billion, ten times leverage?" Lily's breath quickened. 


    Though it was a simple short, managing numerous accounts, both domestic and overseas, estimated at dozens or even hundreds, controlled by Capet Capital, was no easy task. It required a lot of manpower. 


    "In about a year, you'll become a top investor with billions in assets. Doesn't that sound interesting?" Charles smiled. 


    The subprime mortgage crisis was bound to affect the global economy. Capet Capital was making a bold move in the US stock market, mainly shorting Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae, essentially betting against many foreign banks and investment institutions. 


    The money earned wouldn't all be US capital; making money quietly was the way to go. 


    "But, if house prices continue..." 


    Lily didn't finish her sentence, and Charles laughed, "If the stocks we shorted continue to rise by 10%, I'll be wiped out. Are you afraid I'll go bankrupt? 


    You can check when you get back to the US. If Capet Pictures is sold for $2.5 billion now, how many buyers will line up?" 


    Lily also laughed; a sale price of $2.5 billion would indeed attract buyers in droves. Even if there was $1 billion in debt, Charles Capet could still pocket $1.5 billion in cash. 


    "We have a team in Hong Kong, adding our people in San Francisco and New York, it should be enough," Lily said, a little sweaty from excitement. 


    Young people tend to get fired up easily, and both Lily and Charles were young and ambitious. Charles Capet was particularly wild, seemingly unfazed by $1 billion. 


    "Then I'll head back to the US and start preparing!" Lily needed to do some research, considering it was already August. 


    Charles nodded, "Alright. As for YouTube, my bottom price is $1.8 billion. I believe Google won't refuse. Our Dawn Investments holds nearly % of the shares. Once the funds are in, proceed directly with the stock purchase of these companies!" 


    Charles handed Lily a sheet of A4 paper with the names of many companies written on it. 


    "Amazon, Google, Apple, NetEase, Baidu, and Tencent..." Lily read, noting that all these companies were in the internet industry! 


    "Tencent went public in Hong Kong in June of the previous year. China Mobile will soon renegotiate the '161 Mobile Chat' revenue sharing agreement with Tencent. This project is Tencent's star business. Tencent spent more than 1 billion HKD buying back shares at the end of the year to stabilize the stock price." 


    "This June, China Mobile launched the Feixin test version, directly targeting Mobile QQ, threatening Tencent's Mobile QQ and Feixin merger!" 


    "Is Tencent worth investing in?" Lily asked. 


    Charles smiled, "Don't worry. Tencent's stock price hasn't been falling, has it? QQ remains the dominant social software in China; it won't fall so easily!" 


    Lily nodded. Since the boss had spoken, there was no choice but to proceed. 


    Charles knew the money might not be enough, but these were the fastest appreciating companies in the future. Otherwise, he would have included Microsoft, Oracle, Berkshire Hathaway, and UnitedHealth. 


    After finishing their conversation, Lily planned to leave the next day, but Charles suggested she take a two-day tour of Japan. She was a young woman, after all, and Charles had Phyllis Jones accompany her to enjoy shopping in Tokyo. 


    Meanwhile, Charles took Keiko Kitagawa, who had attended the Japanese premiere of The Fast and the Furious: Tokyo Drift, to a bar in Ginza. 


    Twenty-year-old Keiko Kitagawa indeed had both the figure and looks of a top choice, no wonder she was selected. 


    In the private room, Keiko sat in Charles's embrace, her face slightly flushed from drinking, "Onii-san!" 


    "Hmm," Charles looked at her and then leaned down to kiss her. As she awkwardly responded, he deepened the kiss. 


    "Be my woman," Charles whispered seductively into her ear, "You'll have a big villa to live in, and you won't have to worry about work." 


    "Onii-san, do you have many women?" Keiko asked, wrapping her arms around Charles's neck. Her manager had already educated her upon arriving in East Asia; this man was a big shot in Hollywood. 


    "Hmm, not too many, not too many!" Charles said as he pressed her down and started kissing her, his hands slipping under her clothes. Fueled by alcohol, Keiko responded passionately.


  




  Chapter 240: Ayase Haruka


  

    Shibuya, the new villa that Charles Capet just bought. The two-story luxury standalone villa astonished Ayase Haruka and Ishihara Satomi, who were entering for the first time.


    Ayase Haruka, 21, and Ishihara Satomi, 20, had just transferred here together from Horipro. Naturally, they were sticking together.


    "Oneesan, is this where we're staying from now on?" Ishihara Satomi genuinely didn't expect such luxurious living conditions.


    "There are five rooms, and the living room is very spacious. At least two people can live in each room!"


    Ayase Haruka knew a bit more, but she was still shocked by the luxurious villa provided for the artists.


    "Senior Kyoko Fukada knows the company's big boss. She must have helped," Ayase Haruka explained after thinking about it.


    Meanwhile, at Charles Capet's high-rise villa in Roppongi Hills, Kyoko Fukada was surprised to see Keiko Kitagawa there.


    "Ah, Senior Kyoko, hello!" Keiko Kitagawa cheered when she saw Kyoko Fukada, bowing to greet her.


    "Keiko, hello, we're practically sisters now," Kyoko Fukada said, hugging Keiko Kitagawa and sitting next to her on the sofa.


    Seeing Kyoko Fukada come over, Charles sat directly on the sofa and kissed her passionately, leaving Keiko Kitagawa at a loss.


    "Keiko kept you company all night, and it's still not enough?" After the kiss ended, Kyoko Fukada glanced at Keiko Kitagawa and laughed at Charles.


    "Alright," said Charles, holding both women. He turned and kissed Keiko Kitagawa again for a while.


    "Keiko's English is quite good. Looks like she learned a lot while participating in Hollywood movies!"


    "I've arranged for Ayase Haruka and Ishihara Satomi to stay at the villa in Shibuya," Kyoko Fukada whispered into Charles' ear.


    "That's nice, good environment, spacious!"


    "Aren't you staying? There are also two villas in Shinjuku and Setagaya," Charles laughed, squeezing Kyoko Fukada's arm.


    "It's too big; reporters can easily find and photograph me," Kyoko Fukada shook her head. "Where I'm living now is quite good. I'll let you know when I want to move."


    Charles nodded. Kyoko Fukada was quite famous in Japan at the moment and easily exposed. Charles didn't want to appear in Japanese tabloids.


    "Capet Pictures is developing another sci-fi romance film, with a script by Korean director Kwak Jae-yong titled Cyborg She. I plan to have Ayase Haruka star as the leading lady and aim for a release next year," Charles said, glancing at Keiko Kitagawa.


    "Don't worry, future movies developed by Capet International Pictures Japan will feature artists from East Asia Japan as the lead!"


    "That's great, having resources right after arriving is a good start," Kyoko Fukada wanted East Asia Japan to develop well.


    "Then I'll take Keiko and settle her in the Shibuya villa too. She's about the same age as Ayase Haruka and Ishihara Satomi, so they can look out for each other."


    Charles nodded. The over 3,000 square-foot standalone villa was spacious enough for three people to live comfortably.


    In the afternoon, Keiko Kitagawa got into Kyoko Fukada's red Ferrari and headed toward the Shibuya villa.


    "Oneesan, I..." Keiko Kitagawa started to say, a bit embarrassed.


    "Don't worry. Oneesan is very nice. You can live in a big villa, drive fancy cars, and have resources at your disposal. It's easy to leave whenever you want," Kyoko Fukada knew exactly what she wanted to ask - being a sugar baby was no big deal.


    Keiko Kitagawa shook her head, "I joined the company with another girl named Nozomi Sasaki, who's also a magazine model. Can she share a room with me?"


    Keiko Kitagawa knew there were already two people there, both from the former Horipro agency. Her manager had reminded her that pleasing the big boss would secure her future.


    Kyoko Fukada smiled, "Of course. I know Nozomi Sasaki, she's a very pure and beautiful girl!"


    With five large rooms in the Shibuya villa, it was more than enough for four people.


    That day, Kyoko Fukada brought Nozomi Sasaki to the Shibuya villa and gave her and the other three girls a lesson.


    ...


    Shibuya, Capet Japan Office. As of now, Takahashi has three Japanese movie projects. Besides earlier projects Departures and Crows Zero, another was added: Cyborg She.


    "Takahashi, get Okada involved, let him learn how to develop movies. East Asia Japan will eventually need to develop TV movies themselves," even though Capet International Pictures Japan focused mainly on film distribution, local film development was not the primary business.


    "Understood, I will take good care of East Asia Japan," Takahashi knew that Naoki Okada was the president of East Asia Japan. Since it was the boss's toy, it definitely needed some care.


    When the time came, Hollywood movies could feature East Asia Japan's artists for promotion in Japan, participating in premiere events, etc.


    By evening, Kyoko Fukada brought Charles's favorite Ayase Haruka to his high-rise villa in Roppongi Hills.


    "Ayase wants to properly thank you for giving her that great script," Kyoko Fukada said, leaning on Charles on the sofa, with Ayase Haruka snuggled on the other side.


    Ayase Haruka's body was incredible. With a woman on each side, Charles could hardly control himself. He pulled both of them into the bathroom for a bath.


    "Hah," Charles sighed as he leaned on the edge of the pool, arms around the women after rising from Ayase Haruka's perfect body.


    Kyoko Fukada also moved close, giving Charles a fragrant kiss, "How is it? Isn't Ayase amazing?"


    Charles smiled, grabbed Ayase Haruka's ample chest, causing her to let out a soft cry.


    "So, satisfied?" Charles whispered into Ayase Haruka's ear.


    A tired Ayase Haruka nodded, "Oneesan, you're too strong!"


    "It's you two who are too alluring. What man could resist?" Charles sighed and continued, "The script for Cyborg She is really good. Kwak Jae-yong is very talented in romance films. After it releases next year, Ayase will be a national goddess!"


    Ayase Haruka's English wasn't as good as Fukada Kyoko or Keiko Kitagawa's. Fukada Kyoko briefly translated for her.


    "Is that really true?" Ayase Haruka knew how famous Kwak Jae-yong's My Sassy Girl was.


    Could she become Japan's Gianna Jun?


    "Rest assured, it will be a success!" Charles said, patting her face.


    Ayase Haruka then leaned in for a kiss with Charles.


  




  Chapter 241: 2006 Summer Box Office


  

    In the early morning, Charles woke up and found that Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase were not there. After getting up, he discovered that Haruka Ayase was preparing sushi.


    Standing there in silk strap nightwear, Haruka Ayase, with a height of 165 cm and an impressive E-cup, just like Kyoko Fukada, was making sushi in a very sexy outfit.


    Charles went into the kitchen and hugged the sushi-making girl from behind, kissing her on the neck, "Where's Kyoko?"


    "Mm, you woke up, huh?" Haruka Ayase turned her head and kissed Charles on the cheek, "Kyoko left after waking up this morning. She has work. She asked me to keep you company!"


    "I see," Charles could only accept it. Last night, it was both Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase, which was a bit overwhelming.


    Then, he reached his hands inside her nightwear to feel her magnificence, "They're still growing, huh? Do you think they might reach F or G cup in the future?"


    Charles joked while playing around.


    "Mm..." Haruka Ayase, breathing heavily, managed to say, "Let's have breakfast first!"


    "Mmm," Charles lowered his head and began a passionate kiss with Haruka Ayase in his arms, "Fine, I'll go shower first."


    Letting go of Haruka Ayase, Charles laughed and headed toward the bathroom, as Haruka quickly finished making the sushi, catching her breath a few times.


    Charles and Haruka Ayase stayed in the villa until noon before Haruka left for the company.


    The hot summer movie season was about to end, and the biggest winner was still Disney's fantasy blockbuster Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest.


    "$400 million in North America, and it's surpassed $500 million overseas already. Impressive!" Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest had grossed $900 million worldwide in less than a month and a half since its release.


    "And then, Pixar's and Disney's animated feature Cars also made over $200 million in North America and $400 million overseas!" Phyllis Jones added.


    Phyllis Jones was having a comfortable time in Asia, just sending Lily Ying off on a plane to America.


    "X-Men: The Last Stand made over $200 million in North America and $460 million worldwide. Our The Da Vinci Code made $217 million in North America and $758 million globally, but couldn't reach $800 million!"


    Charles put down the report and then smiled, "The Devil Wears Prada is performing really well. $125 million in North America, and already $118 million overseas. When it finishes its overseas run, it should easily hit $300 million worldwide."


    "The Departed has also exceeded $130 million in North America now. Our company will be releasing 300, Saw IV, and The Pursuit of Happiness next. Capet Pictures has a good chance of surpassing $800 million in North America this year, overtaking the six majors!" 


    Phyllis Jones was excited, as last year Paramount, just scraping by at the bottom of the Big Six, had only an $800 million annual box office in North America.


    "$800 million!" Charles thought Phyllis Jones might not have enough faith in 300.


    "I heard Mission: Impossible III didn't satisfy Paramount?" Charles asked.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Mission: Impossible III only made $135 million in North America and $263 million overseas. The $150 million production cost was not low, and the profit split with Tom Cruise's production company is steep. Tom Cruise's asking price is always painful!"


    ...


    While Charles Capet was in Japan paying attention to box office numbers, a discussion meeting was being held far across the ocean at the MPAA headquarters in Los Angeles.


    From Disney, Dick Cook; from Sony Columbia, Amy Pascal; from Warner Bros., Barry Meyer; from Paramount, Brad Grey; from Universal, Ron Meyer; and from 20th Century Fox, Tom Rothman.


    The six major Hollywood studio heads, previously joined by MGM before it was bought out by Sony Columbia, were members of the MPAA association.


    "Looks like everyone has decided?" Disney's Dick Cook glanced helplessly at the others.


    The ban on Mel Gibson began. There was no more place for Mel Gibson in Hollywood.


    Among the top echelons of the Big Six movie groups, there were many Jewish people, not to mention cinematic giants like Steven Spielberg and Jeffrey Katzenberg, who were also Jewish.


    With the combined forces of capital power, director influence, actor clout, and company executives, Mel Gibson had no chance.


    Dick Cook was worried as Mel Gibson had just finished a movie Apocalypto for Disney, scheduled for release in December.


    Due to the recent incident involving director Mel Gibson, the movie's commercial prospects were essentially doomed.


    "When you make a mistake, you got to pay the price!" said 20th Century Fox's Tom Rothman, before changing the subject, "Capet Pictures' release The Da Vinci Code made $217 million in North America, second only to Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest, Cars, and X-Men: The Last Stand, and globally, it's only second to Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest."


    "Charles Capet, truly a genius!" Universal's Ronald Meyer sighed, as Capet Pictures had collaborated with Universal on many projects before.


  




  Chapter 242: All Good Things Must Come to an End


  

    In late August 2006, Hollywood suddenly buzzed with news that Paramount had terminated its contract with Tom Cruise, validating the saying "All good things must come to an end."


    Tom Cruise and Paramount had been working together for 14 years, and Cruise's films had contributed approximately 15% of Paramount's impressive records over those years.


    "Though we personally adore him, we believe renewing his contract would be a mistake," said Summer Redstone, the man behind Paramount, in an interview with The Wall Street Journal. "Paramount cannot tolerate his recent behavior."


    Prior to this, Paramount's public relations team had been working overtime all summer to dispel any reports that Cruise's eccentric actions might diminish his appeal.


    The news sparked a huge media wave. Most thought that Summer Redstone was furious about the box office performance of Mission: Impossible 3 and felt that Cruise's controversial off-screen antics had hurt the movie's performance. Adding to the issue were the high profit shares on Cruise's end.


    Despite the movie grossing nearly 400 million dollars globally, Paramount's earnings were still not as high as Cruise's profit share.


    "We're practically working for Tom Cruise here!" Summer Redstone reportedly exclaimed during an internal meeting after his arrival at Paramount.


    Meanwhile, Cruise's producing partner, Paula Wagner, deemed Redstone's remarks "shameless and disrespectful" and questioned his statements about the contract negotiations.


    She claimed that the Cruise-Wagner production company had been the ones to cease talks with Paramount earlier that week and stated that it was time for Cruise and her to soar independently. They had secured $100 million from two hedge funds to support their independent production deal.


    In Beverly Hills, Los Angeles, at the headquarters of ETA Agency, in Evelyn Capet's office.


    CEO Ari Emanuel took a sip from the coffee Evelyn's assistant handed him. "Looks like Tom Cruise is having a rough time, huh? Even CAA isn't making any moves."


    "What can they do? The one giving the interview this time is Summer Redstone. Who dares to argue with that?" Evelyn couldn't help but remember her son's words: true strength only comes when you have the authority to make the rules.


    Summer Redstone and Rupert Murdoch are true entertainment tycoons. Holding vast capital, they are leagues above the top executives of movie companies.


    Since Tom Cruise started dating Katie Holmes last year, he has been plagued by negative reports. Not only did he famously jump on Oprah's couch to showcase his happy relationship, but he also awkwardly kissed Steven Spielberg at the premiere of War of the Worlds, making the veteran director quite embarrassed.


    Due to aging and the negative publicity, not only had his box office appeal waned, but his standing among fans had also dwindled. A recent survey by USA Today showed that over half of the fans found his recent actions "disturbing."


    Besides the "couch-jumping" incident, his frequent controversial religious statements at public events also garnered a lot of resentment.


    Furthermore, his very public relationship with Katie has become a punchline for people's conversations. And despite his daughter Suri being born several months prior, no one had yet seen her, leading to rumors about her existence or possible health issues.


    "So, what's the plan?" Evelyn asked, guessing Ari was considering poaching Tom Cruise.


    Ari Emanuel shook his head, "For someone at his level, the agency's role is minimal; it's more about equal partnerships. But currently, Tom Cruise hasn't made any public statements. The impact of Summer Redstone's accusations is quite significant."


    "By the way, hasn't William Morris Agency already dropped Mel Gibson?" Evelyn suddenly asked.


    "Oh Lord, Evelyn, you're not thinking about getting involved with Mel Gibson, are you? No way, he's got no place in Hollywood anymore," Ari Emanuel responded somewhat agitatedly.


    Evelyn shook her head, "Don't worry, I have no interest in him. He almost had a fight with Charles in front of the media!"


    Ari Emanuel sighed in relief, fearing Evelyn might be considering Mel Gibson.


    "By the way, haven't seen much of Charles lately. Still in Asia? Capet Pictures' releases this year are going strong. They might surpass the six major studios in North American box office this year. He should come back to the U.S. to receive his accolades!"


    Ari Emanuel noted that ETA's rapid growth in recent years was partially due to Capet Pictures' support from Evelyn Capet.


    Evelyn was not just a shareholder but also the president of ETA, making her the official second-in-command.


    "Charles? He is probably in Japan now. As the largest entertainment market overseas, Capet Entertainment has always valued it. He recently decided to build a new headquarters in Tokyo," Evelyn smiled.


    "Capet Entertainment is focusing on establishing a strong presence in Europe and Asia?" Ari Emanuel asked, not knowing much about it, and looked at Evelyn.


    Evelyn nodded, "Charles says the North American market will be fixed around $10 billion, with little difference from now; Competing in the overseas market is becoming increasingly vital, and he needs to focus on expanding it!"


    Ari Emanuel nodded, "Charles now has the capability to ensure dominance over the six major studios in North America. Expanding overseas is an essential step. Looks like we need to seriously consider Charles' proposal to expand into the overseas market and sports agency business!"


    Evelyn nodded, "The sports agency business is definitely a big market, but we need capital to support our expansion."


    "In a couple of days, we should visit Wall Street and meet with David Bonderman from TPG Capital. TPG has always been interested in the entertainment industry," Ari Emanuel thought for a moment.


    "At a recent party, David seemed interested in entertainment agency work and was quite impressed with ETA's growth over the past few years!"


    Evelyn Capet nodded again. For ETA to develop, they needed the capital to support acquisitions and mergers.


    Entertainment, fashion, sports, and finance were all arenas where they could expand their business.


  




  Chapter 243: An Uneasy Summer


  

    This summer in Hollywood, not only did the box office heat up, but there were also plenty of news stories. Big stars Brad Pitt and Tom Cruise each had their own biological daughters.


    Oscar-winning actress Nicole Kidman and Australian country singer Keith Urban had a low-key wedding in Australia.


    At the end of the North American summer season, Mel Gibson finally experienced the consequences of his anti-Semitic remarks during a drunken episode, feeling the wrath of Hollywood's Jewish community.


    His talent agency terminated his contract, his film projects were recast, and despite seeking constant apologies and connections with Jewish alliances, the offended Jewish organizations were determined to give Mel Gibson a deep lesson this time.


    In contrast to Mel Gibson's predicament, it seemed Tom Cruise, who was ousted from Paramount, fared much better because he made headlines frequently due to his girlfriend and newborn daughter. Although his career hit a low point, he wasn't abandoned by Hollywood, continuing to be a renowned superstar worldwide.


    On August 30, 2006, the Venice International Film Festival opened.


    ...


    Meanwhile, Charles Capet and Gao Yuanyuan traveled from Japan to Hong Kong together. Gao Yuanyuan  had spent two days in Japan for leisure before they returned to Hong Kong together.


    "Are you going to Venice?" Charles asked, holding Gao Yuanyuan  in the bedroom of their villa in Deep Water Bay.


    "Yes, Rob-B-Hood will have its premiere at the Venice Film Festival. I am going with the crew for promotion," she replied.


    Charles nodded. "Jackie Chan's movies are always big productions here." 


    "Are you going to Venice? There's the release of Painted Skin. Capet International Pictures will start pre-sales at the Venice Film Festival. Isn't that your movie?" she said.


    "Hah, a low-budget pre-sale, and I, the big boss, still have to handle it? Why do I have so many employees then?" Charles laughed. "Besides, it's an oriental fantasy film. Western distributors aren't likely to be interested."


    "So, when are you heading to Venice, and how many days will you be gone?" Charles inquired. He himself had never been to the Venice Film Festival, and this year, The Devil Wears Prada would be promoted there.


    "The premiere is the night after tomorrow, and I plan to leave tomorrow," Gao Yuanyuan  explained.


    "Alright, let's go together then. I'll also check out The Devil Wears Prada and its promotional activities at the festival," Charles decided. His Gulfstream G550 was conveniently parked at Hong Kong International Airport.


    "Really?" Gao Yuanyuan's eyes lit up, but then she thought it over. "Will The Devil Wears Prada be released in China?"


    Charles nodded. "It should be. After all, it's a fashion movie; next year it'll be introduced as a revenue-sharing film."


    In the Chinese market, only 20 revenue-sharing films could be introduced annually, and the films for next year were being decided this year.


    How to manage any audit issues that arose would be another matter, but it was possible, just like how The Da Vinci Code could be halted during its release.


    For now, Charles was only concerned about the release of live-action Transformers and Iron Man in China the next year. Charles had connections with some officials through Han Sanping, so special-effects blockbusters would surely be introduced to the Chinese market.


    Although The Devil Wears Prada didn't feature well-known stars, it had high box office returns and a good reputation. It had no political implications or contrary values, so its release should be feasible.


    "However, many movies from Capet Pictures can't be introduced as revenue-sharing films; instead, they can only go through flat-repurchase methods," Charles added, but he wasn't worried given the small size of the mainland market at that time.


    "Flat-repurchase movies are indeed more numerous, but they still need to pass review and fund their own distribution," Gao Yuanyuan  was well aware. Flat-repurchase movies involved buying the distribution rights for certain foreign films outright.


    Flat-repurchase movies had lower costs but faced challenges in passing review and finding distributors.


  




  Chapter 244: Venice


  

    Venice, a water city in the northeast of Italy, is a small coastal town in the northern Adriatic Sea, a subsidiary sea of the Mediterranean.


    It was Charles Capet's first time visiting Venice. Compared to the commercial focus of the Cannes Film Festival, the Venice Film Festival was more artistic.


    After disappearing for several months, Charles Capet once again appeared in the eyes of the mainstream European and American media. No matter what, Capet Pictures' The Da Vinci Code with its more than 750 million dollar box office was an undeniable success.


    Many people realized that after producing Mr. & Mrs. Smith, The Da Vinci Code, and The Departed, Capet Pictures could no longer be regarded as just another independent film company.


    After arriving in Venice, Gao Yuan Yuan went to participate in the events of the Rob-B-Hood crew, while Charles stayed at the Bemude Villas Hotel instead of residing on Lido Island where the Venice Film Festival was hosted.


    After all, Venice is composed of more than 100 islands and nearly 200 canals. Finding a quiet and beautiful villa hotel was not difficult.


    The Devil Wears Prada was promoted by the film's director, David Frankel, along with the main stars Meryl Streep and Anne Hathaway.


    "North America hit 100 million dollars, and overseas box office is already crossed 100 million too," Charles said, putting down his file bag. "Anne, you must feel like a big star now!"


    Leaning against the window, Anne Hathaway came over and sat down beside Charles. "But I must thank you for the opportunity. The success of The Devil Wears Prada is all thanks to your keen eye!"


    "But you haven't been seen in Hollywood these past few months. A lot has been happening," Anne Hathaway noted.


    Charles patted her shoulder and stood up to admire the sea view from the window. "I'm fully aware of what's happening in Hollywood, but it doesn't really concern you much."


    Anne Hathaway thought for a moment and reminded, "I heard some rumors. They say Capet Pictures might be bought by some media group?"


    "Yes, AT&T, Doncaster, even General Electric have expressed interest, along with several Wall Street investment funds," Charles commented confidently. Capet Pictures had no shortage of buyers over the years.


    "Entertainment tabloids usually just talk nonsense," Charles said, shaking his head. This topic wasn't particularly interesting to discuss with Anne Hathaway.


    "Is Becoming Jane finished shooting?" Charles inquired.


    Anne Hathaway nodded and smiled, "We finished in June, and I think it turned out pretty well."


    Charles returned to the sofa, leaned down to kiss her cheek, and smiled, "I've found that the current Anne Hathaway really is America's princess, a true epitome of grace."


    "The evening's film premiere on the red carpet is sure to make the journalists go wild!" Anne Hathaway stood up, wrapped her arms around Charles's neck, and smiled sweetly. "You've been in Venice for two days, but haven't really appeared much."


    "Tonight is the premiere of your own movie, followed by a celebration party. Will you be there?" she asked.


    Charles nodded, "Of course, I'll be there. The movie is going to expand its release in Italy, Spain, Japan, and other regions."


    "I never expected The Devil Wears Prada to make such a huge box office hit. Now brands are lining up to have me endorse them," Anne Hathaway said. Although she gained fame from The Princess Diaries, it wasn't as impactful as The Devil Wears Prada.


    With a production budget of $35 million and advertising costs about $10 million, North America's 120-million-dollar box office meant Capet Pictures netted roughly $70 million.


    The net box office revenue in North America alone was around $25 million, after excluding about $7 million in post-screening bonuses for the cast members.


    The Devil Wears Prada indeed made Charles a lot of money, given the additional revenue from overseas markets, global home video sales, internet, and television license fees.


    "What reward would you like for the success of this movie, of which you played no small part?" Charles whispered intimately into Anne Hathaway's ear.


    Anne Hathaway kissed him lightly on the lips and smiled, "How about you take me on a tour around Europe for a few days? Italy has beautiful scenery and ancient architecture, or we could visit Milan."


    "Of course, that's no problem," Charles agreed, not minding staying in Europe a few more days if it meant having the charming Anne Hathaway for company.


    "I have quite a few scripts in discussion, comedy, thriller, drama; all kinds of producers and directors are reaching out to me," Anne Hathaway said, wanting a good break.


    "Yeah," Charles smiled, holding her close and kissing her. Anne Hathaway had only just arrived in Venice to meet Charles that day.


    At this moment, there was no need for any emotional build-up; she eagerly responded to his passionate kiss.


    "Hey!" As Anne Hathaway undid Charles's belt, he released her and smiled, "Honey, you're addicted!"


    Anne Hathaway licked her lips and blew softly into his ear, "Honey, don't you miss me?"


    Charles's hand on her waist idly caressed a few times, feeling a little moved, "Didn't you just arrive in Venice last night? Don't you need some rest?"


    "You rest with me, and then keep me company tonight at the film premiere," Anne Hathaway said, kneeling in front of Charles.


    "Mm..." Charles once again felt Anne Hathaway's familiar service, the same as before!


    The Mediterranean sea breeze blew through the window into the room, cooling Charles's heated body as Anne Hathaway's wild attentions calmed him.


    Afterward, neither Charles nor Anne Hathaway went out for lunch, opting instead to have it delivered to their room.


    After resting all afternoon, the two of them appeared together on the red carpet at the Venice Film Festival at 5 PM to attend the premiere of The Devil Wears Prada.


  




  Chapter 245: Spanish Market


  

    That night, after the screening of The Devil Wears Prada, a huge party was held at a nearby hotel. 


    The main members of the Rob-B-Hood crew also attended. After all, Gao Yuanyuan was now the lead in Painted Skin, a movie invested by Capet Pictures.


    "Hey, Jackie!" Charles called out when he saw Jackie Chan approaching.


    Jackie Chan smiled and walked over. "Good evening!"


    "I'm a big fan of yours, Jackie," Charles said with a smile, shaking hands with Jackie. "Is Rush Hour 3 done filming?"


    "We've finished the scenes in France. We're preparing to shoot in the US now," Jackie said without hesitation, as the release date for Rush Hour 3 was already set for next August.


    New Line Cinema hesitated to start the third installment immediately after the second one. The reason being that the paychecks for Jackie Chan and Chris Tucker were too high. 


    "Hey, Charles, since Jackie is here, is there any project you guys could work on together?" Bill Kong's eyes lit up. When it came to developing films, the young man in front of him was Hollywood's Midas touch.


    "Jackie is currently the most important Chinese actor on the global stage," Bill sincerely flattered, as Jet Li couldn't quite compare.


    Jackie's co-productions were mostly medium to large-budget films, never under $50 million.


    Jet Li was different. To date, he mainly appeared in independent B-movies, playing various roles such as villains and side characters.


    Charles looked at Jackie. "Jackie, do you have any ideas? Personally, I'm very interested in kung fu movies. I've watched Stephen Chow's Kung Fu Hustle several times."


    Jackie smiled. "It would be great to work with Capet Pictures, but right now I don't have a good script."


    "No rush, we can take our time," Bill Kong explained with a smile because Jackie was now focused more on the domestic market.


    "Alright, you guys chat," Charles said, feeling the need to greet others.


    After Charles left, Bill Kong sighed, "Capet Pictures is incredible. This young man is a natural-born movie producer!"


    ...


    The Devil Wears Prada was only there for promotion at the Venice Film Festival. After the screening, the film crew would leave and not attend the closing ceremony. Anne Hathaway was set to go to Rome and Madrid for promotion, and would wait for Charles in Milan.


    Painted Skin did announce its plan at the Venice Film Festival, and James Toonon had certain expectations for the European release of this movie.


    "Universal Pictures wants to develop The Mummy 3? And they're setting the story in the Qin Dynasty of ancient China, not in Egyptian pyramids?" Charles said as he looked at Phyllis Jones in front of him.


    "Yes, they are in contact with Jet Li and Michelle Yeoh. Universal Pictures plans to make this a China-U.S. co-production," Phyllis Jones continued to explain.


    "First The Forbidden Kingdom, now The Mummy 3," Charles shook his head, thinking they were all bad movies anyway.


    "But I heard that Rachel Weisz, the heroine of the first two Mummy movies, was dissatisfied with the script and would not star in this third movie, but the leading man Brendan Fraser would still appear!"


    Phyllis Jones reminded Charles, "Recently, Tom Cruise and his partner Paula Wagner have been in frequent contact with MGM. According to the information, Tom Cruise and Paula Wagner seem interested in entering United Artists, a subsidiary of MGM!"


    "United Artists?" Charles smiled. It was one of the big eight studios back in the day but got directly bought by MGM in the early '80s and its distribution system was shut down.


    "Now what's left of United Artists? Except for some silent film rights from the Chaplin era and this label, if the 007 series were still under United Artists, I'd be interested!"


    Phyllis Jones laughed and said, "But the United Artists brand is still famous. Although it has less than 20 employees, if Tom Cruise can take over United Artists, he could attract a lot of investments."


    "Cruise/Wagner Productions signed a $100 million fast-track deal with investment funds on Wall Street, right? With Tom Cruise's fame, it wouldn't be too hard to secure more investments," Charles did not underestimate Tom Cruise's long-standing popularity.


    "I don't know, but Tom Cruise has been in and out of Wall Street a lot lately. Merrill Lynch, Morgan Stanley, and Goldman Sachs all have seen him around," Phyllis Jones also knew that Tom Cruise was seeking capital backing.


    Developing movies independently couldn't be done without capital. However, someone like their own boss, Charles Capet, using his own money to develop movies was extremely rare in Hollywood.


    After all, in the film industry, less than 20% of movies are profitable, especially big films - a loss could mean a huge loss.


    "Don't worry about it. Other than those film library rights, the 007 series and the Pink Panther series are the only valuable ones in MGM," Charles snorted.


    "Although MGM's releases have increased this year under Sony's control, the only real heavyweight is Casino Royale coming out at the end of the year."


    As for the tenth Pink Panther, Charles didn't care about it.


    "Pay attention to Cruise/Wagner Productions though," Charles hoped to get involved in the re-launch of Mission: Impossible 4 when Tom Cruise and Paramount reconciled.


    After all, the success of Mission: Impossible 4 led to the later sequels' box office surge.


    However, since Paramount held the distribution rights to the Mission: Impossible series, Charles was not too interested with Capet Pictures being just a simple investor.


    "What's the box office for The Departed now?" Charles asked again.


    "As of now, North America has made 100 million dollars and overseas also crossed 100 million dollars, predicting a global box office of about $300 million," Phyllis Jones quickly responded.


    "Seems like Brad Pitt's box office draw is indeed a bit lacking," Charles shook his head. After all, this version of The Departed directed by Ridley Scott was obviously stronger than Martin Scorsese's original.


    The Departed cost $80 million to produce, but Capet Pictures spent over $40 million on promotion, using blockbuster marketing techniques.


    "Pitt's Babel received high praise at the Cannes Film Festival this year, and he also starred in another indie film The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford!"


    "How many art films have high box offices?" Charles's self-developed art films were not many, apart from memorable big hits; high-grossing art films were rare.


    "By the way, make sure the project at the Shibuya headquarters in Tokyo starts as soon as possible, and notify James to perfect Capet International Pictures' distribution network in Europe as soon as possible."


    Now that Capet Pictures' films were so popular worldwide, Charles was unsatisfied that their European distribution network had not been massively built yet.


    They hadn't even secured the major countries, Italy and Spain. Especially Spain, which had huge influence in Latin America.


    There was no worry about the English-speaking market, but Capet Pictures needed to speed up in the Spanish-speaking market. Without dealing with Spain, what could they do in Latin America?


    "Yes, Ms. Langley is already setting up the Latin American entertainment center in Miami, speeding up the Spanish-language film and TV business!"


    Capet Entertainment was expanding quickly, thanks to its substantial cash flow. Miami could radiate to Central and South America and was the international metropolis with the highest Latin population.


    All the major entertainment groups had set up branches in Miami oriented towards Latin America.


    Charles nodded. Since that was settled, he could continue to have fun in Italy for a few more days. He couldn't let the beautiful Anne Hathaway down!


  




  Chapter 246: American Dream?


  

    In 2006, Italy was not peaceful either, even though Italy defeated France to win the World Cup.


    However, the "Calciopoli" scandal, which broke out in Serie A before the World Cup, made Serie A a laughingstock and a topic of conversation in the world of football.


    Juventus was alleged to have assigned referees favorable to their team, manipulating match outcomes. Later, Fiorentina, AC Milan, Lazio, and Reggina were also accused of match-fixing.


    The "Calciopoli" scandal in Serie A was still being heard and judged in the Rome Sports Tribunal. Prestigious Juventus was relegated and would have to compete in Serie B this season.


    Milan, the second-largest city in Italy after Rome, was not only steeped in history and economically advanced but also one of Europe's fashion and financial centers.


    When Charles Capet arrived in Milan to meet up with Anne Hathaway, they toured the city.


    They strolled through the Milan Cathedral in the city center. Charles, with no faith in Catholicism, could only appreciate the church's grandeur.


    "When I was little, my dream was to become a nun. But when I found out my brother was gay, I gave up that idea," Anne Hathaway, raised in a Catholic community, was a Catholic.


    "How did you decide to become an actress? Your family's better off than most." Compared to Charles, who grew up in East LA, Anne Hathaway's family environment was much better.


    "In high school, my mom took me to see the play Les Miserables. I thought to myself that I wanted to be on stage one day," Anne Hathaway explained with a smile. After all, her mother was a stage actress.


    "Alright, let's head back. If we have time later, we can visit ancient Rome or bathe in the Renaissance essence of Florence."


    Charles had been accompanying Anne Hathaway in Milan and its surroundings for three to four days, and it was already mid-September.


    "Are you heading back to the States too?" Anne Hathaway asked, a bit surprised, since Charles had been in Asia before.


    Charles nodded. "It's about time. I've been away from LA for months, starting with the Cannes Film Festival in May."


    Anne Hathaway nodded. That evening, they flew to Los Angeles on Charles' Gulfstream G550.


    When Charles Capet reappeared in Los Angeles after being away for over four months, he noticed a slight change in the atmosphere of Hollywood.


    In Burbank, at the Capet Pictures headquarters, Charles sat in the company's large conference room.


    "This summer, our releases The Da Vinci Code, The Devil Wears Prada, and The Departed were all successful.


    On TV, Prison Break Season 2, Mad Men Season 1, and the sitcom The Big Bang Theory Season 1 also aired, with quite good ratings, setting a solid foundation for us!"


    From the establishment of Capet Pictures, producing their first movie My Big Fat Greek Wedding in 2001 to independently distributing the blockbuster The Da Vinci Code which grossed over $760 million this year, five years had passed.


    Charles Capet had transformed from a troublesome kid in East LA to a hotshot in Hollywood's new wave of movie moguls.


    From having nothing to now being a young billionaire worth over $2 billion, Charles Capet undeniably represented the American Dream, rising from the lowest starting point to the fastest growth.


    International business magazines like BusinessWeek, Fortune, and Forbes aside, news magazines such as Newsweek, Time Magazine, and U.S. News & World Report all featured 24-year-old Charles Capet on their covers.


    That evening, Charles specifically went to his mother Evelyn's mansion in Bel-Air for dinner, as they hadn't seen each other in months.


    "Was it hard working in Asia?" At the dinner table, Evelyn put down her knife and fork, asking.


    Charles shook his head. "Not hard at all. East Asia is a crucial market, and it's the most densely populated region in the world. I'm just preparing early."


    "This time you came back because Capet Pictures did exceptionally well. Not just Hollywood, even Wall Street and Silicon Valley are praising you too much," Evelyn frowned. After all, since Charles returned to LA, the media had been all over him.


    "Don't worry, it's just a phase. Celebrities always attract attention in Hollywood; Wall Street's praise is just about profit margins since the sale price of YouTube surprised everyone," Charles commented. He wasn't really that young anymore, having lived over fifty years combined across two lifetimes.


    Understanding his mother's concerns, Charles reassured her, "Are you worried these praising reports will get to my head? Worried that I'll become arrogant and pick up bad habits?"


    Charles smiled, "Mom, I never went to college, but I read many books. My self-taught knowledge surpasses those who buy their way into universities."


    Evelyn shrugged. "I've seen too many lost young people, especially in Hollywood; it's normal to get lost after becoming famous at a young age."


    "I know. But even if I were to get lost, it would be after achieving my dreams. If we're talking about early fame, I should have lost myself two years ago!"


    Charles didn't mind because, to him, life was just a game he strived to climb higher to make it more interesting.


    "Well, it's the best if you can think that way," Evelyn admitted she couldn't fully understand his achievements. Despite his considerable success, he seemed unsatisfied.


    Evelyn thought her son's excellence was incredibly surprising. Since Charles saw things more clearly than others, there was nothing more to say.


    "Of course, I'm not a star constantly under the spotlight, confusing movies with reality. Hollywood's poor kids or stray girls become overnight sensations and the objects of adulation, which they can't handle quickly - with alcohol, marijuana, and a sudden influx of money and desires leading to rapid downfall."


    Charles continued with a laugh, "No wonder continental Europeans call New World people parvenus. Those old Europeans see certain things quite clearly!"


    Evelyn also laughed, finished wiping her mouth, and got up to instruct the maid to brew two cups of coffee.


  




  Chapter 247: Chapter 247


  

    In Los Angeles, inside a beachside villa in Santa Monica Palisades, Charles Capet was standing by the window, holding Kate Beckinsale.


    "Well, look who finally decided to come back!" Kate Beckinsale had been very busy this year. She starred as Pepper Potts in Iron Man, and also appeared in Underworld: Evolution and made a cameo in Juno!


    "If I didn't come back, I was afraid Hollywood would forget about me. You know, Hollywood has the shortest memory," Charles joked.


    Even at 33 years old, Kate Beckinsale still had an incredible figure and stunning looks.


    "You, how could Hollywood ever forget such a big shot like you? Capet Pictures' achievements have reached new heights again," Kate Beckinsale leaned into Charles' arms. Regardless of anything, with his support, she no longer needed to rely solely on the Underworld series.


    "Next year, there are two sequels based on Marvel Comics coming out. Besides Sony's Spider-Man 3, 20th Century Fox's Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer is also set to be released. Are you worried?" 


    Charles was concerned about Iron Man's performance at the box office, and as the female lead, Kate Beckinsale was, of course, also very interested.


    "Spider-Man 3 can't compare. Sony is also releasing Ghost Rider next year. As for Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer, the first one did well last year, but it wasn't that great, right?" Charles considered Spider-Man 3 and Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End the biggest competitors for next summer.


    Iron Man would definitely face intense competition during the summer, but Charles Capet wasn't afraid. He was ready to spend $50 million on promotions.


    After the new millennium, Sony Columbia's Spider-Man series, Warner Bros.' Harry Potter series, New Line Cinema's The Lord of the Rings series, and Disney's Pirates of the Caribbean series were undoubtedly the most successful IP series.


    "I think Iron Man is great. I believe it will astonish everyone next year. After all, Charles Capet never fails, right?" said Kate Beckinsale before passionately kissing Charles.


    Charles Capet indeed never failed. He wouldn't allow himself to fail.


    Feeling the desire from the woman in his arms, Charles picked up Kate Beckinsale and carried her to the bedroom, where he pressed her beneath him.


    "Charles, after wrapping up my scenes for Iron Man in June, I shot a low-budget independent drama, Snow Angels. Do you think the Juno crew will start filming this year?" Kate Beckinsale asked while hugging Charles.


    Charles lifted his head, looked at Kate Beckinsale, and smiled. "It will. Juno is also a low-budget indie film. We'll shoot it in Canada, and it'll definitely start by November at the latest!"


    Then, Charles removed Kate Beckinsale's nightwear and kissed her chest.


    In September, Capet Pictures released a German drama, The Lives of Others. Although it had already been released in Europe and had received praise and good box office results.


    However, as a German-language film released in the U.S., it followed the indie film distribution strategy, starting with a screening at the Telluride Film Festival and then opening in 40 theaters in North America.


    The Telluride Film Festival took place in San Miguel County, Colorado. It was an event for hardcore film fans, promoting the slogan, "No paparazzi, no star-chasers." They didn't have glamorous red carpets or formal photo ops, and attending stars dressed casually.


    Telluride Film Festival focused on film art rather than commercial success, and its influence was not on par with independent festivals like Sundance or the New York Tribeca Film Festival.


    For the Halloween slot, Capet Pictures' Matrix Pictures held their annual release of Saw IV.


    Charles was also looking forward to another epic war film, 300, that premiered at the Toronto Film Festival in September, with an official release in November.


    "Boss, Universal has a project they want us to collaborate on. It's based on the true story of New York's 1970s drug lord, Frank Lucas, called American Gangster," Phyllis Jones handed Charles a document in his office.


    "American Gangster? Ridley Scott is directing it now?"


    "Ridley Scott? He just shot the cop thriller The Departed, and now he's directing American Gangster? Charles muttered as he opened the file, still puzzled.


    "Universal was developing it since 2004, with Antonine Fuqua as the director, and Denzel Washington and Benicio Del Toro as leads, but it was halted due to budget issues," Phyllis Jones laughed and added.


    "But, Universal signed a pay-or-play contract with Denzel Washington, so he gets paid $20 million whether the movie gets made or not."


    "They changed the director and script midway, and maybe after seeing The Departed's success, Universal persuaded Ridley Scott to take over. They also brought in Russell Crowe as the other lead, and the budget now is $100 million!"


    Charles glanced through it. It was mostly about Denzel Washington and Russell Crowe's roles, with not much else for the supporting cast.


    "Reject it. Do they think I'm stupid? How can this movie have such a big budget? Universal is including the costs of changing directors, writers, and leads. Most of the budget is for the lead cast's salary. The Departed's budget was only $80 million!"


    There weren't many big set pieces. There were hardly any special effects or action scenes. The salaries alone for Denzel Washington and Russell Crowe exceeded half the budget.


    Although both Denzel Washington and Russell Crowe were great actors, they didn't have high returns on investment anymore, so Charles wasn't interested.


    Phyllis Jones nodded. After all, Capet Pictures' The Departed was still in theaters, so the boss's lack of interest in Universal's gangster movie was understandable.


    Besides, unless Universal gave up North American distribution rights, there was no point in negotiating. Capet Pictures didn't want to just play the investor's role anymore.


    Of course, if it were projects like the Harry Potter series or the Spider-Man series, with guaranteed box office success, Capet Pictures would be interested.


    As for American Gangster, they could keep dreaming.


  




  Chapter 248: Before the Storm


  

    Capet Pictures didn't have its own distribution channels before, so it had to cooperate with other film companies. It was unavoidable.


    Now, Capet Pictures had money, people, and good projects. If others wanted to collaborate, they had to bring enough chips to the table.


    "The negotiation for the acquisition of YouTube by Google should be wrapping up, right? What's the final price?" Charles leaned back in his chair and asked.


    "1.65 billion dollars, paid in cash, the handover will be completed next month," Phyllis Jones quickly explained.


    "We have a 40% stake, so we're getting about 660 million dollars. It's good to sell it," Charles said, although he had high hopes for YouTube. However, the battle over intellectual property between Hollywood and Silicon Valley was getting more intense.


    There was too much unauthorized video content on YouTube. Content creators like Disney, Viacom, and Time Warner were overwhelmed with complaints every day.


    "Google is negotiating with Viacom Group to pay for the use of its copyrighted content, but the specific process is still unclear," Phyllis Jones shook her head.


    Charles smiled, "Didn't YouTube try to negotiate with them before? YouTube has promotional value for Viacom's programs. Putting their shows on YouTube benefits them."


    "How did Viacom respond? They felt insulted and said they didn't need anyone telling them 'This is good for you!'"


    Viacom claimed that many of its popular programs were uploaded online without permission, forcing it to spend $100,000 monthly to monitor YouTube content.


    Viacom questioned why YouTube could successfully block spam, pornography, and extremist content but couldn't stop the upload of Viacom's copyrighted materials.


    "YouTube isn't making money now, and Viacom scoffs at sharing ad revenue, insisting on an upfront guarantee payment!"


    How much money did YouTube have? Viacom wasn't asking for a few million; it was demanding hundreds of millions in advance.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "There's a new type of internet intellectual property law recently, and Hollywood and Silicon Valley are lobbying against each other."


    The tension between Hollywood and Silicon Valley was no secret. The rise of the internet had greatly impacted Hollywood's revenue from copyrights.


    "There's a Hollywood charity dinner hosted by Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger tonight at the Peninsula Hotel in Beverly Hills. Are you going, boss?"


    Charles was taken aback, "Arnold's support rate should be pretty good now, right?"


    Well, it was another election year for the California governor. Arnold Schwarzenegger had come to power in 2003 through a recall of the previous governor and had been governing for three years.


    "His support rate is the highest right now, and he has publicly announced his intention to seek re-election," Phyllis Jones nodded.


    "Even though he's a Republican, he's still a Hollywood-born governor, so we should support him," Charles laughed. What did it matter if he was mismanaging California or if the state's financial deficit hadn't improved?


    You had to admit, governors had quite a bit of power. Governors had executive power, the state Senate and House of Representatives formed the state legislature, and the state courts were independently judicial - the state government, like the federal government, had a separation of powers.


    "I heard Clint Eastwood criticized some of Arnold Schwarzenegger's policies?" Charles knew Clint Eastwood was one of the few Hollywood stars who supported the Republican Party.


    "Clint Eastwood was elected vice chairman of the California State Parks and Recreation Commission in 2001 and was re-elected mid-term.


    The main conflict between Clint Eastwood and Arnold Schwarzenegger is over the state government's plan to build a six-lane, 26-kilometer toll road. Clint led the entire commission in opposing it."


    Phyllis Jones shrugged, "So, the two have been at odds ever since."


    In the afternoon, Charles drove his white Mazda RX-7 out of the company. While passing through downtown Los Angeles, he saw many advertisements for discounted houses.


    "Bonus area!"


    "Free appliances and cars with purchase!"


    Various house promotion methods were emerging one after another. Charles smiled in the car. The Fed's interest rates had reached their peak by June, and after July, urban home sales in the U.S. had declined.


    The high real estate prices finally stopped rising. Not only in big cities like Los Angeles and New York, but countless American cities had these advertisements.


    The feverish housing market had finally reached its freezing point. Charles only needed to wait a few more months until the bubble burst and house prices dropped, causing mortgage borrowers to default.


    Falling house prices, a hit to the banking industry, then a stock market crash, and an energy crisis--what a magnificent financial tsunami!


    Every time Charles thought of the global financial tsunami triggered by the U.S. subprime mortgage crisis, his heart trembled with excitement.


    Meanwhile, Google's acquisition of YouTube was finally signed. As a major shareholder, Dawn Investments had initially demanded 2 billion dollars, and after months of negotiation, it finally settled for 1.65 billion dollars in cash.


    Lily Ying directly followed Charles' instructions and had Dawn Investments channel the funds into internet companies in the stock market.


    Apple was a key target for Charles because he knew it was set to launch the revolutionary iPhone next year.


    Currently, Apple's stock was about $55 per share, with a market value of less than 41 billion dollars. Capet Fund directly spent $2 billion to buy 5% of the shares.


    Amazon's stock was about $26 per share, with a market value of less than 13 billion dollars. Capet Fund spent $140 million to buy 5.25 million shares, accounting for 1.2%.


    NetEase had a market value of about 2 billion dollars. Capet Fund spent $57 million to buy 2.85% of the shares.


    Similarly, Baidu had a market value of about 2.1 billion dollars. Capet Fund spent $63 million to buy 3% of the shares.


    By October, Lily Ying had already invested all the funds into internet companies in the stock market as per Charles' instructions.


    Next, Lily Ying began researching the American real estate market, preparing feasibility and risk assessment reports.


    Because, the storm was coming!


  




  Chapter 249: Taking Over United Artists


  

    With the formal announcement from MGM Chairman Harry Sloan: Hollywood superstar Tom Cruise and his partner Paula Wagner would be taking over the 80-year-old United Artists film studio!


    Paula Wagner took on the role of overseeing daily operations at United Artists, including the early development and production of film projects. Tom Cruise was responsible for film production and creativity. Their preliminary plan after the takeover was to produce four films a year, with MGM handling the marketing and distribution of these films.


    Tom Cruise and Paula Wagner had founded their independent production company, Cruise-Wagner Productions, in 1993.


    Since independent production companies often have limited financial resources and access, they usually seek to partner with major film studios for film promotion and distribution. In the past, they had always cooperated with Paramount Pictures, which is owned by Viacom.


    After Tom Cruise's 14-year partnership with Paramount ended in August this year, Paramount did not renew their contract with Cruise-Wagner Productions.


    In a beachfront mansion in Malibu, Charles and Megan Fox sat on the sofa watching the news on TV - Tom Cruise and Paula Wagner taking over United Artists.


    Tom Cruise declared his admiration for the 80-year-long history of United Artists and felt honored to be part of the company's tradition.


    "Didn't Mr. Sumner Redstone slam Tom Cruise again a few days ago?" Megan Fox, not usually interested in this, asked.


    Charles smiled, saying, "Tom Cruise has indeed had too much negative news these last two years. He shouldn't have fired his longtime agent Pat Kingsley."


    "Regardless, Pat Kingsley was good at PR," Megan replied.


    At the end of 2004, Tom Cruise ended his collaboration with Pat Kingsley, believing she was focusing too much on Nicole Kidman. He made his sister his agent instead.


    In the end, it turned out professional matters should be left to professionals. Pat Kingsley had maintained Tom Cruise's image for years, and it had suffered greatly recently.


    Moreover, Viacom Chairman Sumner Redstone recently criticized Tom Cruise in an interview with Vanity Fair in New York: "As a boss, seeing Cruise in the studio is 'embarrassing'!"


    Sumner Redstone mentioned he had decided to let Cruise go last year: "When did I decide to let him go? I don't know. Was it when he attacked Brooke Shields for taking antidepressants on The Today Show? When he jumped on the couch on Oprah? When he replaced his agent with his sister? His actions were unacceptable to my wife, others, and me."


    Sumner Redstone also mentioned that his wife, Paula, started disliking Tom Cruise first.


    The harshest criticism was about Tom Cruise's reckless spending. Sumner Redstone angrily stated, "Cruise has wasted too much money, and his embarrassing behavior caused Mission: Impossible III to lose at least $100 million!"


    Megan Fox followed the news because Tom Cruise was a Hollywood superstar and Sumner Redstone was a top entertainment tycoon.


    "Seems like stars don't have much power in front of film studio bosses," Megan Fox sighed, hugging Charles tightly for a sense of security.


    Since the contract ended in August, apart from Paula Wagner's comments on Paramount, Tom Cruise hadn't made any statements.


    "Heh, the power of capital is infinite!" Charles said, gently rubbing Megan Fox's thigh, "Remember, be careful what you say in front of reporters. Some things shouldn't be said casually."


    "Look at Mel Gibson and Tom Cruise; they're top Hollywood stars. Tom Cruise was even first in Premiere magazine's March list of powerful Hollywood actors this year," he continued. "But see what happened once there was a rift with Paramount? They had no way to fight back!"


    Charles had already warned Megan Fox to be cautious before she started filming Transformers. After all, she was just a small-time actress back then.


    Who knew how Megan Fox would change after her overnight fame with Transformers' success?


    Even his mother, Evelyn, worried she might lose herself. For someone like Megan Fox, on the fringes of Hollywood, the joy of overnight fame came with a high risk of losing one's way.


    Megan Fox smiled, snuggling into Charles. "A lot of papers now say I've latched onto Charles Capet, but I don't care!"


    The trailer for Transformers was already released in two versions, and sexy Megan Fox had garnered some attention.


    After all, the live-action Transformers had high anticipation, and many people were looking forward to it.


    Charles smiled; Hollywood had plenty of beautiful women, but how many could resist the temptation of fame?


    Charles had known Megan Fox for a long time, and she was only 20 this year. Early on, Charles had filled her vanity with beachfront mansions, sports cars, and jewelry!


    In the evening, at Tom Cruise's luxury villa in Beverly Hills, he had just hugged his several-month-old daughter when he received a call from Paula Wagner.


  




  Chapter 250: Double Standards


  

    Los Angeles, Burbank, in Charles Capet's office at Capet Pictures.


    "Isn't Warner Bros. developing a remake of I Am Legend, the solo film starring Will Smith? I thought they dropped the script for Tonight, He Comes."


    "Why is producer Akiva Goldsman working with Sony now? Didn't Capet Pictures plan to take over once Warner Bros. dropped it?"


    Charles was puzzled. The script for Tonight, He Comes - which also had another name, Hancock - had been floating around Hollywood for years.


    At that time, Warner Bros. had it but abandoned it during development. How did Akiva Goldsman end up working with Sony?


    Donna Langley laments, "Charles, haven't you noticed? Not only did Sony get the script for Tonight, He Comes, but Warner Bros also got the screenplay for The Curious Case of Benjamin Button. It seems like Capet Pictures is being targeted in the competition for big films."


    The producer of The Curious Case of Benjamin Button chose Warner Bros., and the producer of Tonight, He Comes picked Sony Columbia after Warner Bros. abandoned it.


    "What do you mean? The big six studios always have at least a hundred scripts ready to develop at any given time..." Charles still didn't quite get it.


    "Big productions, high-concept movie projects favored by established producers, there are only so many each year. When independent producers' projects go up for auction, Capet Pictures can't compete..."


    Donna Langley's explanation finally made things clear to Charles. "So you mean the big six are now focusing on us!"


    Charles frowned, tapping the table. This was indeed a headache. After all, the big six are wealthy and have global distribution networks.


    In this competition, Capet Pictures indeed lacked major advantages. However, Charles Capet's film production skills were formidable, and the big six were willing to collaborate with Capet Pictures on big productions.


    But, like DreamWorks before them, they would have to give up overseas rights, with Capet Pictures handling distribution in the North American market.


    Donna Langley was resigned, as this was a necessary growth phase. In recent years, Capet Pictures had only stored less than thirty scripts.


    The big six were different. They had many independent producers and production companies to collaborate with, easily selecting from hundreds of vetted projects.


    "Haha, that's interesting. I thought they'd suppress us directly through film distribution or apply pressure through the MPAA ratings!" Charles was prepared for this, recognizing it was just competition, no right or wrong.


    Donna Langley chuckled, "It's all possible. But in terms of distribution, it's mainly about financial power. Capet Pictures not only has high-quality films but also spends generously on marketing, so it doesn't affect us much.


    But it's the film ratings I worry most about. The difference between PG-13 and R is significant. For the MPAA members, it's the cheapest way to strike at independent movie companies."


    Independent distributors had many R-rated films, largely because they were not MPAA members.


    In the past, Basic Instinct with such explicit content would've certainly been rated NC-17 if released by an independent distributor.


    "Currently, most of our films are R-rated, and even those are edited. Without cuts, Matrix Pictures' films would all be NC-17," said Charles, familiar with the MPAA's double standards for members and independent films.


    Movies like Hostel and Saw wouldn't have gotten an R-rating without certain scenes being cut.


    "Last month, the documentary This Film Is Not Yet Rated was released. It humorously investigates the MPAA, pretty much revealing the true nature of the MPAA!"


    Listening to Donna Langley talk about the documentary This Film Is Not Yet Rated, Charles laughed, since this documentary itself was rated NC-17 by the MPAA.


    "For big films, we have Marvel Studios handling comic adaptations and have high confidence in the live-action Transformers. It's okay if we have fewer original blockbusters!"


    Charles held onto the ace of Marvel and the Transformers series firmly. If they couldn't get original scripts, so be it.


    "At least in comedy, romance, and drama medium and small productions, we have plenty of choices," Charles said with a raised eyebrow. "Let's see if the big six dare to outbid us with money!"


    Scripts and production costs - if you pay more, people will work with you. Charles didn't mind. Thousands of scripts appear in Hollywood each year; how many can you even pick?


    Hollywood was crazed, and the subprime mortgage crisis leading to a global financial meltdown was just around the corner.


    Investment from Wall Street and hedge funds into Hollywood would reduce, and large media groups would see lower profits.


    Film production costs would certainly be cut back. Could anything like the $4.5 million original script of Deja Vu still happen?


    After Donna Langley left, Charles called in his assistant, Phyllis Jones.


    "Boss, what's up?"


    "Paramount's deal with the author of Twilight, Stephenie Meyer, hit a snag! Stephenie Meyer's agent is seeking new production partners. Inform the production department to directly acquire the film adaptation rights for the entire Twilight series. No need to sign an option agreement," Charles had been eyeing the Twilight series rights and wasn't about to hesitate now that the opportunity arose.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, knowing that Twilight and New Moon were both already published.


    Last year, Paramount had an option agreement with Stephenie Meyer but didn't prioritize this fantasy romance novel, and the adapted script didn't impress Paramount.


    Mainly, this genre wasn't of much interest to many film companies. Seeing it as discarded, Capet Pictures taking over wouldn't attract much attention.


  




  Chapter 251: Warner Bros.


  

    Los Angeles, Burbank, the headquarters of Warner Bros. Pictures. Warner Bros. President Jeff Robinov had just left CEO Barry Meyer's office and bumped into COO Alan Horn.


    "Wanna grab a drink at my place?" Alan Horn suddenly proposed.


    Jeff Robinov smiled and nodded. The two went straight to Alan Horn's office.


    "This summer season, we've failed. This year's results are going to be ugly," Alan Horn said a bit helplessly as he poured Jeff Robinov a drink.


    "Superman Returns, only $200 million in North America, $190 million overseas. The movie's production budget, due to the changes in several writers, directors, and lead actors, cost $300 million. With a global box office of $390 million, I don't know what to do with it," Horn continued.


    Jeff Robinov was worried. The Superman reboot was considered a failure. Next year, they hoped for better with the second installment of the Batman series, The Dark Knight.


    "Poseidon cost $160 million to produce but only brought in $60 million in North America, and $200 million globally.


    Then there's the horror film Lady in the Water and the 3D animated feature, The Ant Bully. Our four major summer releases this year were a complete disaster," Alan Horn laughed helplessly. Warner Bros. didn't have a Harry Potter film this year either. Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix would be released next year.


    "How's the deal with Paramount for The Curious Case of Benjamin Button?" Jeff Robinov asked.


    "A $150 million production budget. Directed by David Fincher, with Brad Pitt as the male lead, and Cate Blanchett as the female lead. Paramount is handling the North American market, and we are handling overseas," Alan Horn explained, taking a sip of his drink.


    "What about the project 10,000 B.C.? Roland Emmerich also needs over $150 million for the budget. Since we've given it the green light, the project progress must speed up to ensure it can be released by 2008," Jeff Robinov said, as he always appreciated directors who could deliver their films on time and within budget.


    Not only disaster film master Roland Emmerich but also old cowboy Clint Eastwood had such qualities.


    "10,000 B.C. is a collaborative project with Legendary Pictures. A $150 million budget isn't a big issue," Alan Horn said, glancing at Jeff Robinov. "Judging by this year's performance, Capet Pictures might surpass Sony and us!"


    Jeff Robinov nodded, "Capet Pictures' performance this year has been crazy."


    "Barry is very focused on Charles Capet now."


    "Our group's businesses are too diverse: AOL, Time Warner Cable, TBS Broadcast Group, film and TV entertainment, media magazines, games, and so on. Plus, we've sold Warner Publishing and Warner Music Group in the past two years," Jeff Robinov shook his head.


    "Over-diversification has become a burden for us."


    "A media and entertainment division composed of Warner Bros., TBS television, and HBO should be our focus. Plus, our famous magazines like Time, Fortune, People, Sports Illustrated. But as for cable operations and game production, I think they're just distractions," Alan Horn, as Warner Bros.' COO, had always been serious about movies, pursuing a high-concept model of big productions, big stars, and big promotions.


    Alan Horn, just being an executive at Warner Bros., a subsidiary of Time Warner, of course, couldn't decide the group's strategic direction.


    However, Alan Horn was dissatisfied with Warner Bros.' head Barry Meyer because he thought Meyer was too cautious.


    Just like former Paramount Chairwoman Sherry Lansing's attitude towards movie budgets, Meyer preferred to spread risks by collaborating with other studios.


    Jeff Robinov believed in Alan Horn's bold approach, but Barry Meyer had been at Warner Bros. for years and his performance wasn't lacking.


    "The group has decided to merge WB Television Network and UPN (Paramount's TV network) to form the sixth major broadcast network CW," Jeff Robinov reminded him. "As you know, Warner Bros. accounts for less than 30% of the group's business. The majority is still TBS and HBO!"


    TBS includes TNT Sports Channel and CNN, both among the top-rated cable channels in the U.S. HBO is currently the king of pay TV.


    Warner Bros. Television is also the largest TV production group currently, and Warner Bros. Pictures competes internally with New Line Cinema, another subsidiary.


    Alan Horn sighed, "Charles Capet lavishly created Marvel Studios. That's where our focus should be, not trying to drag Capet Pictures down. You've all seen Charles Capet's rise in these years. He's exceedingly controlling and likes to take the lead. Small obstacles don't faze him much."


    "DC Comics and Marvel Comics have been rivals for years. Charles Capet didn't hesitate to acquire Marvel Entertainment and will surely make Marvel Comics his cornerstone."


    "You really believe in Iron Man?" Jeff Robinov frowned.


    Alan Horn shook his head, "I'm not sure, but Charles Capet is terrifying. Have any movies he's led failed?"


    "Besides, Iron Man has a budget of $150 million. Do you think he'd allow it to fail?"


    Jeff Robinov opened his mouth to argue but couldn't find a counter-argument. BNP Paribas, Merrill Lynch, J.P. Morgan, Nomura Securities, Credit Suisse, and others are all supporting Capet Entertainment financially.


    Capet Pictures might lack heritage, but now they can release over ten films a year, including several blockbusters.


    They've already built a North American distribution network. With content and financial backing, forming an independent overseas distribution network isn't that difficult.


    Especially now that Paramount has exited UIP and is setting up its own independent overseas distribution channels.


    Capet Pictures truly isn't much inferior to Paramount besides brand recognition and heritage!


    "As for DC Comics, we might need to change our strategy. Without a unified outline, tragedies like Superman Returns will keep happening!" Alan Horn said to Jeff Robinov thoughtfully.


  




  Chapter 252: MGM Troubles


  

    At the Hilton Garden Inn, Hollywood, MGM held a large party for the new owners of United Artists, Cruise/Wagner Productions.


    Despite Tom Cruise's controversial news over the past couple of years, he remained a top A-list star in Hollywood with significant influence.


    Many big names from the entertainment industry attended to show support, including movie company executives, producers, directors, actors, and various media and fashion industry figures.


    Of course, the event was also attended by bankers and investors from Wall Street.


    "Cheers! With Cruise at United Artists, MGM has more to look forward to," Charles Capet smiled as he clinked glasses with MGM Chairman Harry Sloan.


    Harry Sloan smiled back, "Capet Pictures has had the most dazzling year, with a perfect summer season!"


    "Capet Pictures is still too young. One year of success is not enough to prove anything," Charles replied, despite having no particular thoughts about MGM. However, MGM's vast film library was indeed valuable.


    Moreover, one of the most popular commercial movie franchises, 007, was very alluring.


    Harry Sloan shrugged, "Now we're controlled by Sony and Wall Street. The distribution rights for the new 007 belong to Sony Columbia. MGM urgently needs to develop good projects."


    MGM was now just an independently managed distributor, handling North American distribution on its own, while international sales were mostly handed over to 20th Century Fox.


    As for the home entertainment market for the film library, Sony Columbia was in charge.


    Charles looked at Harry Sloan and saw that MGM was indeed in a tough spot. The sharks from Wall Street didn't care about MGM's long-term plans; they were only interested in visible short-term profits.


    "What about The Hobbit series? The lawsuit between New Line and Peter Jackson is likely to continue for a while. Aren't New Line and you guys planning to develop it?" Charles asked. After all, last year, Peter Jackson sued New Line over dissatisfaction with the profit distribution of the Lord of the Rings DVD sales.


    Out of frustration, he announced he was abandoning the making and directing of The Hobbit series.


    Harry Sloan said helplessly, "The production rights to The Hobbit are with New Line. MGM has the distribution rights, but New Line is now focused on their children's fantasy blockbuster The Golden Compass. We just have to wait."


    The search for a new director for The Hobbit had already begun, but it would definitely have to wait until New Line finished their big project The Golden Compass.


    Charles smiled wryly. The only things he found interesting about MGM now were its film library, the distribution rights to the 007 series, and the distribution rights to The Hobbit.


    The film library and 007 were being used by Sony Columbia to promote their Blu-ray high-definition DVDs. And who knew when they would be able to develop The Hobbit?


    After chatting with Harry Sloan, Charles ran into 20th Century Fox President Jeffrey Godsick.


    X-Men: The Last Stand had performed better in the North American market this summer compared to The Da Vinci Code, and 20th Century Fox had completed the X-Men trilogy.


    Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer would be released next year and had naturally become 20th Century Fox's key project.


    "Charles, Marvel's Iron Man is going to have some tough competition next year," said Jeffrey.


    "Competition? The more, the merrier. It helps Marvel Comics rise. It's not good to always be under DC Comics' thumb. 


    Spider-Man, the X-Men, and the Fantastic Four aren't in my hands. Warner Bros. has Batman and Superman," Charles said with a smirk. "I can only make do with Iron Man."


    Jeffrey Godsick heard the jest in Charles's tone and smiled a bit. After all, who asked Marvel to sell off rights to their characters all around back in the day?


    "I heard you guys are also planning to develop a spin-off for the X-Men series?" Charles asked.


    Jeffrey nodded, "Indeed, that's the plan. The trilogy is over, and we need to develop new heroes."


    "I heard from Kevin that it'll be Wolverine?"


    Jeffrey nodded again, "Wolverine is very popular right now, and developing a solo film for him is a viable option."


    Marvel might not have much say in the development of character rights sold to other companies, but they could participate in the movie production.


    20th Century Fox's intention to develop a standalone Wolverine movie wasn't a secret to Capet Pictures.


    Daredevil, Fantastic Four, and the entire X-Men series - 20th Century Fox held a lot of Marvel characters.


    Fortunately, after Charles purchased Marvel, he regained some character rights for Artisan Entertainment and halted 20th Century Fox's acquisition of Deadpool.


    After a while, Charles chatted with the new head of United Artists, Paula Wagner, and Tom Cruise.


    "Congratulations to both of you. United Artists is a storied Hollywood company. I wish it great success under your leadership!" Charles congratulated.


    "Thanks, I have faith in United Artists," said Tom Cruise. No sooner had he finished than someone else approached, and he excused himself to greet them.


    Charles saw that it was David Beckham and Victoria. "Isn't he playing for Real Madrid in Spain?"


    Well, David Beckham was now on the fringes at Real Madrid. Leaving at the end of the season seemed inevitable.


    He'd likely come to explore the MLS and the American market, having also become good friends with Tom Cruise.


    "Charles, do you think we have any suitable projects to collaborate on?" Paula Wagner suddenly asked.


    "Collaboration? Always a possibility," Charles replied, looking at the new head of United Artists. "I heard United Artists secured a $500 million credit line from Merrill Lynch. Money isn't a problem now, right?"


    Paula Wagner chuckled, "I can't think of Charles Capet ever needing money? If you wanted, people would line up to fund you."


    Charles laughed, "The Mission: Impossible series is already an established one. Despite the poor reception of the second and third movies, I'm sure neither you nor Paramount would abandon it. I'm quite interested in being part of the development for Mission: Impossible 4."


    "Mission: Impossible 4?" Paula Wagner's lips twitched, "You're serious?"


    Now, didn't he know the relationship between Tom Cruise and Paramount? He definitely did that on purpose!


  




  Chapter 253: Not Interested?


  

    "That 21st James Bond movie Casino Royale is releasing next month, competing directly with my 300 - interesting!" Charles and Eva Green were chatting on the couch in the resting area during the party.


    "This Bond film is a bit different from the previous ones, what do you think?" Eva Green asked.


    Looking at the gothic beauty in a black low-cut evening dress, Charles smiled and glanced at the producer siblings Barbara Broccoli and Michael Wilson nearby.


    "If it weren't for Sony Columbia controlling the distribution rights and demanding changes, those siblings wouldn't dare to change James Bond's nature," Charles really didn't think much of the siblings who took over Danjaq.


    After Albert R. Broccoli passed away, the reputation of the 007 series kept declining. 


    Sony Columbia was, after all, one of the Big Six in Hollywood. Market research reports were crucial for films, especially blockbusters. Sony Columbia's macro-control made the reboot of Casino Royale look completely new.


    "No surprise, this Bond film should be the best-reviewed in recent years," Charles gave an honest assessment, "James Bond feels more human, and the Bond girl is at least more than just eye candy!"


    Eva Green's eyes lit up. Charles Capet's evaluation was quite high.


    "By the way, when I was in Britain, Ms. Jordan Scott contacted me, saying that you recommended me for the lead role in her new film!" said Eva.


    "The script adapted from Sheila Kohler's novel?" Charles was surprised, "Has she finished the script so quickly? Last time we met, it was just an idea."


    Eva Green shook her head, "Not yet, we talked about the novel, and I think it's really good too; the characters are very complex, and I feel such roles are very challenging!"


    "Challenging?" Charles nodded, "It's challenging indeed, but I think this kind of role suits you."


    "Let's head back; staying here is pretty boring anyway," Charles didn't care much about MGM anymore, let alone smaller companies like United Artists.


    Eva Green had no objections. She wouldn't oppose anything Charles decided.


    After leaving the Hilton Garden Hotel, the two got into Charles's luxurious business car and asked the driver to head straight to Capet Manor in Beverly Hills.


    "Is The Golden Compass finished?" Charles asked, reclining in his seat.


    Eva Green nodded, "My part didn't take long, not even two months, but the movie will wrap up by February next year!"


    The Golden Compass was scheduled for release during the Christmas period next year. The thought of New Line Cinema suffering heavy losses because of The Golden Compass, leading to a forced merger with Warner Brothers, amused Charles.


    After Charles left, Donna Langley, the President of Capet Pictures, was chatting with Amy Pascal, the Chairwoman of Columbia Pictures, at the party.


    "Amy, Capet Pictures is very different from DreamWorks. Charles is very generous when it comes to investing in movies," Donna Langley knew that for Capet Pictures to break through under pressure, they had to surpass the market share of the Big Six studios.


    Amy Pascal chuckled, "It's just business competition. Over the years, companies like Carolco Films, Miramax, New Line Cinema, DreamWorks, and Lionsgate have all tried to break through the Big Six; unfortunately, independent studios don't have the same capital strength and foundation as the Big Six. They either get acquired or survive in niche markets."


    Amy Pascal glanced enviously at Donna, "Actually, we were in talks with Dan Brown about acquiring the adaptation rights for his novel The Da Vinci Code, but unfortunately, we lost to Capet Pictures in the bidding."


    "So, you're putting a lot of money behind that anti-hero script He Comes Tonight?" asked Donna, shaking her head, "Did Sony do this because Charles Capet was interested?"


    Amy Pascal smiled, "We were already considering it, but Capet Pictures' involvement cemented our decision. If Capet Pictures is interested in producing this project, a budget of $100 million is entirely feasible."


    Donna Langley shook her head, "Capet Pictures is far more than just a Hollywood independent production company now. If Charles himself is interested, he can join in. After all, he also likes this project."


    Amy Pascal would love to have Charles Capet as a producer; after all, he was a box office guarantee in Hollywood. Unfortunately, Capet Pictures had just established its distribution channels, signing agreements with AMC Theatres, Regal Cinemas, and Carmike Cinemas.


    Capet Pictures had to supply a certain number of films to these theaters every year and was already working with various independent production companies to develop movies. Why would they produce movies for other companies?


    "Actually, John Calley admires Capet Pictures a lot. I wonder if Capet Pictures has any interest in MGM?" Amy Pascal asked.


    "What do you mean?" Donna Langley was momentarily taken aback. John Calley was the chairman and CEO of Sony Pictures, and Amy Pascal became President of Columbia Pictures in 1999 and was promoted to co-chairman of Sony Pictures four years later.


    In Sony's entertainment division, Amy Pascal was the second most powerful figure and the highest-ranking female executive among Hollywood's Big Six.


    "It means that Sony and its partnered investors are willing to let MGM and Capet Pictures merge into a new company, led by Capet Pictures!" Amy Pascal explained.


    Donna Langley chuckled, "Why would Charles take over the heavily indebted MGM? Capet Entertainment is such a premium asset, you know that."


    "We can help MGM regain a position in the MPAA, plus the brand influence and enormous library, doesn't Capet Pictures find it tempting?" Amy Pascal asked, staring at Donna Langley.


    Donna Langley furrowed her brows. The benefits of acquiring MGM were obvious: it could quickly become an MPAA member and leverage MGM's global influence to establish an international distribution network rapidly. Furthermore, MGM's massive film library could indeed spark Charles Capet's interest.


    "Only Charles can make that decision!" Donna Langley said, taking a sip of her drink.


  




  Chapter 254: Jane Foster?


  

    Near the coast of Los Angeles, on the yacht Star, Charles was kissing Eva Green by the railing.


    The beautiful Pacific Ocean, with its gentle sea breeze, was a perfect weekend getaway.


    "Hmm, Charles, I'm going to join the crew soon to promote Casino Royale. I'll come back to hang out with you after," said Eva Green, who was wearing a bikini and a sheer scarf.


    "Don't worry, I'll be heading to Europe too. We'll see each other soon," Charles said as he wrapped his arm around Eva Green and led her to the sofa in the main hall.


    "You know my company, Capet Pictures, is developing superhero movies, right? The script for Thor is already finished. I plan to start filming next year and release it the year after," Charles said, holding Eva Green close to his chest.


    Eva Green nodded. This would be a superhero movie that would be developed after Iron Man if it did well upon release next year.


    "The main actor is a relatively unknown. I'm planning for you to be the lead actress. You'll become part of the Marvel series," Charles said, while caressing her. "This kind of movie isn't difficult. It's purely commercial, but it will quickly increase your international influence."


    Eva Green nodded, having no objections to Charles' arrangement. After all, it was being the lead in a major commercial film.


    An opportunity many others could only dream of.


    Australian actor Chris Hemsworth and British actor Tom Hiddleston were not well-known at the time.


    Having Eva Green as the lead actress provided a good promotional point, especially once Casino Royale was released, and her fame would further increase.


    At any rate, foreign actors were cheaper and more compliant than American ones.


    Eva Green joining Thor would anchor her in a franchise, brightening her future in Hollywood.


    Just like Kate Beckinsale. Once Iron Man is released, she'll regain her fame immediately and won't need to rely on the concluding Underworld series.


    "By the way, Charles, I ran into Sophie Marceau in Paris recently. She asked me to say hello to you," Eva Green smiled and gave Charles a peck on the cheek.


    "Sophie Marceau? We only haven't seen each other for a few months," Charles chuckled. The sense of conquest with Sophie was more about the mind than anything else.


    However, among the mid-generation French actresses, Marion Cotillard was currently the hottest, being the lead in The Da Vinci Code, a global box office hit that couldn't be underestimated.


    Of course, this year's most popular movie was undoubtedly Disney's fantasy blockbuster Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest, dominating with a billion-dollar global box office.


    After spending a weekend with Charles, Eva Green returned to his work at Capet Pictures in Burbank.


    "What? Sony wants Capet Pictures to merge with MGM?" Charles stared at Donna Langley in surprise. "How come I didn't know about it?"


    Donna Langley shrugged, "It was suggested by Amy Pascal!"


    "4.8 billion dollars, they haven't even held MGM for a year, and now they want it to merge with us?" Charles' eyes widened. "Is Howard Stringer out of his mind, or is Sony's board collectively brain-dead? Do they even have the ability to control Capet Pictures? John Calley and Amy Pascal think they can?"


    John Calley and Amy Pascal, the co-chairmen of Sony Pictures Entertainment, attempting to control Capet seemed laughable.


    Donna Langley shook her head, "Sony is willing to give up controlling rights. They want to merge Capet Pictures and MGM into a new company, with Sony holding a stake."


    "This..." Charles' eyes lit up. This seemed interesting if Capet had controlling rights.


    Donna Langley laughed. Clearly, Charles was interested in MGM.


    "But Sony has conditions," Donna Langley reminded him.


    "What conditions?" Charles was now curious about Sony's price, considering MGM's poor performance and their 4.8-billion-dollar demand seemed like a pipe dream.


    "Sony wants to retain distribution rights for the next three James Bond movies and hopes Capet supports Blu-ray high-definition DVDs."


    Charles tapped the table. Conditions were something he could consider. "What's the price?"


    "Uh, MGM is currently 3.2 billion in debt. The consortium including Sony values MGM at 1.8 billion dollars," Donna Langley said reluctantly.


    "Ha," Charles chuckled. No wonder Amy Pascal was just passing the message to Donna Langley.


    "So they want me to spend 5 billion dollars to acquire MGM, give up distribution rights for three new Bond movies, and also commit to supporting Sony's Blu-ray DVDs!"


    Charles laughed indignantly, "1.5 billion in cash plus 2 billion in debt. Sony can have the distribution rights for Casino Royale this year. No sequels though!"


    Do they really think high-definition DVDs will continue the glory of VCDs and DVDs in the entertainment market? With streaming developing so fast, anyone with a clear head can see streaming is the disruptor.


    Donna Langley nodded, "I figured you'd say that. John Calley's proposal to the Sony board was more of a speculative try."


    5 billion dollars. Sony and a few Wall Street consortiums dared to ask. They spent 4.8 billion, thinking others are as foolish?


    Charles' proposal of 3.5 billion would definitely be turned down by Sony-led consortiums too.


    Amy Pascal's suggestion was just a simple test, to see if the young Charles Capet might be tempted by the lure of an old Hollywood studio.


    Charles Capet's talent had been proven. If MGM and Capet merged, Sony and its partners would be happy to join in the profits.


    "Forget it. These guys take me for a fool!"


    Charles waved it off. Treat it as a joke.


  




  Chapter 255: Las Vegas


  

    Halloween came at the end of October, which meant loads of horror movies hit the screens that month. 


    Ever since DreamWorks remade the Japanese horror film The Ring a few years back and saw great success, Hollywood's interest in Asian horror films skyrocketed. 


    Sony's The Grudge, Disney's subsidiary Touchstone Pictures' Dark Water, were all remakes of Japanese horror films.


    But the most successful one was still DreamWorks' The Ring. Although The Ring 2 didn't do poorly, it didn't meet DreamWorks' expectations. As for The Grudge, it was also a low-budget film that grossed over $100 million worldwide. This year's The Grudge 2 achieved a $20 million opening weekend in North America.


    "The Grudge 2 is getting mixed reviews. Looks like the trend of remaking Japanese horror films is cooling off," Charles Capet noted, looking at the newspaper filled with articles and promotions about The Grudge 2. With a low budget of $20 million, it probably wouldn't lose money.


    As soon as Charles put down the newspaper, Phyllis Jones came in with a cup of coffee. "Boss, our Saw IV from Matrix Pictures, releasing at the end of the month, is definitely going to be the best-performing horror film!"


    "Hah," Charles chuckled, sipping his coffee. "The American market is still more suited for bloody and violent horror thrillers, huh?"


    The Friday the 13th series, the Halloween series, the Nightmare on Elm Street series, and the Texas Chainsaw Massacre series were all well-known bloody and violent horror movies in Hollywood.


    "Now we've got our hands in R-rated comedies and bloody horror films. Got any new ideas, boss?" Phyllis Jones inquired.


    Charles shook his head, pulling Phyllis Jones onto his lap, and laughed, "I'm not God; I don't have that many great ideas!


    I've heard Taylor Swift is releasing her first album this month. Everything good with that?"


    Phyllis Jones shook her head. "Big Machine Records has everything set up for the official release!


    Speaking of which, how's that girl Katy Perry, the one Capet Records signed?" Charles asked again.


    "You mean the singer originally named Katheryn Hudson? She's still working on her first album," Phyllis Jones thought for a moment. "Like Taylor Swift, she writes her own songs too!"


    Charles nodded. It was only after returning to the States that he realized Katy Perry's real name; otherwise, he wouldn't have known it.


    "And how about our movie projects in Japan? Have they started filming?"


    "Crows Zero is still casting. As for Departures, filming has started. The remake of Hachiko: A Dog's Story is still in the planning stages."


    Phyllis Jones, as Charles' assistant, was primarily responsible for these tasks, which she needed to keep an eye on.


    "Oh, there's one more thing you might be interested in!" Phyllis Jones remembered something.


    "Oh, what is it?" Charles asked while his hand wandered into the woman's bra, feeling her 34D cup, blowing gently on her neck.


    "Boss," Phyllis Jones, aroused by the teasing, started kissing Charles passionately.


    Charles responded fervently, no longer thinking about anything else.


    Before long, Phyllis Jones, blushing, got off Charles and knelt before him.


    Just as Charles was leaning back in his chair, enjoying the soul-connecting experience, his phone rang.


    "Mmm," Phyllis Jones lifted her head.


    "No worries, keep going," Charles said, checking his phone and seeing it was Lin Chi-ling calling. He nodded at the woman.


    "Charles, I'm coming to America. Do you have time for me?" Lin Chi-ling inquired over the phone.


    "Oh, where are you coming to in America?"


    "I'm shooting an advertisement in San Francisco. Can I visit you in Los Angeles afterward?"


    "Los Angeles? Forget it; I'll take you to Las Vegas. Didn't you have a bad experience there last year?" Charles suggested, his tone growing more urgent.


    "When you come, I'll take you there and see if anyone dares to mess with you again."


    After all, she was his woman now, and Charles wanted her to experience the excitement of Las Vegas again.


    "Oh, really? Sure!"


    "Okay, I'll be waiting for you."


    After putting down the phone, Charles stared straight ahead.


    ...


    A week later, Charles and Lin Chi-ling checked into the penthouse suite of the 64-story golden glass Trump International Hotel in Las Vegas.


    "I came here last year, and this hotel wasn't even open yet!" Lin Chi-ling exclaimed, admiring the view of Las Vegas from the massive floor-to-ceiling windows.


    "It only opened in the second half of last year," Charles replied with a smile, walking over to enjoy the city views and the surrounding magnificent mountains.


    "No wonder," Lin Chi-ling understood, then added, "But when I was in San Francisco, I noticed so many house sale ads. The real estate market in the US is really hot!"


    "The real estate market is hot?" Charles was puzzled for a moment.


    "Yeah, you see ads for houses everywhere on the streets," Lin Chi-ling reminded him.


    The real estate market in the US had been rising for several years, with prices and transaction volumes both high, although there had been a bit of a drop this year.


    "Haha, it is quite hot, but maybe we shouldn't buy a house in the next couple of years," Charles laughed. Lin Chi-ling's understanding wasn't wrong.


    "By the way, when I was in Beijing, I found a script that was pretty good. It's about a man and twelve women, and it needs twelve actresses!"


    Listening to Lin Chi-ling, Charles quickly understood. She wanted to act and enter the film industry.


    "How much more funding does the producer need?"


    "5 million RMB. The movie's budget isn't too high. Most of the actresses are just making cameo appearances, and the producer has a very extensive network," Lin Chi-ling quickly explained.


    "Let Hong Kong's East Asia International invest," Charles said, hugging Lin Chi-ling. "Can you get a role?"


    Lin Chi-ling nodded, "I can, but I'm a bit worried since I have no acting experience."


    "Since it's just a cameo, it shouldn't be a big problem," Charles didn't mind much. The movie probably wouldn't lack investment, and East Asia International investing 5 million RMB just to get Lin Chi-ling a role wouldn't upset the producers.


    "What if we lose money?" Lin Chi-ling pouted and wrapped her arms around Charles' neck.


    Charles smiled, holding the ladies' waist and whispered in her ear, "Then you'll have to pay me back yourself!"


    After saying that, before the lady could respond, Charles kissed her on the lips.


    In the evening, Charles planned to take Lin Chi-ling to the nearby Wynn hotel for a stroll. After all, Trump International Hotel was one of the few five-star hotels in Las Vegas without a casino.


    Visiting Las Vegas and not seeing the Venetian or Wynn or Sands casinos would feel like missing something.


    "Oh my God, Charles, is that you?" As Charles and Lin Chi-ling waited for the elevator, a voice startled Charles.


    "Good evening, Donald," Charles greeted with a smile, recognizing Trump walking over, a man he had met in New York.


    Along with Donald was his tall, blonde, and stunning daughter, Ivanka.


    "Charles, welcome! This is my daughter, Ivanka," Donald introduced, shaking Charles' hand.


    "Good evening, Ivanka," Charles greeted.


    "Good evening, Charles," Ivanka smiled and asked, "Are you heading out?"


    "This is my friend, Miss Lin! We are going to Wynn Casino," Charles introduced casually.


    The group entered the elevator, and Donald and Ivanka exited midway.


    "Who were they?" Lin Chi-ling asked as they left the hotel.


    Charles glanced back at the hotel's dazzling golden sign, "That hotel's named after him."


    "So, he's the owner of the big hotel!" Lin Chi-ling stuck out her tongue in realization.


    Meanwhile, Donald and Ivanka entered the hotel office.


    "Dad, how do you know Charles Capet?" Ivanka asked.


    "Oh, we met at a New York party when Capet Pictures acquired the New York Observer," Donald explained.


    "The New York Observer? The weekly that Jared Kushner wanted to buy? No wonder he couldn't compete," Ivanka shook her head. She had only recently met Jared Kushner.


    "The Kushner group wants to expand in New York, but the head of the family is still in jail. Buying a well-known newspaper to boost their influence is smart," Donald commented.


    "They're trying to connect with Mr. Murdoch for media support," Ivanka wasn't too concerned since they had only met at parties.


    "For my birthday party, should I invite Charles Capet?" Ivanka, in Las Vegas to celebrate her 25th birthday, asked.


    "Give it a try. We don't know how long Charles will stay in Las Vegas, but your birthday is the day after tomorrow. Just send an invitation!" Donald smiled, finding it beneficial to associate with a Hollywood mogul.


  




  Chapter 256: Hotel Entertainment


  

    The Wynn Palace wasn't too far from Trump International Hotel. Lin Chi-ling wanted to walk along the Las Vegas Strip, so they went on foot.


    "Was this where you got into trouble last year?" Charles asked Lin Chi-ling as they entered the Wynn Palace Resort.


    Lin Chi-ling nodded. "Yeah, I was at a show, got offered $30,000, then they asked me to go to a room to talk with the boss. I refused and called Taipei for help..."


    "Let's not talk about it," Charles said, deciding to get $300,000 worth of chips to play around. "This is my first time in Las Vegas," he added. He had only played in the casinos in Cannes before.


    "Gambling? I've never played before," Lin Chi-ling admitted, a bit sheepish.


    "Win or lose, it's all yours. Besides, I've always had pretty good luck," Charles said, shaking his head as they entered the VIP lounge.


    In his mind, though, he was thinking about how insanely profitable casinos were. The hotel resort entertainment model was surely going to be the future mainstream.


    Charles had an interest in Texas Hold'em. After exchanging the chips, he and Lin Chi-ling sat down at a table to play.


    With small and big blinds at $100 and $200, Charles was ready to play.


    Charles Capet was already a billionaire at just 24 and had been listed in the Forbes Billionaires list, especially topping the Forbes Young Billionaires list.


    Upon entering the gaming hall, he was immediately attended by a dedicated casino servant. In 2004, Charles had won 400 million euros in the World Cup.


    "See this? Texas Hold'em. You get two hole cards, then they deal three community cards first, followed by two more. Players bet in order, then make the best five-card combination from their hole cards and the community cards," Charles explained to Lin Chi-ling while playing.


    "You can check, call, raise, or fold during the game. It's really simple!" he continued teaching her.


    Lin Chi-ling whispered, "Hey, I got a straight."


    That's a straight flush! Charles thought as he glanced at the other players. 


    Out of the originally eight players, three folded right away. Of the remaining four, the one with the least chips had $60,000, highest being 120,000. They all went all in.


    Predictably, Charles cleaned house in one hand.


    "We now have $500,000! We won $250,000 in that last hand," Lin Chi-ling cheered, shaking Charles' arm in excitement.


    Charles turned his head and kissed Lin Chi-ling. Was he possessed by the God of Gamblers?


    "I'm heading to the restroom. You can try your luck at the roulette or dice games," Charles suggested after gambling for a couple of hours, feeling no waves of excitement inside.


    "Okay, I'll go over there," Lin Chi-ling pointed at the nearby roulette.


    Charles nodded and stood up, instructing a servant to take Lin Chi-ling to the roulette.


    After a quick bathroom break, Charles received a call from his new assistant, Amelia Caldwell.


    "Boss, we got an invitation from Miss Ivanka Trump for a birthday party at Trump International Hotel the day after tomorrow!"


    "Ivanka's birthday party?" Charles, sitting on the couch, looked puzzled. He had only met her once.


    "Alright, got it," Charles rubbed his chin. Donald's daughter, Ivanka, was quite charming after all.


    After hanging up, Odette Annable, who had come with Charles, also approached him to share the news.


    "Go have some fun. You and Amelia have been flying all over the place lately," Charles said casually, treating Odette and Amelia, both flight attendants, as his assistants.


    "Boss, I..." Odette said softly.


    "Just tell me," Charles liked Odette's appearance quite a bit.


    "I want to audition for a supporting role in Gossip Girl," Odette admitted. She had guest-starred on TV before and always harbored a dream of entering the film and television industry.


    Charles smiled, lifting Odette's chin. "You look great! After all, you're one of my people now. I'll arrange for Gossip Girl."


    "Thank you, Boss," Odette  smiled, then whispered in Charles' ear, "Boss, I have not only a flight attendant uniform but also nurse and police uniforms!"


    "Not bad, maybe you and Amelia can perform on the plane next time," Charles chuckled, feeling quite thrilled.


    Megan Fox 2.0, quite exciting indeed!


    "For the next couple of days, you and Amelia can enjoy Las Vegas. After Ivanka's birthday party, we'll fly to New York," Charles said, planning to experience the last of Wall Street's grandness.


    At the same time, Charles aimed to leverage Capet Foundation's stock assets for bank loans, preparing to stockpile ammunition.


    Capet Foundation's tech stocks aside, there were also Dawn Investments' LV shares, real estate, and even Capet Entertainment, all assets that could be mortgaged.


    Standing up, Charles took another look at the luxurious Wynn Palace and smiled inwardly. After the financial crisis, Capet Foundation would enter the gaming industry.


    Las Vegas' Big Three Casino Kings: Sheldon Adelson of Sands Entertainment, Kirk Kerkorian of MGM Grand Group, and Steve Wynn of Wynn Entertainment.


    Sheldon Adelson ranked 19th on this year's Forbes Billionaires list with $15.6 billion. Kirk Kerkorian ranked 41st with $8.9 billion.


    Steve Wynn held less stock in Wynn Entertainment, nowhere near Adelson and Kerkorian in terms of assets.


    After all, Rupert Murdoch, Hollywood's richest, was ranked 49th this year with $7.8 billion.


    Casino resort hotels had basked in the booming U.S. real estate market in recent years, with the Big Three entertainment groups' stock prices rising steadily.


    By 2009's financial crisis, Sands Entertainment, MGM Grand Group, and Wynn Entertainment would experience a significant downturn.


  




  Chapter 257: Birthday Party


  

    At dawn, in a hotel suite bedroom, Charles tightly embraced the sexy lady on top of him. After a loud gasp, Lin Chi-ling clung close to Charles.


    "Phew," Charles lay on the bed and reached out to caress Lin's smooth back, not quite satisfied.


    "Are you going back today?" Charles felt a bit reluctant.


    "Yeah, I'm heading back. I need to work with Shin Kong Mitsukoshi Department Store!" Lin Chi-ling replied lethargically.


    Charles knew about Lin Chi-ling's connections with some tycoons in Taipei. Otherwise, how could a small model advance this quickly?


    "Well, if you run into any problems, feel free to call me. Whether it's Taipei or Japan, it's all the same to me," Charles said indifferently.


    Shin Kong Mitsukoshi Department Store is a chain co-founded by Wu Dongxing from Taipei and Japan's Mitsukoshi Department Store.


    Moreover, Lin Chi-ling seemed to have met Taipei's richest man, Terry Gou, this year. But Charles paid him no mind.


    Lin Chi-ling nodded, "I understand. I'm just working with them to make commercials!"


    Lin Chi-ling was clever. She understood the possessiveness of these wealthy men well. Now that she knew Charles Capet, she naturally wanted to hold on tight.


    As an ambitious woman, she had to seize the current opportunities to pave the way for her future career.


    After spending two more days in Las Vegas, Lin Chi-ling returned home. After all, her main purpose for coming to the U.S. this time was for work.


    She not only gained $400,000 in Las Vegas but also secured her first movie role, benefiting greatly.


    At the Trump International Hotel in Las Vegas, Donald hosted a grand birthday party for his daughter.


    Charles had originally wanted to bring Lin Chi-ling to broaden her horizons, but she had flown back this afternoon.


    "Happy Birthday!" Charles wasn't really interested in Ivanka Trump's birthday party, but many wealthy second generations attended.


    "Thank you," Ivanka was wearing a delicate Valentino Haute Couture dress, matching perfectly with her tall and sexy figure.


    After hugging her, Charles praised, "You look stunning!"


    "Oh, did you come alone? I remember you had a companion last time?" Ivanka asked with a laugh.


    "She went back home. She came to the U.S. mainly for work. I was just showing her around Las Vegas," Charles shrugged.


    "I wonder if I'll have the chance to dance with the birthday girl later?" Charles asked.


    Ivanka smiled, "Of course, just don't let any others beat you to it!"


    After Ivanka went to greet other guests, Charles bumped into some folks from Hollywood. After all, Donald was the producer and host of NBC's variety show The Apprentice.


    Donald, with his love for the spotlight, couldn't possibly avoid crossing paths with the entertainment industry. Ivanka herself had previously dated a Hollywood producer.


    Elsewhere, the fashionable and sexy Ivanka caught the attention of Hollywood star Topher Grace.


    At 28 this year, Topher Grace had starred in Traffic, In Good Company, and other films.


    He also played the villain Venom in Spider-Man 3 this year, earning quite a reputation.


    A Hollywood star mixed with a top New York socialite was certainly a crowd-pleaser. After hugging Topher Grace, Ivanka started chatting with him.


    Meanwhile, Charles chatted with Donald about his variety show The Apprentice.


    "The ratings for The Apprentice Season 3 are pretty good. As a top business reality competition show, NBC is targeting CBS's Survivor!"


    Sometimes, Charles really had to admire Donald's knack for leveraging his fame to create value. It's a pity he didn't fully dive into Hollywood.


    "Haha, Charles, The Apprentice is a reality show that my production company invested a lot of effort into developing," Donald said, stroking his slick blond hair.


    Then he patted Charles on the shoulder and with a serious expression said, "But I support your acquisition of The New York Observer."


    Charles raised an eyebrow, wondering how The New York Observer got dragged into this.


    He soon understood.


    Donald sniffed and waved his arms, "You know, that Arthur Carter guy used to publish false reports about me. He's a really annoying person!"


    Charles finally got it. Arthur Carter, the former owner of The New York Observer, had often reported various scandals about Donald back in the day. After all, outspoken and flashy tycoons always attract readers.


    Now, Capet Entertainment had bought The New York Observer!


    Charles smiled and reassured Donald, "Arthur has lost millions running The New York Observer these past years!" 


    The New York Observer was due for a revamp, with more focus on web news editing. But print subscriptions still made up the bulk of its revenue, far outpacing online subscriptions.


    "Too bad it didn't go bankrupt," Donald's disappointed look made Charles wonder what kind of dirt Arthur Carter had on him.


    "Alright, I'm leaving. Enjoy your youngsters' party," Donald had married his third wife, Melania Trump, early last year.


    Moreover, the Hollywood Walk of Fame selection committee had notified Donald that he'd be honored on the Walk of Fame next January.


    Donald wasn't planning to stay long at his daughter's birthday party, leaving the young folks to their own socializing.


    Watching Donald leave, Charles shook his head and took another look around. The atmosphere seemed to be heating up.


    "Charles, let's go dance!" Just as Charles wondered whether to leave, Ivanka appeared beside him, pulling him towards the dance floor.


    Seeing Ivanka's flushed face, it was clear she had drunk quite a bit.


    "What were you talking about with my father?" Ivanka asked as Charles held her.


    "Nothing much. Your dad likes making cameos in movies, so we just talked about that," Charles answered casually. After all, Donald had made appearances in quite a few productions.


    Ivanka nodded and then whispered, sticking close to Charles, "Later, let's go clubbing. Tonight is a wild night in Las Vegas!"


  




  Chapter 258: Ivanka Trump


  

    In a nightclub in Las Vegas, the colorful dance floor was filled with men and women swaying and moving, mingling with the scent of alcohol and hormones.


    At this moment, Charles was holding Ivanka close as they were dancing intimately on the floor. The dazzling lights combined with the effect of alcohol made Charles feel a bit dizzy.


    Ivanka had a pair of long legs, which made Charles never want to let go.


    "Hey, I think I just saw Topher Grace at the party. Are you familiar with him?" Charles asked casually. After all, Topher Grace was currently the biggest Hollywood star at the party.


    "I've met him once, but we're not really close. He just starred in Spider-Man 3 this year and has gained quite a bit of fame, but it's nothing compared to you, the Hollywood movie mogul," responded Ivanka, who was a year older than Charles at 25.


    However, despite Ivanka's far better background, she couldn't compare to the person in front of her. A graduate of the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, she was now the Vice President of her family's company, Trump Real Estate Group.


    Charles Capet, a self-made man with great achievements, was inherently more attractive.


    "Charles, I can't believe how you've achieved so much in such a short time. You even predicted the World Cup champion!" Ivanka smiled as she held onto Charles's neck.


    "Could it be that you've been kissed by God?" she joked.


    Charles looked at the girl, tightened his hands around her waist, pulling Ivanka closer into his embrace. He leaned in and whispered in her ear, "I don't know if I've been kissed by God, but if God were a woman, she definitely would."


    The two then started kissing. Ivanka, standing tall at 5'11" with a 34C figure, had an alluring body that was hard to resist.


    Young men and women, once they felt an attraction, things often progressed naturally.


    At night, in the bedroom of a suite at the Trump International Hotel, Ivanka lay on the bed, exuding allure.


    Charles pressed himself onto the girl, and soon, the room was filled with intermittent sensual sounds.


    The next day at noon, Charles and Ivanka woke up in bed together. Ivanka lay in Charles's arms, her fingers brushing over his abs.


    "It was unforgettable," Ivanka said, kissing Charles on the cheek.


    Charles smiled, "Was I kissed by God?"


    He said, reaching out to hold the girl's 34C chest. Ivanka, who had not yet married or had children, still maintained a slender figure.


    "God, I felt like I was in heaven last night," Ivanka said, brushing her hair and asked, "Are you going to New York today?"


    Charles lay flat, staring at the ceiling, and replied, "Yes, I have something to do in New York!"


    Ivanka nodded, "I thought you were going back to Los Angeles. I spend most of my time in New York too."


    As a top socialite of New York, Ivanka's life was filled with mansions, sports cars, yachts, parties, and travels.


    Though she was the Vice President of her family's real estate company, Ivanka had also developed her own fashion brand.


    "After graduating from college in '04, I worked as a project manager in the retail expansion department at Forest City Enterprises. At the end of last year, my father appointed me as Vice President of Trump Group," Ivanka said, looking at Charles. "Maybe we could collaborate?"


    Ivanka had always been an ambitious woman. Despite having a wealthy father that gave her a high starting point, she always hoped to have her own career.


    "Collaborate? Are you planning to make movies?" Charles chuckled and added, "I do have some interest in real estate, but I don't have any ideas at this moment."


    The Trump Group was soon to face the impact of the subprime mortgage crisis, and the real estate market would shrink. Charles definitely wouldn't get involved right now.


    "I participated in The Apprentice, own my own fashion brand, and studied design," Ivanka looked at Charles. "In Hollywood, with your status, you must have tons of resources. Aren't you interested?"


    Charles laughed, "Do you want to be a celebrity like Paris Hilton?"


    Hearing the name Paris Hilton, Ivanka's face turned a little dark.


    Charles' meaning was clear. Whether it was a reality show or a personal brand, it required a massive fan base and popularity.


    Ivanka and Paris Hilton both came from wealthy families, but in terms of influence, Ivanka couldn't hold a candle to Paris Hilton.


    After all, the Hilton Group's fame couldn't be compared to the Trump Group, even though the Hilton family had little connection with Hilton Group for a long time.


    In terms of assets, the Hilton family combined had less than Donald Trump alone.


    And the inheritance left by old Hilton had to be divided among all his children, leaving Paris Hilton with significantly less.


    Paris Hilton's father, even if multiplied by ten, couldn't compare to Donald.


    However, the Hilton surname was extraordinarily famous, thanks to the Hilton Hotels established by her great-grandfather, and Paris Hilton never left the spotlight growing up.


    "Not interested, Paris Hilton and I are not the same type," Ivanka pouted. Despite both being New York socialites, not all socialites were the same.


    Ivanka's friends were Upper East Side socialites like the Hearst sisters, unlike Paris Hilton, the entertainment socialite.


    "In fact, your father is kind of similar to Paris Hilton. He is half in the entertainment industry," Charles smiled. Donald's fame among American billionaires was definitely top-tier.


    Donald's frequent shocking statements and puzzling actions, similar to Paris Hilton's scandalous ways of drawing attention, increased both their visibility and influence.


    Ivanka didn't fancy socialites like Paris Hilton, but the things her father often did or said also attracted a lot of attention.


    "Alright, let's not dwell on it. Maybe there will be collaborative projects in the future," Charles, feeling aroused, embraced Ivanka again.


    "Hmm, Charles, you still want more?" Ivanka was surprised by his actions, remembering how long they went last night.


    "Who can resist you? And I'm leaving for New York today," Charles said, pressing onto Ivanka and kissing her. After all, someone like Ivanka wasn't the type to become a mere lover.


    Ivanka passionately responded, holding onto Charles's neck. After all, Charles had given her an extraordinary experience.


  




  Chapter 259: Breaking Bad


  

    During Halloween, Capet Pictures' Matrix Pictures released Saw IV in 3,150 theaters across North America, achieving a successful opening weekend with $32 million.


    Additionally, Capet Records' country music label Big Machine Records saw one of their artists, Taylor Swift, release her first self-titled album Taylor Swift, which achieved impressive first-week sales.


    Movies, TV shows, music albums - Capet Entertainment's businesses progressed in parallel.


    Arriving in New York, Charles Capet quickly accelerated the production of the TV series Gossip Girl.


    The newly formed wireless TV network CTV aimed at the teenage market and soon signed a premiere agreement with Capet Television.


    For Odette Annable, who was eager to act, Charles did not disappoint her and directly cast her as one of the leading roles, Queen B.


    As for Queen S, the stunning Blake Lively took on that role, while Leighton Meester played another slightly less prominent character.


    However, it was just a teenage drama after all, and Charles certainly wouldn't waste too much of his precious time on it.


    In the Capet Pictures office on Greenwich Street, Manhattan, Charles put down the script in his hand and smiled helplessly.


    "A story about a downtrodden middle-aged man dealing drugs in New Mexico, and he's also a major villain."


    The script outline on the desk was titled Breaking Bad.


    "Last year, Vince Gilligan discussed this script with several networks like Showtime, FX, TNT, HBO, but they all tossed Breaking Bad into the trash," Phyllis Jones mentioned, assuming the boss wasn't interested.


    "Buy it!"


    "What?" Phyllis Jones was stunned for a moment, then looked at the boss again. "Buy it? We're going to develop it?"


    Vince Gilligan had previously been involved in writing for The X-Files, but was this story really marketable?


    "This script can be developed. Have Vince Gilligan refine the script, and Capet Television will handle the development and production," Charles smiled. Although Breaking Bad had a slow start, the first season's ratings would eventually build up to make it a legendary show.


    Much like the script of Mad Men, Breaking Bad was another gem overlooked by others but picked up by Capet Television.


    "Alright!" With the boss's decision to develop the show, Phyllis Jones naturally had no objections.


    Charles nodded. After Phyllis Jones left the office, he looked up at the gray sky outside the window in New York.


    November in New York was noticeably colder than Los Angeles.


    In the evening, Charles Capet and Scarlett Johansson, who had just returned from promoting The Prestige in Europe, went to a bar in downtown Manhattan together.


    This year, Scarlett Johansson had several movies released consecutively: Scoop, The Black Dahlia, and The Prestige, showcasing her stunning beauty to countless people.


    "The Prestige was pretty good. Christopher Nolan is indeed a trustworthy director," Charles said, sipping his drink while watching a band perform on stage in the dimly lit bar, holding Scarlett Johansson close.


    "Oh, The Prestige mostly relied on Christian Bale and Hugh Jackman's performances. My role wasn't that significant," Scarlett remarked. Among her three movies this year, The Prestige performed the best.


    Scoop and The Black Dahlia were independent dramas. They received decent reviews but did not fare well at the box office.


    Scarlett's most successful film so far was still Wedding Crashers. DreamWorks' The Island had also shaken her confidence a bit.


    "This has been a busy few years for you, even though many of them are art films. Are you holding up alright?" Charles asked with genuine concern.


    Scarlett nestled closer into Charles's arms and laughed, "It's been a bit exhausting, so I've taken a long break this year."


    Then she looked at Charles with a hint of reproach, "But you've been abroad for half the year, and I couldn't find you at all!"


    Charles chuckled, "Yes, I've spent quite a bit of time in Asia this year." He said, kissing her ruby lips.


    After the kiss, Scarlett seemed to think of something, "Do you know David Ellison from Skydance Productions?"


    "David Ellison? I've only met him at a party in LA. Didn't he invest in Flyboys, which was a total flop?" Charles wondered if Ellison was trying to compete with him for a woman.


    That would be interesting. After all, David was Larry Ellison's son - money wasn't an issue for him.


    "A few months ago, I also met him at a film discussion. He seems to have a big interest in aviation movies," Scarlett recalled. Despite David being a trust fund kid, his $60 million investment in Flyboys which made only $13 million domestically and $4.7 million overseas, was pretty much a disaster.


    Charles laughed, "Well, trust fund kids always need to find some fun in life. When you mentioned him, I thought he was chasing you."


    "Chasing me?" Scarlett laughed and playfully grabbed Charles, "Most people in Hollywood know I'm your girl. Who would chase after me?"


    "And you, isn't having me enough? With Jessica Alba, Anne Hathaway - there's no telling what's going on there, not to mention Megan Fox and Keira Knightley!"


    Charles patted her playfully, then whispered in her ear, "Can't help it. You're just too good. Isn't it you who always leaves me wanting more?"


    "You're just a playboy!" Scarlett complained but couldn't deny Charles's irresistible charm, both generally and in bed.


    Just as Charles was about to say something, a commotion erupted near the stage, electrifying the atmosphere.


    Looking towards the stage, a striking female singer had stripped off her jacket and skirt, leaving only her underwear as she sang passionately, riling up the bar's patrons.


    Scarlett looked over too, "Talk about energy!"


    Charles had a flash of inspiration. This outrageous style reminded him of someone.


    He needed to find out if this singer was the person he was eagerly expecting.


  




  Chapter 260: Lady Gaga


  

    New York, Downtown Manhattan, in Charles's villa by the Hudson River.


    "Lady Gaga, born Stefani Joanne Angelina Germanotta, released an EP Red and Blue this year that didn't do well. She signed a contract with Def Jam but was quickly dropped.


    She changed her name to Lady Gaga when she signed with Def Jam. She attended New York University but dropped out after a year to pursue music.


    She formed a band and wrote songs for other artists..."


    "Instruct Capet Records to sign her, just like we did with Katy Perry, support them to release albums," Charles said, hearing Phyllis Jones's response over the phone, a smile on his face but his tone showing exhaustion.


    "Got it, boss!"


    After hanging up the phone, Charles collapsed onto the sofa, smiling, "Tonight, luck's on my side!"


    Scarlett Johansson sat next to Charles. "Were you just signing that bar's resident female singer?"


    Charles nodded. "My intuition is never wrong."


    That style, Charles was immediately reminded of the unique Lady Gaga, and it really was her when Phyllis Jones reached out.


    Luckily, she had already changed her name to Lady Gaga, so no further verification was needed, just like Charles didn't know Katy Perry's original name.


    Katy Perry changed her name last year and was signed by Capet Records this year. Lady Gaga had better luck, she was discovered by Charles in a bar shortly after changing her name.


    "I am also preparing to release an album. Will Capet Records support me?" Scarlett Johansson suddenly asked.


    "You releasing an album?" Charles looked at Scarlett in confusion, you can sing?


    "I can sing. I originally debuted as a child star, many actors release albums," Scarlett Johansson explained.


    Charles smiled. "Of course, Capet Records can definitely support you!"


    Whether or not Scarlett Johansson could sing didn't matter; she could still release an album. Besides, what's wrong with his girl wanting to dabble in music?


    "By the way, recently Weinstein Company and MGM have a project for me to replace Julia Roberts in a role," Scarlett Johansson said, looking at Charles.


    "The Nanny Diaries, from the novel that's on The New York Times bestseller list!"


    "Should I accept it? The original lead, Julia Roberts, turned it down, and now they've come to me, but the budget is much lower. It's just a low-budget comedy."


    "The Nanny Diaries, published early last year, I think, bought by Harvey Weinstein," Charles chuckled. Weinstein Company's North American distribution was in cooperation with MGM; after all, it was a newly established independent film company without the capital to set up its own distribution system.


    "Meaningless novel," Charles shook his head and suggested, "Refuse it. Besides, collaborating with that sexual predator might be risky. The Nanny Diaries made into a movie won't have much of an expectation."


    "Oh, alright, honestly, I didn't really want to work with Harvey Weinstein," Scarlett Johansson said. Now that she had Charles Capet as a strong backer, she didn't need to fear Harvey Weinstein's retaliation.


    "MGM, Weinstein Company, Lionsgate, and Summit Entertainment," Charles grinned, now these independent film distribution companies were no longer competitors to Capet Entertainment.


    ...


    While Charles Capet was in New York enjoying a wonderful evening with the sexy star Scarlett Johansson, on the West Coast in Los Angeles, at Sony Pictures headquarters in Culver City, Sony Group President Ryoji Chubachi from Japan met with Sony Computer Entertainment Chairman Ken Kutaragi and Sony Pictures Co-Chairpersons John Calley and Amy Pascal.


    "Capet Entertainment isn't particularly interested in MGM, Charles is only interested in MGM's film library and the ownership of the 007 series," John Calley said.


    Ryoji Chubachi nodded. "When I met Charles Capet in Tokyo a while ago, although young, he had very clear goals. He knows exactly why we are acquiring MGM."


    Ken Kutaragi frowned. "Now Toshiba's HD DVD players are cheaper than our Blu-ray players, this is a disadvantage for us."


    Ryoji Chubachi turned to look at John Calley and Amy Pascal, expanding the electronic consumer market through content had always been Sony's strategy.


    "The home entertainment market has always been a major income source for Hollywood movie companies. The importance of the DVD market to film companies cannot be overstated," Amy Pascal said, sighing.


    "The uncertainty in the new high-definition DVD formats isn't good news for Hollywood. Besides standard DVDs and VHS tapes, film companies would also have to release two types of high-definition DVDs, directly increasing distribution costs!"


    Ryoji Chubachi said helplessly, "The high-definition DVD format war, which Hollywood film companies choose to support is really crucial."


  




  Chapter 261: Preparations


  

    In Manhattan, high above Columbus Park, a white Bentley Continental GT was parked. Charles and Scarlett were leaning against the car.


    Charles, wrapped in a black wool coat and scarf, kept his eyes on the Brooklyn Bridge in the distance where a film was being shot. Scarlett Johansson, draped in fur, looked equally captivating.


    Each had a cigarette. 


    Charles puffed out smoke and pointed to the film set. "Warner Bros is remaking I Am Legend over there, with Will Smith starring. I actually have high hopes for this movie!"


    A smoke ring slipped from Scarlett Johansson's red lips. From Charles's tone, she sensed a hint of regret.


    She smiled, "Charles, is it really that good?"


    Charles nodded. "Will Smith has the acting chops, the humor, the action skills. In my eyes, he's the top Black male star in Hollywood right now!"


    "Better than Denzel Washington, Forest Whitaker, and Jamie Foxx? All three won the Oscar for Best Actor," Scarlett Johansson inquired since compared to them, Will Smith lacked an award.


    Denzel Washington was the second Black actor to win the Oscar for Best Actor in 2002, filling a forty-year gap. Jamie Foxx won in 2004, and Forest Whitaker won this year.


    "In terms of commercial value and international fame," Charles took another drag, then flicked the cigarette butt onto the ground. "Heh, the Oscars, just a toy!"


    "Come on, let's go back. I really don't like New York weather," said Charles, and he and Scarlett got into the car.


    "By the way, you haven't bought any houses recently, right?" Charles asked.


    "Houses? No, you said house prices are too high now and not worth it, right?" Scarlett Johansson's main investment was in real estate, just like most celebrities.


    While driving, Charles reminded, "If you can, sell any extra properties while the prices are high. With your celebrity status, you shouldn't have trouble finding buyers."


    "Selling houses? I do have a few. Although they can't compare to yours, should I really sell them?" Scarlett sounded reluctant.


    Charles smiled, "This is advice from Charles Capet, the genius on Forbes' Young Millionaires list. Are you sure you won't take it?"


    "Oh," Scarlett's eyes lit up, and she quickly nodded. "Haha, I'll listen to you. Whatever you say goes in Hollywood now!"


    This was indeed the peak of the American real estate bubble, and Charles had been looking forward to the collapse for a long time!


    Of course, Charles hadn't forgotten his main business in New York.


    "Boss, have you decided?" In the high-end office of Capet Fund in Manhattan's financial district, Lily Ying asked seriously.


    Charles nodded. "It's decided. We can use Capet Fund's shares and Capet Entertainment as collateral to get at least $1 billion in loans!"


    Lily nodded. Capet Fund had plenty of quality assets. For example, Capet Entertainment was like a golden goose with its revenue.


    "I've had people reach out to J.P. Morgan, Goldman Sachs, Citibank, and Merrill Lynch. They're all interested in my assets," Charles said calmly, as if discussing a trivial matter.


    "But boss, you're betting everything. Isn't that too risky?" Even a genius like Lily Ying found this too stimulating.


    "Heh, there's an old saying: 'The young should be wild!'" Charles said, patting Lily's shoulder.


    "Opportunities like this are rare - maybe once in a lifetime. Besides, I still have a chance to come back!"


    Lily rolled her eyes, revealing a helpless expression. "Wild youth, huh? True, even if you bet $1 billion, you still have a chance to recover!"


    Quickly, under Lily's operation, Capet Fund used shares in companies like LV, Google, Amazon, and took out a two-year short-term loan of a billion dollars from banks including J.P. Morgan, Citibank, and Royal Bank of Canada.


    Lily initially opposed using Capet Entertainment as collateral, since Charles remained a Hollywood mogul as long as it stayed.


    However, Charles Capet wouldn't listen. He directly negotiated with Merrill Lynch, Goldman Sachs, and Blackstone, using Capet Entertainment as collateral for a $500 million cash loan.


    Given Capet Entertainment's $1 billion debt, Merrill Lynch and others needed to appraise its assets.


    Charles Capet's maneuvers couldn't go unnoticed, especially in Hollywood, making many anxious.


    Newspapers speculated about Charles Capet's big moves, as Capet Pictures was a coveted asset.


    "Charles Capet aims to take back MGM Group from Sony, becoming one of the Big Seven."


    "Charles Capet plans to make major investments on Wall Street."


    "Charles Capet lost a fortune at Wynn Las Vegas this year..."


    Speculations abounded, driving Evelyn Capet in Los Angeles nuts, with journalists constantly hounding her about Charles.


    In Beverly Hills, at Capet Pictures' headquarters, Evelyn put down her phone. Charles, in New York, only told her not to worry and wouldn't reveal his plans.


    Evelyn rubbed her eyes. She had to go to New York herself. A mother needed to know what her son was up to. Otherwise, she'd constantly worry about Charles.


    She quickly instructed her assistant to arrange a flight to New York ASAP.


    Many people believed the news about Charles losing money in Las Vegas.


  




  Chapter 262: Chapter 262


  

    Evelyn, dressed in a black ladies' suit and carrying a handbag, emerged from the headquarters of ETA with her assistant. As soon as she came out, reporters, sensing blood, swarmed around.


    "Evelyn, can you tell us why Charles is mortgaging Capet Entertainment?"


    "Did Charles lose a lot of money in Las Vegas?"


    Evelyn twitched her mouth as bodyguards blocked the reporters. Charles Capet lost money? Her son, a gambling addict?


    "Everyone, Charles may be young, but he doesn't have these bad habits," Evelyn explained to defend her son.


    "But, there's no news of any major acquisitions in Hollywood, and Capet Entertainment is known for having a strong cash flow."


    "Why then does Charles need such a large amount of money? We've heard from Wall Street that Capet Fund has mortgaged not just Capet Entertainment's assets!"


    "Sorry, no comment!" Evelyn had an indifferent expression as she got into her car, heading straight to the airport.


    In Midtown Manhattan, New York, near Sixth Avenue and Times Square, within a high-rise office building.


    In a large luxurious office, Charles stood by the window, admiring the Manhattan nightscape while talking on the phone with Donna Langley.


    "Charles, don't worry. Although some people within the company are a bit uneasy, you haven't touched the company's internal cash flow. 300 is also about to be released, and Capet Pictures will continue to thrive," Donna Langley, regardless of what Charles was doing in New York, assured that Capet Pictures was still on the right track.


    Charles chuckled, "Just half a month and it's already created such a stir. It seems quite a few people have their eyes on Capet Entertainment, huh!"


    "You've got the strength to get noticed; it just shows how powerful Capet Pictures is," Donna Langley laughed over the phone.


    "Let's stick to the plan we discussed. No one can take Capet Pictures away from me," Charles felt a rush of excitement as he looked at the brightly lit Manhattan nightscape.


    After hanging up the phone, Charles just sat down at his desk when suddenly, the door opened, and Dona Williams came in with Evelyn.


    "Mom, what are you doing here?" Charles got up, surprised since there was no mention of this during their morning call.


    "Came over to check on you," Evelyn Capet looked at her son. He wore a perfectly tailored Italian handmade suit, standing tall and handsome with impeccable hair.


    Behind him was the Manhattan nightscape, with the Empire State Building, Lehman Brothers' headquarters, Chrysler Building, Madison Square Garden, Times Tower, Macy's Herald Square, and in the distance, Rockefeller Center...


    Evelyn Capet took a deep breath, "Can you tell Mom what you're up to?"


    Charles hesitated but didn't say anything to refuse, after all, she was his mother.


    "Dona, take a break," Charles asked Dona Williams to leave the office.


    Evelyn stood next to her son by the floor-to-ceiling window, hoping to understand what Charles was thinking.


    "As I mentioned before, the subprime mortgage crisis in the U.S. is about to trigger a real estate bubble. I'm raising funds to get in on it."


    "But I heard you mortgaged most of the Capet Fund assets. The stock market is risky; you don't have to go in so big!" Evelyn Capet was worried.


    "Do you see that?" Charles pointed to the building on the left, "The headquarters of Lehman Brothers, one of Wall Street's top five investment banks, founded in 1850, over 150 years old, acquired by American Express in 1984, and became independent in 1994.


    And there's Merrill Lynch, Bear Stearns, Goldman Sachs, and Morgan Stanley, all these big investment banks have heavily invested in subprime mortgage securities, not to mention other international banks and funds.


    Now, the entire U.S. real estate market has peaked. The Federal Reserve's interest rate hike is making it hard for homeowners to sustain.


    Almost all American cities are increasing house promotions, and house prices are set to drop."


    Charles then looked out to the right, towards the direction of the Empire State Building, with the Chrysler Building and other landmarks beyond.


    "In a few months, due to the Fed's interest rate hike and the drop in house prices, there will be a massive amount of mortgage defaults in the U.S. Banks will find that the value of the houses won't cover the loans, resulting in a vast number of bad debts.


    But look, stockbrokers and big institutions are still promoting real estate financial products in newspapers and media, selling CDS, transferring all the risk to investors.


    What I'm doing now is investing all the funds to short real estate. This is a once-in-a-century opportunity, just like the tech bubble in the 2000s, but this economic downturn might be even more severe.


    How can I let go of such an opportunity? How can I not be excited?" Charles said, clenching his fists, his eyes shining with ambition.


    "Charles, you're already among the top in the U.S., and in a few years, Capet Entertainment will be a new Hollywood landmark," Evelyn Capet turned to look at her son. "Wall Street is different from Hollywood. You can really lose everything here!"


    "Don't worry. Even if I lose everything this time, Capet Entertainment will still be under my control," Charles had absolute confidence. Once next year's Iron Man is released, Capet Entertainment's valuation would double immediately.


    "Mom doesn't know what to say. Your success over these years has been dazzling, and seeing all kinds of speculations about you in Los Angeles worries me if you really lost money in Las Vegas!"


    Evelyn looked at Charles, "After all, you've won more than 400 hundred million euros from betting on sports before."


    Compared to Charles' playboy-ish ways, Evelyn didn't care much about those. Anyway, Charles is young, handsome, and a bigshot in the entertainment industry. But if Charles lost a large amount of money at the casino, that would be big news.


    Charles twitched his eyes, "I clearly won over ten thousand dollars in Las Vegas! Don't you know your son? I despise gambling, drugs, and such."


    Evelyn laughed, patting her son's shoulder, "Yes, you are Mom's biggest pride. You haven't touched any drugs in these years!"


    Evelyn could hardly believe it; as a young mogul in Hollywood, Charles genuinely stayed away from drugs.


    "This won't do. You should accept some media interviews in the next few days to reassure Capet Entertainment's employees," Evelyn Capet came to New York partly to help her son with public relations.


    Charles nodded. These few days, he had been reaching out to various investment institutions and had indeed overlooked it!


    No matter what, Charles' reputation was crucial.


  




  Chapter 263: Carl Icahn


  

    Charles stepped out of the Goldman Sachs headquarters, followed by his bodyguards and assistants. He took one last look at the building before getting into the car.


    "Was that old guy Carl Icahn just now?"


    Charles asked Dona Williams beside him.


    "Yes, Carl Icahn," Dona Williams replied, holding a billion-dollar loan contract led by Goldman Sachs, using Capet Entertainment as collateral.


    Priority debt to equity conversion: If Charles couldn't repay the funds when due, the equity in Capet Entertainment would be converted first.


    "He's your financial world's legendary hostile takeover expert, the 'Wolf of Wall Street'!" Charles remarked casually. Carl Icahn mainly targeted high-debt public companies for leveraged buyouts with minimal capital, controlled the board for splitting and restructuring operations, raised stock prices, and cashed out!


    No care for the company's business strategy and future, just there to bleed it dry.


    "Carl Icahn is highly skilled and his judgment is very precise. Any prey he targets usually gets a bite taken out of it," explained Dona Williams. After all, this was the real 'Wolf of Wall Street.'


    Not like that small fry Jordan Belfort.


    "Capet Entertainment isn't even publicly traded. If such a big fish wants to make a move, wait until we go public," Charles shook his head. No matter how powerful Carl Icahn was, he needed the right avenues.


    Meanwhile, at the top-floor office in Goldman Sachs headquarters, two elderly men stood by the window, watching Charles and his entourage leave.


    They were Lloyd Blankfein, Chairman of Goldman Sachs, and Carl Icahn, the 'Wolf of Wall Street.'


    "Carl, Capet Entertainment is already $1 billion in debt, and now we're lending another billion. Aren't you worried?" Lloyd Blankfein laughed. Originally, it was a three-way deal between Goldman Sachs, Merrill Lynch, and Blackstone, but then Carl Icahn jumped in to support the loan.


    "Hahaha, and you think Capet Entertainment isn't worth $1.5 billion? The global box office for The Da Vinci Code isn't astonishing?" Carl Icahn withdrew his gaze. This was Wall Street, New York, not Hollywood, Los Angeles.


    "You've been involved in American Online, Yahoo, early Marvel Comics, and now you're a shareholder of Lionsgate. Weren't you planning to acquire some of MGM's debt? Why are you eyeing Capet Entertainment now?" Lloyd Blankfein was puzzled. The man in front of him was like a fly that would bite every crack in the egg.


    But Capet Entertainment had strong cash flow and a robust growth momentum, leaving no room for a strike.


    "I heard that Charles Capet has raised no less than $1 billion, planning to make a big splash in the stock market," Carl Icahn smiled.


    "You've seen it too. The U.S. real estate market is shrouded in mist right now. He might shine brilliantly in Hollywood, but this is Wall Street."


    "I heard Richard Fuld has increased Lehman Brothers' underwriting of subprime loans?" Carl Icahn asked with a smile. Richard Fuld was the chairman and CEO of Lehman Brothers, nicknamed 'The Wall Street Bull.'


    "Last year alone, Lehman Brothers underwrote subprime loans exceeding $100 billion, more than 11% of the entire market. Next was the Royal Bank of Scotland at 10%. Our several major investment banks were below 8%," Lloyd Blankfein shook his head with disdain.


    "Lehman Brothers increased their volume, really thinking they can mitigate risks at any time? Richard Fuld is too arrogant!"


    "The 'Wall Street Bull' won't charge forward relentlessly? Hahaha," Carl Icahn laughed.


    Lloyd Blankfein's level in Hollywood wouldn't fail to see the problems in the U.S. real estate market.


    It was like a game of hot potato; you never know when the bomb would explode, so it's wise to make sure you're not the last one holding it.


    Charles Capet told his mother he'd only invest seven or eight hundred million dollars, but he managed to secure $1.2 billion in cash loans from various Wall Street bank institutions.


    Lily Ying, overseeing operations, distributed the $1.2 billion across more than thirty companies controlled by Capet Funds both domestically and internationally.


    With a 10x leverage trading principle, the goal was to short Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae, two real estate giants each valued at nearly $500 billion, easily absorbing Capet Funds' capital.


    $1.2 billion at 10x leverage equals $12 billion in betting capital. Although the accounts were scattered, it was still a considerable capital scale.


    Freddie Mac's stock price was now at its peak, hit $70 in October last year, though in June it was still around $55.


    "Boss, Freddie Mac broke the $70 mark in October, are we really starting now?" Lily Ying was excited, her face flushed and blood boiling.


    "For over a month now, Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae's stock prices have fluctuated around $70, never moving above $2. It's at its peak," Charles looked at Lily Ying.


    "This year, you need to invest all our capital. U.S. capital, European and Asian international capital, are all your targets!"


    10x leverage, if Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae's stock increased by more than 10% after any medication, the short accounts would be forcibly closed out. But is that likely?


    Lily Ying nodded. To hedge, you needed institutions to bet against you. Wall Street had global investment institutions, making it ideal.


    "Okay, boss," Lily Ying knew the boss's aim was to make money discreetly, with more foreign exchange in Capet Funds being a bonus.


    "Very well. Next year, we'll reap our harvest, and I'll support you in starting your hedge fund," Charles smiled. Talent was great, young talent was even better, full of drive and big-heartedness.


    "Alright, I'm off to attend the New York premiere of 300 now," Charles straightened his suit and left the office.


    Lily Ying sat down, her fair face unable to hide her excitement. Opportunities like this in life were not many.


  




  Chapter 264: No Comment


  

    At the Eugene O'Neill Theatre at the intersection of Broadway and 48th Street, Capet Pictures held the premiere of 300.


    Director Zack Snyder, original comic master Frank Miller, and stars Gerard Butler and Lena Headey, along with invited Victoria's Secret supermodel guests, attended the red carpet.


    Charles Capet and his mother, Evelyn Capet, who hadn't been seen in public for a while, also attended.


    However, the reporters seemed more interested in Charles Capet's recent actions.


    "No comment!" Charles didn't know how many times he had said this.


    A blonde, busty reporter from The Wall Street Journal asked, "Charles, did you mortgage Capet Entertainment?"


    "Heh, no comment!"


    "Did you spend a few days in Las Vegas?" The reporter wasn't giving up.


    "Yes, played a few days," Charles waved his hand, "Who said I lost money? I clearly won a few thousand dollars. 


    And tonight is the premiere of my movie. You guys should pay more attention to the film. Don't you want to see the mighty, virile, and hormonally charged Spartan warriors? And those fashionable, sexy Victoria's Secret models?


    The movie also has political metaphors. Everyone should buy a ticket and appreciate it!"


    After casually answering a few more questions, Charles left the interview area and entered the theater lounge.


    Evelyn saw her son, "Find an opportunity to explain, it'll make many reporters lose interest. They're just curious about the lives of the rich!"


    "I know, I just don't get it. Who's the jackass spreading rumors that I lost billions of dollars? Does he even know how much a billion dollars is?" Charles pouted in dissatisfaction. "James Bond in Casino Royale couldn't win a billion dollars!"


    "Well, that's just the way reporters are. They'll do anything for a story. Sony's Casino Royale was released in 3,400 theaters in North America last Friday, netting a $40.8 million box office in its first weekend!"


    Evelyn continued, "Can your 300 compete?"


    "Why not? 300 is a fresh war film, and it's opening in more than 3,100 theaters," Charles smiled,


    "There are so many female fans out there, drooling over the muscle-bound guys in the movie! The North American market shouldn't be a problem, but it definitely won't match Casino Royale in overseas markets."


    It was impossible. Casino Royale had great reviews, and Daniel Craig's physique was perfectly showcased in the film.


    Evelyn smiled, "By the way, are you sure you're planning Thor? Eva Green is famous enough, but what about those male actors, Chris Hemsworth and Tom Hiddleston? Isn't it a problem that they're somewhat unknown?"


    Both Eva Green, Chris Hemsworth, and Tom Hiddleston were contracted under ETA.


    "What's the problem? Marvel Studios never intended to hire big stars. Movies like these can easily launch the careers of actors. Big stars are expensive and demanding, while new actors are cheap and obedient. Why not go for the latter?" Charles was not worried at all, not just for movies, "The TV show Gossip Girl also hired new actors."


    "Next year is Iron Man, and the year after you'll release Thor. You indeed seem confident!" Evelyn completely trusted her son's judgment in movies.


    "By the way, Charles, with the success of The Da Vinci Code, does Capet Pictures have plans for Dan Brown's other novels?"


    Charles frowned, "Logically, with The Da Vinci Code being so successful, we should develop Dan Brown's other novels. But I'm not too happy with Ron Howard. The success of The Da Vinci Code owes a lot to the book's popularity and the appeal of the religious subject matter.


    As for his other novels, the only one worth adapting is the prequel, Angels & Demons. But it can't compare to The Da Vinci Code in terms of suspense and religious atmosphere."


    Evelyn was surprised, "But The Da Vinci Code is currently Capet Pictures' highest-grossing film. Isn't it appropriate to develop a sequel?"


    Charles shook his head, "Of course, we will develop it, but the script needs to be polished properly. Angels & Demons is far inferior to The Da Vinci Code. I don't want to see a sequel that's just an adventure action movie!"


    Evelyn understood Charles's point. Was he thinking about replacing Ron Howard?


    "Well, it's your decision. You definitely know more about making movies than I do," Evelyn didn't press further on the topic.


    "Oh, Capet Records signed two new singers recently. I like them and think you could sign their management contracts," Charles smiled. "The sales of Taylor Swift's debut album have already proven my point."


    Evelyn smiled, "No problem!"


    With Charles backing her, Evelyn's business in talent management was developing rapidly. She believed that ETA would soon rise.


    "One more thing," Charles decided to remind his mother, "Recently, a private poker circle has emerged in New York. A woman named Princess Molly is organizing poker games for the rich."


  




  Chapter 265: Controversy


  

    In the Hilton Garden Inn near the Eugene O'Neill Theatre, Charles Capet sat on the sofa in his pajamas, sipping champagne and admiring the night view of Times Square.


    Alexandra Ambrosio, fresh out of the shower and wrapped in a robe, joined Charles on the sofa after pouring herself a glass of champagne.


    "Why didn't you go to see this year's Victoria's Secret show in person?" Alexandra asked curiously.


    "It's just a bunch of guys with their minds full of pixels sitting there. Lost interest after watching it once last year," Charles shook his head.


    "Adriana went to Miami to shoot a commercial; otherwise, she could have joined us for the movie premiere tonight," Alexandra laughed, knowing that red carpet events were great for exposure.


    Charles put down his glass, pulled Alexandra into his arms, and lifted her chin for a kiss.


    After the kiss, he said, "All you Victoria's Secret supermodels have long legs, slim waists, and full chests. No wonder so many men go crazy for you!"


    Alexandra shook her head with a hint of resignation. "Many of us come from humble beginnings and don't have any advantages besides our looks and figures."


    "That's enough. Victoria's Secret supermodels are at the top of the modeling pyramid," Charles said, a bit surprised at how many sexy models South America produced. Was it really the environment?


    "So many beautiful women come from Brazil!" Charles said as he leaned in for another kiss, this time unbuttoning Alexandra's robe.


    Meanwhile, Evelyn Capet returned to the hotel room and started asking her assistant about Princess Jasmine of New York.


    "Molly Bloom used to be an American skier who retired after an injury. She got into Harvard but dropped out after a year. Worked as a waitress at a bar in Hollywood and got into private poker games.


    Because Molly Bloom was meticulous and reliable, she built her own network, causing jealousy from the bar owner, and they went their separate ways.


    Molly Bloom moved to New York to start her own poker games, quickly finding a way in through her abilities and connections. Tobey Maguire was one of her partners, bringing Hollywood stars to her games.


    Not just Matt Damon and Ben Affleck, but also Leonardo DiCaprio and tennis player Pete Sampras have attended her games."


    Evelyn, sitting in a chair, listened to the report and asked, "Is there any extra service in those games?"


    Evelyn couldn't help but worry. The Atlanta Gold Club scandal in the early 2000s had exposed many athletes, politicians, and wealthy individuals' dirty secrets.


    People like Michael Jordan and Bill Gates were regulars at the Gold Club.


    With gambling often tied to organized crime, there was no telling what Molly's poker games might involve, but Evelyn knew she had to be careful.


    "I asked Matt Damon's and Ben Affleck's agents. They said they're just there to play cards!"


    Hearing the assistant's response, Evelyn waved her hand. "I don't care about the others, but after The Bourne Ultimatum and Ocean's Thirteen release next year, Matt Damon will be a top Hollywood star. His agent needs to remind him, as a high-profile star, to be mindful of his actions."


    Such matters were beyond Evelyn's control. Big stars had their private lives, and the agency's job was to help maintain their reputation.


    "Understood, I'll remind them!" The female assistant glanced at Evelyn and, seeing no further instructions, left the room.


    By late October, Capet Pictures' Matrix Pictures released Saw IV, which did not disappoint with a $60 million box office in North America and over $50 million overseas.


    In November, everyone thought it would be dominated by Sony Pictures' blockbuster Casino Royale, which grossed $94 million in North America in just ten days.


    However, a week later, Capet Pictures released 300, a different kind of epic, which grossed $70.8 million in its first weekend in North America, snatching the weekly box office crown from Casino Royale.


    Nevertheless, 300 certainly wasn't a good movie, focusing only on visual impact and action aesthetics.


    With the box office success of 300 came controversy.


    The strong political implications and distorted historical depiction of war caused a huge backlash in Iranian society.


    All of Iran was furious, with Iranian media, officials, and bloggers condemning the film's negative and barbaric portrayal of King Xerxes I and the Persian soldiers.


    "The film seems to suggest that Iran has always been the root of evil, and that modern Iranians' ancestors were ugly, harmful savages," complained an Iranian official, even suggesting it was a "cultural war" launched by Hollywood, or even the United States, against Iran.


    Some American critics also saw political undertones in the film, viewing it as a way for America to tarnish Iran's image.


    Other critics pointed out signs suggesting the film aimed to attack the Persian culture, which modern Iranians pride themselves on, to undermine the current Iranian Islamic regime.


    As for the instigators, Capet Pictures, they weren't concerned with these issues. The bigger the controversy, the more it boosted the box office.


    Capet Pictures' marketing team had been worried about how to promote the film internationally since the main creators were relatively unknown.


    Iran's strong reaction made 300 an international news hotspot, attracting a lot of attention.


    In a calm acceptance of the controversy, Zack Snyder told The New York Times, "Controversy is a byproduct, and I think that's fine!"


    At home, Charles mumbled to himself, "Capitalists are truly shameless!"


  




  Chapter 266: UFC


  

    Capet Pictures' 300 continued its box office success, maintaining its strength from the summer blockbuster season, extending the hot streak for Capet Pictures through to the end of the year.


    In December, another highly anticipated movie, The Pursuit of Happiness, starring Will Smith, hit the theatres.


    During the award season, Capet Pictures premiered some foreign films they had purchased, like the Spanish movie Volver, which was acquired at the Cannes Film Festival.


    On Greenwich Street in Manhattan, Charles Capet and independent director Woody Allen discussed cooperation details in a cafe near Capet Pictures.


    "Capet Pictures wants to collaborate with you and invest in your romantic drama Vicky Cristina Barcelona. We are perfecting our overseas distribution channels, and making films with local flavor is one of our strategies," Charles remarked, somewhat frustrated about the slow progress in establishing overseas channels after the Venice Film Festival.


    Charles wasn't too fond of Woody Allen's recent films, Melinda and Melinda, Match Point, and Scoop, as they did not meet his commercial expectations.


    "Vicky Cristina Barcelona is a collaboration with a Spanish film company. If Capet Pictures joins, at least the North American market wouldn't be a problem," Woody Allen explained to Charles.


    "Have you already finished your crime thriller Cassandra's Dream this year?" Charles inquired.


    Woody Allen nodded, "Yes, it's done. We're now considering a trilogy of love letters to cities, with Vicky Cristina Barcelona as the first!"


    "Since it's about Spain, Spanish actress Penelope Cruz should definitely be in it. Do you have other cast ideas?" Charles suggested, knowing Woody Allen's knack for casting attractive actresses.


    "For the male lead, I'm considering Javier Bardem. The rest of the female roles still need auditions," Woody Allen, though a renowned independent director, had to tread carefully with the now-influential Charles Capet.


    Charles was indeed young, highly capable in moviemaking, and known for having a bit of a temper.


    "Javier Bardem is good. He won the Oscar for Best Supporting Actor with No Country for Old Men, making him a top Spanish actor," Charles nodded in agreement.


    "Prepare well. James Thunan will assist you, and Vicky Cristina Barcelona gets the green light!" Charles gave the go-ahead.


    Woody Allen nodded, and after a bit more discussion, they parted ways.


    Back at the office, Evelyn Capet smiled, "So, what's the verdict? Did Woody Allen have any other ideas?"


    "What could he be up to? Collaborating with me doesn't harm him. Besides, he's an ETA-contracted director and you introduced him. Would he even dare to object?" Charles shook his head. If not for his mother Evelyn mentioning the city love trilogy, he wouldn't have bothered with Woody Allen.


    "You have a different status now, and indeed, there's hardly anyone who would refuse you directly," Evelyn nodded slightly, recognizing the importance of interpersonal relationships in Hollywood.


    "Woody Allen's films don't cost much, and while they don't rake in huge box office numbers, as long as they have a decent reputation, they won't lose money," Charles had faith in Woody Allen's ability to handle female-centric films, understanding there wasn't a colossal profit to be made.


    Woody Allen's artistic films had never been huge commercial hits.


    "Vicky Cristina Barcelona's budget is estimated to be around 15 million dollars. With Woody Allen's fame, raising investment isn't hard," Evelyn couldn't help it if Charles looked down on Woody Allen's work since he's fundamentally an arthouse director.


    "By the way, is ETA collaborating with TPG Capital from Wall Street?" Charles asked.


    "We have been in talks. Why?" Evelyn didn't intend to hide anything from her son.


    "What about acquiring iEntertainment? Are you interested?" Charles probed.


    "iEntertainment isn't cheap, you know. Its market value is about 2.5 billion dollars. TPG Capital won't support us," Evelyn shook her head.


    Charles sighed. ETA had neither merged with another Hollywood talent agency yet nor collaborated with Silver Lake Partners, making the acquisition of iEntertainment difficult.


    "Do you know about UFC?" Charles decided to step up his game with his mother, understanding that holding onto just ETA wasn't the solution.


    "Mixed Martial Arts tournaments?" Evelyn was indeed aware.


    "The Fertitta Brothers and Dana White acquired the nearly bankrupt UFC in 2002 for 2 million dollars, forming the parent company Zuffa, with Dana White acting as president. He's quite capable," Charles provided context.


    "Mom, I strongly suggest acquiring UFC. It will pay off greatly in the future!" Charles would never mislead his mother.


    UFC's major issue was that most cable TV companies had ceased broadcasting its events. It was a bleak situation with almost all mainstream national sports committees refusing to recognize the legality of mixed martial arts competitions.


    To save UFC, Dana White's first move was to reshape the image of mixed martial arts to make it legal.


    He understood the necessity of changing UFC's previous "bloody" image in people's minds.


    "Are such violent and bloody events worth investing in?" Evelyn queried.


    Charles nodded, "Dana White is renegotiating the rules with national sports committees to make the competitions more entertaining. Plus, the fighters can also transition into Hollywood, melding with ETA. Didn't Dwayne Johnson make his shift from UFC to Hollywood?"


    Evelyn brushed her long hair, seriously considering her son's suggestion.


    "Alright, I'll talk to the Fertitta Brothers. I'll help you acquire it!" Evelyn Capet didn't have the funds to complete the purchase herself at that moment.


    Charles chuckled and nodded, "Then we'll set up Capet Sports & Entertainment, under Capet Fund, and you can manage it. According to my estimate, UFC's value shouldn't exceed 30 million dollars now. Dana White and the Fertitta Brothers own 10% and 90% of the shares, respectively. Let's see if we can fully acquire it from the Fertitta Brothers. A few tens of millions in cash should be quite tempting!"


    Evelyn nodded, "Okay, I'll head to Las Vegas soon to negotiate the UFC acquisition."


    Charles found it amusing, knowing future ETA (Endeavor Group), after merging with iEntertainment, bought UFC for 4 billion dollars!


  




  Chapter 267: Great Swindler


  

    Evelyn Capet might have been spurred on by her son's developments in recent years. After discovering that Charles wanted to acquire UFC, she stayed in New York for three more days before directly flying to Las Vegas.


    She was determined to secure the UFC for Capet Sports. With the family owning a Gulfstream G550 private jet, traveling was quite convenient.


    Meanwhile, Charles was living like a king in New York, surrounded not only by his sexy female assistant and Victoria's Secret models but also accompanied by Hollywood's hottest actresses.


    At the same time, big news broke out in Hollywood: after Tom Cruise took control of United Artists, he held a wedding in Italy with his girlfriend, Katie Holmes, who had already given birth to their daughter.


    Tom Cruise, being the top Hollywood superstar, once again dominated the Hollywood newspaper headlines with his marriage.


    In Manhattan's Upper East Side, at a business cocktail party held at the Mark Hotel, Charles was chatting with John Paulson, head of Paulson Hedge Fund.


    Having predicted the U.S. real estate market downturn early on, Charles and John Paulson shared similar tastes.


    Paulson Hedge Fund had been shorting risky CDOs since mid-year while buying cheap CDS. Compared to Charles's straightforward and aggressive leverage to short real estate stocks, Paulson Fund's strategy was more complex and less risky.


    "Now that the CDOs have dropped in price and the CDSs seem to be going up in price, congratulations! I believe Paulson Fund will welcome a wave of investments soon!" Charles chuckled. The man before him would become famous as the king of hedge funds during the subprime mortgage crisis.


    "Charles, you also took action, and seemingly more decisively and boldly than I did," John Paulson smiled with a hint of meaning.


    "I'm just playing around. How much does Paulson Fund manage? And how much do I have?" Charles shook his head. Who would have guessed that Charles directly used ten times leverage?


    John Paulson nodded. It wasn't hard to find out that Capet Fund gathered over $1 billion through mortgage loans from Goldman Sachs, Merrill Lynch, JPMorgan Chase, and other banks.


    However, spreading so many accounts and using ten times leverage to short Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac stocks wasn't easy to trace.


    "Charles, we share the same view. What do you think about the subprime mortgage crisis this time?" John Paulson asked.


    Charles grinned, "I'm just sitting and watching!"


    "You, really... What do you think the impact will be?" John Paulson was a bit perplexed.


    "The impact, huh? Real estate price drop will inevitably lead to a decline in real estate company stocks. Banks with large investments will increase their debts and bad accounts, causing bank stocks to fall," Charles glanced at John Paulson and smiled again. "And then it's up to the government. After all, the current U.S. Treasury Secretary, Henry Paulson, used to be the chairman and CEO of Goldman Sachs!"


    "It seems you are confident that there will be government intervention in the financial market?" John Paulson smiled slightly. By that time, it wouldn't just be a real estate bubble.


    "John, I didn't say anything. I just said house prices will drop. When buyers can't pay off loans, won't banks have a bunch of bad debts? Isn't it normal for those stocks to fall?" Charles raised his glass and clinked it with John Paulson's.


    He mentally dedicated the toast to the hedge fund king who would become a legend next year!


    "Charles!" After John Paulson left, another person approached Charles.


    Patrick Brink, CEO of HSBC USA under HSBC Holdings, arrived.


    "Good evening, Patrick!" Charles had recently taken a loan from HSBC.


    "Do you know about Madoff Investment Fund?" Patrick Brink asked with a smile.


    "The investment fund established by former NASDAQ chairman Bernard Madoff?" Charles responded.


    Patrick Brink nodded, "It's a fund that never loses money. Interested?"


    Bernard Madoff, the damn head of the Wall Street scam of the century! With the financial crisis looming, how could I invest?


    "I heard the Madoff Investment Fund guarantees at least a 10% annual return no matter what, right?" Charles smiled. It seemed HSBC had invested a lot.


    Patrick Brink nodded, "Many banks, hedge funds, and individual investment groups are clients of Madoff Investment Fund due to its high minimum investment requirement."


    "Oh? What's the minimum?" Bernard Madoff had earlier infiltrated the Jewish Country Club in Palm Beach, Miami, where clients were mainly Jews and invitation-only.


    Now, Madoff Investment Fund, operating as a pyramid scheme, targeted European banks and funds as its main client base. Charles had no detailed understanding because he didn't have the money before and wouldn't pay attention to a great swindler.


    "Initially, it was $300,000, then rose to $1 million, then $5 million, and now the minimum investment is $10 million!" Patrick Brink shrugged.


    Charles's mouth twitched. No wonder the clients were mainly banks and funds. This $10 million threshold indeed blocked many individual investors.


    "Does HSBC have a partnership with Madoff Investment Fund?" Charles asked.


    "We always invest. This time, we have about $1 billion to invest," Patrick Brink explained.


    "I heard Madoff Investment Fund manages more than $50 billion now." 


    "Oh? Charles, are you interested?"


    "Now, with the U.S. real estate market in turmoil, it might turn out like the Japanese real estate bubble. How can I miss such a guaranteed money-making investment?" Charles sighed.


    "It seems like BNP Paribas, Bank of Austria, Santander Bank, Credit Suisse, and others all have substantial investments in Madoff Fund. If it weren't for Capet Pictures requiring a massive cash flow for its movie business, I would have invested my money in Madoff Fund."


  




  Chapter 268: Capet Sports


  

    In Las Vegas, Evelyn Capet was negotiating with Lorenzo Fertitta, the current UFC owner, and their agent Dana White to acquire UFC.


    Lorenzo Fertitta ran a casino business in Las Vegas, while Dana White was just an amateur fighter and a hotel security guard before this.


    When UFC was on the verge of bankruptcy in 2002, Dana White sought out his childhood friends, the Fertitta brothers, to buy UFC together.


    Lorenzo Fertitta looked at Evelyn Capet, who was sitting across from him, feeling conflicted.


    "Lorenzo, in just four years, UFC's value has increased more than tenfold, isn't that enough for you?" Evelyn offered $25 million, which was the main reason for Lorenzo's hesitation.


    Lorenzo Fertitta smiled and said, "We are reforming the UFC events to make the fights more entertaining and aim to sign high-value broadcasting contracts with the TV networks. At the same time, we are negotiating with the sports commission to make mixed martial arts a healthy entertainment activity!"


    No matter what Lorenzo Fertitta said, Evelyn could tell from his expression that he was tempted; it was mainly a matter of price.


    "$22 million in cash, Capet Sports wants to acquire 80% of UFC's shares. You and Dana White will each hold 10%, and Dana White will continue to manage UFC," Evelyn didn't want to waste more time; this offer valued UFC at nearly $28 million.


    "You know, I'm the president of ETA, and I have deep connections in Hollywood. I can help promote the transition of fighter employees to the film industry, which would greatly benefit UFC's development. Our relationships with cable TV stations are also unmatched by yours!"


    "$22 million!" Lorenzo Fertitta felt a jolt. They hadn't even spent $2 million when they initially acquired it, and now they were getting ten times that.


    "Deal! I hope UFC will flourish under Ms. Capet's leadership!"


    Evelyn smiled, "A wise choice!"


    Meanwhile, in New York, Charles had been paying attention to the Madoff Investment Fund these past few days. After all, this kind of outrageous Ponzi scheme made Charles curious too.


    Bernard Madoff had a spotless professional record, boasting fairness in trading and being known for his charitable donations; He connected with investors in luxurious spots like golf clubs and cocktail parties, building a network that flaunted his reputation of guaranteed investment returns.


    "No wonder, investing with him is a status symbol," Charles muttered to himself, sitting in his villa's study by the Hudson River in Manhattan, reviewing Bernard Madoff's profile online.


    If it hadn't been for the financial crisis, causing a mass need for funds, this Ponzi scheme could have continued fooling people!


    "Ha ha, keep on going crazy. As the proverb goes: 'Whom the gods would destroy, they first make mad!'"


    Just as Charles was envisioning the future of Wall Street's high-rises tumbling like dominoes, his phone rang.


    "Mom, what's up?" It was a call from Evelyn.


    "It's done. $22 million. Capet Sports now owns 80% of UFC's shares. Plus, that bald head Dana White will still manage UFC. We mainly bought the shares from Lorenzo Fertitta and his brother!"


    "Awesome, just over a week, right?" Charles stood up, "Mom, UFC is definitely going to be a golden goose in the future."


    Dana White was a name Charles was very familiar with.


    "I will take over as the chairman of UFC and let Dana White continue as the president. The reform of UFC events and the broadcasting contracts with TV stations are our current challenges," Evelyn was also eager to prove herself.


    "By the way, Mom, I have some news that you might be interested in," Charles said with a smile.


    "What news?"


    "The English soccer star David Beckham, who currently plays for Real Madrid, will likely leave the club next year, and his next stop could be the LA Galaxy," Charles grinned. "The Anschutz Entertainment Group is strongly pushing for it!"


    "Philip Anschutz? If it's him, then it's a high possibility. If ETA secures David Beckham's North American agency contract, that would be great!" Evelyn had no doubt about this.


    After all, Anschutz Entertainment not only owned media companies like Walden Media and Bristol Bay Productions. Its main business was operating sports venues and theaters worldwide, holding stakes in numerous large sports centers. Staples Center, the home court of the Los Angeles Lakers, was under Anschutz Entertainment's control, not to mention their shares in the Lakers and the Kings.


    "David Beckham is a highly valuable commercial asset, and Los Angeles has significant appeal for him. Philip Anschutz has grand plans to enhance the influence of Major League Soccer. He will spare no effort to bring Beckham in," Charles didn't care much about him personally, but he acknowledged Beckham's high commercial value.


    "I understand. I'll definitely find a chance to reach out," the rise of ETA and expanding into sports management was a set strategy. David Beckham was a perfect marquee name.


    After hanging up, Charles also had thoughts about the future of Capet Sports. Soccer, while being the world's most popular sport, had a small market in the U.S.


    When it came to high commercial value, who could beat the Premier League?


    For the North American market, it was undoubtedly football (NFL), baseball (MLB), basketball (NBA), and hockey (NHL) that were the top four commercial sports leagues!


    Charles had made up his mind to make a big profit during the financial crisis and have Capet Sports acquire a few sports clubs.


    As an American tycoon, Charles had to at least own an NFL team and an NBA team.


    NFL teams not only had high commercial value but were also a symbol of status; Charles was more familiar with NBA teams; he wasn't much interested in MLB and NHL teams.


    Of course, he would have to own a Premier League club, which would be an incredibly valuable investment.


    Ah, a long way to go, especially since Capet Entertainment doesn't even own a TV station yet!


  




  Chapter 269: Dow Jones Group


  

    "Good evening, Charles!"


    "Good evening, Mr. Murdoch," at a ball in New York, Charles met Rupert Murdoch and his wife.


    However, only Rupert Murdoch and Charles chatted.


    "In the future, the film and TV entertainment industry will be all about mergers and collaborations. Investing heavily in the stock market now marginalizes your Hollywood business," according to Charles Capet's current approach, Rupert Murdoch believed that Charles, like the former MGM boss Kirk Kerkorian, was not focused on movies.


    Charles shook his head and said seriously, "Movies are definitely my main business, and I also think that media groups will merge again in the future. Pure movie business alone can't support the development of diversified media."


    "So, The Huffington Post and The New York Observer are the directions you're expanding?"


    Rupert Murdoch said with a smile, then nodded, "The investment in YouTube is indeed impressive!"


    Google wasn't the only one interested in acquiring YouTube; AOL and Yahoo were also eyeing it.


    But Google offered the highest bid, making Yahoo and AOL just spectators.


    "News Corp. already owns Fox TV and 20th Century Fox Entertainment. Adding Capet Entertainment would make it even stronger. Really not interested?" Rupert Murdoch never gave up on the idea of absorbing Capet Entertainment.


    "You saw how Pixar, after being acquired by Disney, used Disney's channels to make its animated films even more popular. Toys, theme parks, and other revenue streams exploded!"


    Charles shook his head, "Capet Entertainment is my heart and soul, and it's in its rising phase. I have no intention to sell."


    Rupert Murdoch smiled, "That's truly a pity!"


    Rupert Murdoch had no choice; this was the second time he had been refused.


    After parting ways, Charles watched Rupert Murdoch's back. News Corp. only moved its headquarters to the US in 2004.


    Although News Corp. had considerable control in entertainment, it was mostly centered in the UK and Australia.


    In the US, News Corp.'s primary assets were 20th Century Fox Film Corporation and Fox TV. In newspapers, The New York Post was its mouthpiece.


    "It seems like News Corp. has thoughts of acquiring Dow Jones Group. Rupert Murdoch is drooling over The Wall Street Journal," Arianna Huffington whispered to Charles as she approached him.


    "The Bancroft family probably won't hold out much longer." Charles knew well that News Corp. successfully acquired Dow Jones Group.


    The Bancroft family had controlled The Wall Street Journal for over 100 years.


    Dow Jones Group's greatest assets were The Wall Street Journal and the Dow Jones Stock Index. Facing fierce competition from Bloomberg and Reuters, Dow Jones Newswire was already teetering;


    The New York Times had always been a significant challenge for The Wall Street Journal.


    Dow Jones Group's renowned Dow Jones Index and The Wall Street Journal were very enticing assets.


    "News Corp. and Rupert Murdoch... if he acquires The Wall Street Journal, News Corp.'s influence in the US would increase too much!"


    "Oh, Charles, you have any thoughts? The market value of Dow Jones now is no less than $4.5 billion. The Bancroft family is falling apart, making it the perfect opportunity!" Ariana Huffington's tempting words made her eyes shine.


    Charles smiled and reminded her, "Acquiring Dow Jones is not a simple task. News Corp. isn't that fast. The key is the funds, Arianna. You can reach out to some interested institutions. If they can hold out until the second half of next year, I could provide up to $5 billion!"


    Arianna Huffington looked deeply at Charles. "The Wall Street Journal is crucial. There will be an independent oversight committee, so even if you acquire it, there would be external supervisors."


    "I understand, to ensure The Wall Street Journal's credibility. But if a media group that thrives on tabloids, sex, and violence like News Corp. can acquire it, why can't I?" Charles sneered at this so-called credibility. The New York Times and Los Angeles Times had their share of ridiculous news too.


    "Bloomberg, Hearst Corporation, and General Electric are also interested. We can team up with them to pressure News Corp.," Arianna Huffington, with her widespread political connections in the US, was naturally very interested in The Wall Street Journal.


    If Charles was willing to provide financial support, Arianna Huffington would definitely want Capet Entertainment to hold Dow Jones Group.


    Bloomberg and Hearst were understandable as media firms, but Charles was puzzled, "GE just acquired Universal Studios and formed NBC Universal. They're interested in Dow Jones?"


    Arianna Huffington nodded, smiling as she explained, "Dow Jones Group is closely linked with CNBC under NBC TV. CNBC Europe and CNBC Asia both have Dow Jones shares.


    Rupert Murdoch's interest in The Wall Street Journal is high. Although the Bancroft family members want someone from their family to continue overseeing The Wall Street Journal, but you also know, besides The Wall Street Journal and the Dow Jones Index, Dow Jones Group's other businesses are struggling. The decline of print media also affects The Wall Street Journal, and others like Barron's Weekly and Far Eastern Economic Review aren't developing smoothly either.


    Even if we can provide other obstacles, the Bancroft family won't withstand News Corp.'s capital assault. So, Charles, if you're really interested in Dow Jones Group, you need to prepare funds quickly. The acquisition must be completed by end of next year at the latest!"


    Convincing Dow Jones' shareholders and waiting for regulatory approval were hurdles News Corp. had to face.


    Arianna Huffington analyzed that with price negotiations, the time frame would definitely not exceed a year.


    After all, Rupert Murdoch had a terrible reputation in the news world. Many opposed his acquisition of the long-standing The Wall Street Journal.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "If you can delay it until the end of next year, even without partnering with other institutions, my financial power will be sufficient!"


    Charles had absolute confidence that next year would be his most glorious year, and holding Dow Jones was indeed a great idea.


  




  Chapter 270: Chapter 270


  

    "Hey, Ivanka, when did you get back to New York?" Charles asked as he ran into Ivanka, who was attending the ball, after chatting with Mrs. Huffington.


    "Almost a week ago," Ivanka said, giving Charles a hug. "Charles, you're quite the celebrity now!"


    Charles shrugged. "You know how it is, Hollywood is always in the spotlight."


    "Actually, I wanted to ask, how did you become friends with Mrs. Murdoch?" said Charles, glancing over at Wendi Deng, who was chatting with a man.


    "Because she's Mrs. Murdoch!" Ivanka replied.


    Charles chuckled. 


    "Rupert Murdoch, the chairman of News Corp, is an international media tycoon. Knowing someone like that is always beneficial," said Ivanka, who was not just another rich second-generation wasting away but someone with ambition.


    "Come on, let's go take a break over there," Charles said as he put his arm around Ivanka and led her towards the resting area.


    ...


    Meanwhile, Wendi Deng found Rupert Murdoch, who had just finished chatting with Jared Kushner from the Kushner Group.


    "What's up, did Charlie Kushner send new instructions from prison?" Wendi Deng knew Jared Kushner, who was now the chairman of the Kushner Group but was essentially just a mouthpiece.


    Rupert Murdoch laughed, "The Kushner Group wants a voice in New York and is seeking my support, that's all."


    "Why don't they just spend more money to buy back The New York Observer from Capet Pictures if they want it so bad?" Wendi Deng shook her head.


    "Charles Capet wouldn't care about such a trivial matter, would he?" Murdoch replied.


    Rupert looked at the increasingly assertive Wendi Deng. "I'm heading back."


    Seeing Rupert Murdoch leave the ball, Wendi Deng became even more frustrated. They had already had several arguments and unpleasant exchanges over the inheritance rights of their children and Murdoch's lack of support for her career.


    Now, Wendi Deng was increasingly determined to have a career of her own.


    ...


    Charles and Ivanka were holding hands and chatting on the couch when Jared Kushner approached them.


    "Ivanka, you made it?" Jared greeted them.


    "Good evening, Charles!" said Jared, though he was still upset about Capet Pictures snapping up The New York Observer, but couldn't do anything about it.


    "Good evening, Jared!" Charles responded with a smile, turning to kiss Ivanka on the cheek.


    "Was he looking for you?"


    Ivanka laughed and patted Charles, inviting Jared to sit down. "Is the Kushner Group planning to acquire a large property in Manhattan?"


    Being in the real estate business, they knew about the transactions of large properties.


    Jared Kushner nodded. "Yes, a building on Fifth Avenue. The Kushner Group is planning to establish a foundation in New York."


    "A building on Fifth Avenue? That won't come cheap!" Charles interjected suddenly.


    "Of course, the Kushner Group needs a significant acquisition to boost morale," Jared said, somewhat proudly.


    "But I heard that Blackstone is increasing its real estate investments. Properties on Fifth Avenue must be in high demand!" Charles mused, laughing inwardly but maintaining a contemplative look on his face.


    The Kushner Group's acquisition of the 666 Fifth Avenue building and encountering the real estate bubble later became another misstep in Jared Kushner's career.


    Charles took another glance at Ivanka and then at Jared Kushner, who seemed to have never done anything right in his life.


    How did Ivanka end up marrying him in the future? Was it because of his tall and handsome looks?


    "Charles, you don't understand real estate. You have no idea what the future real estate market holds," Jared now felt he had found an area where he was superior to Charles Capet.


    Charles nodded. "Indeed, I don't. I was just thinking about investing in the Madoff Fund."


    "The Madoff Investment Fund?" Jared Kushner and Ivanka both knew about the fund.


    "Charles, you didn't use Capet Pictures as collateral for a loan and invest it in the Madoff Fund, did you?" Ivanka asked first.


    Charles just smiled, then turned his gaze back to Jared. "It was introduced by HSBC chairman Patrick Brink. After all, it's a guaranteed win!"


    Charles now found himself hoping the Madoff Fund wouldn't be exposed any time soon.


    Now, he wanted the Kushner Group to invest in the Madoff Fund. He genuinely hoped the fund would drag down another one.


    After a while, Charles and Ivanka left the ball. 


  




  Chapter 271: Chapter 271


  

    At night, in the Central Park Suite Bedroom of the Pierre Taj Hotel in New York, Charles was holding Ivanka Trump, enjoying the afterglow.


    "What do you think of Jared Kushner?" Charles asked.


    Ivanka leaned against Charles, her fingers tracing his abs, still savoring the storm they had just weathered.


    "He's alright. The Kushner Group has a sizable real estate business, and Jared took over the family business after his father, Charles Kushner, went to prison," Ivanka responded directly to Charles' question.


    "Is that so," Charles chuckled, feeling Ivanka's 34C, "Last time the Kushner Group tried to acquire the New York Observer, they lost to me and seemed quite bothered by it."


    "In business, it's all about skills. The New York Observer is in the media industry, and they had no experience. Losing to you was normal," Ivanka shook her head.


    "Besides, you, Charles Capet, are currently the idol of the young generation in America. You started from scratch and made it to the Forbes Rich List in just three or four years. How many people can compare to you?" Ivanka held Charles' neck and gazed at him, "Could it be that you were really kissed by God? 


    Born a street punk in East LA, your rise in Hollywood was almost unstoppable. The speed of your success is simply astounding."


    "Alright, enough," Charles pushed her hands away, "Some people are born in Rome; most of us start from the bottom. I was just lucky."


    The Manhattan night, with its revelry of lights and boozy extravagance, continued, though many did not realize this was the calm before the storm.


    300 had been in theaters for over half a month, grossing over $100 million in North America and over $100 million overseas.


    Sony distributed MGM's reboot of Casino Royale, which grossed over $100 million in North America and over $300 million overseas.


    December was unmatched in liveliness, given it was awards season in Los Angeles.


    "Charles, which young actress are you planning to cast in Mamma Mia!?" Evelyn asked her son on a private jet flying from New York to Los Angeles.


    Charles put down his newspaper, noticed the smile on his mother's lips, thought for a moment, and instructed Phyllis Jones, who was beside him, "Let Scarlett Johansson play the role in Mamma Mia!


    Having veteran actors like Meryl Streep and Pierce Brosnan, along with the young and sexy Scarlett Johansson, should be a good combination."


    Evelyn Capet nodded, "Woody Allen's new film, Vicky Cristina Barcelona, also wants Scarlett Johansson for a role. Looks like Scarlett will be busy next year!"


    Charles smiled, "Woody Allen sure knows how to pick beautiful women."


    "How did you guys manage to get Will Smith over to ETA?" Charles asked.


    "His agent brought him over. You know, big-name actors are very independent. He has worked with his agent for years. Now, ETA is the fastest-growing talent agency, so it's normal for him to come over," Evelyn wasn't too surprised. For big-name stars, talent agencies play a minor role since they have their own teams to handle business.


    Charles nodded. 


    Talent agencies are just auxiliary services for big names, used mainly for promotions or attracting investments. They can earn up to 10% commission on actors' fees, but many big names now work independently, reducing what agencies can earn.


    Project package deals, where agencies take a cut from the project budget, are currently the main revenue source.


    ...


    Back in Los Angeles on the West Coast, the climate here was much more comfortable compared to the cold of winter in New York.


    The phenomenal box office success of 300 quickly brought the newcomer director Zack Snyder into the limelight of Hollywood producers.


    After all, his previous film Dawn of the Dead had already gained some recognition, and now his second film 300 showcased his talent.


    Capet Pictures hosted a grand celebration party for the crew of 300 at the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel on the Walk of Fame.


    "Henry, I've got to head out. The company's performance this year is pleasing. You all continue to celebrate!" Charles also attended the celebration, mingled with others for a bit, and then prepared to leave.


    Henry Winston nodded. After all, his boss had many responsibilities, and a couple of good films were unlikely to impress him too much.


    "Keep pushing forward. I really hope Hollywood's landscape can change," Charles smiled, patted Henry Winston on the shoulder. As the manager of the production department, Charles valued him a lot.


    "Boss, I hope so too. The dominance of the six major Hollywood studios has lasted too long. What DreamWorks couldn't achieve, we might be able to," Henry Winston replied earnestly.


    Charles' business car drove along Sunset Boulevard towards Beverly Hills. 


    "How's the analysis from the home entertainment department on Blu-ray high definition DVDs and HD DVDs?" Charles asked with his eyes closed.


    "There are pros and cons for both. The head of the home entertainment department and Ms. Langley believe we shouldn't take sides too early, but we also can't remain neutral forever. We need to look at the results of next year's confrontation between the two camps," Phyllis Jones, sitting next to him, answered.


    "The cost-effectiveness of HD DVD is quite appealing. The large capacity and difficulty in pirating Blu-ray DVDs is also an advantage. Both sides are currently focusing mainly on content such as movies and games."


    Charles smiled and reminded, "Next year we could sign an exclusive Blu-ray DVD distribution deal with Sony, as long as Sony covers part of our Blu-ray DVD promotional expenses.


    Make sure they remember that Capet Entertainment is also a shareholder of Netflix. We have some sway over DVD sales channels, and they know how well Capet Pictures' new films perform at the box office."


    Phyllis Jones nodded. Indeed, Netflix, Blockbuster, and Walmart stores are the largest DVD sales and rental sources.


    "Both HD DVD and Blu-ray high-definition DVD players and recorders have already hit the market this year. Next year, the competition will be fiercest," Charles sighed. "The two formats are incompatible, which is a real pain for consumers."


    In the gaming sector, Sony launched the Blu-ray integrated PS3, while the other camp had Microsoft's HD DVD integrated Xbox 360.


    ...


    Evening, Beverly Hills, Capet Mansion.


    Kevin Feige from Marvel Studios came over to discuss work with Charles. "Iron Man is set for release next summer, then Thor the following year, and after that, we have Captain America and more. But, we don't have the rights to an important character in The Avengers, the Hulk."


    Charles rubbed his eyes. "Universal's last Hulk movie came out in 2003. According to the five-year rights agreement, if Universal doesn't release a Hulk film by 2008, the rights will revert."


    If Universal makes another Hulk movie in 2008, they retain the rights for another five years.


    "Kevin, find a chance to approach Universal Studios and see if we can reclaim the film rights to the Hulk," Charles instructed. Even if the chances were slim, they had to try.


    Kevin Feige nodded. After all, the Hulk, as a popular member of The Avengers, definitely needed to come back.


    Otherwise, without Spider-Man in The Avengers, would they continue without the Hulk too?


    Charles pondered as well. If Universal wasn't willing to let the Hulk return, they would have to release a Hulk movie every five years.


    A lose-lose situation?


  




  Chapter 272: Emperor Entertainment


  

    In a private booth in a West Hollywood bar, Charles and the Spanish actress Penelope Cruz, whom he hadn't seen for months, were lounging on a sofa.


    "Woody Allen already approached me. The story of Vicky Cristina Barcelona is pretty good. The Spanish vibe is different from the American one. Wanna experience it?" she asked.


    The sexy Penelope Cruz had recently been promoting the movie Volver in North America, hoping to achieve success at the Oscars, especially with the endorsement of Cannes Film Festival awards.


    "The Spanish vibe? Haven't I already felt it with you?" Charles said, caressing her. European women are indeed different from American ones.


    Penelope Cruz leaned in and whispered in Charles' ear, "It's not the same - over there, it's got more history!"


    Charles chuckled, nodding, "We'll talk about this later. Woody Allen's directing skills are quite good. His movies always have significant competition at award shows. Your Volver this year might get you an Oscar Best Actress nomination, but winning? That's tough."


    Penelope Cruz laughed, "I know that. Even being nominated is already good. It's not easy to win an acting award at the Oscars."


    Moreover, Penelope Cruz, being a Spanish-speaking foreign actress, had an even harder time.


    After saying that, Penelope Cruz kissed Charles voluntarily. The blend of alcohol and hormones made everything smooth.


    An hour later, the disheveled but still sexy Penelope Cruz stood up. "Should we head back?" she asked while complaining, "You messed up my hair!"


    Charles got up and smiled, "Let's go back."


    ...


    Meanwhile, in a private club in Hollywood, Donna Langley, president of Capet Pictures, was discussing a new theater screening agreement with Mike Campbell, chairman of Emperor Entertainment.


    "Mike, you've seen how strong Capet Pictures is, right? Our North American box office this year will exceed $1 billion for sure. Even the big six studios can't guarantee such results!"


    Emperor Entertainment's Emperor Cinemas is the largest cinema chain in North America. Mike Campbell looked at the confident Donna Langley and said, "We trust Capet Pictures' strength, but our main concern is the number of movies you're producing."


    "You know, Capet Pictures is focusing on big-budget films, so we won't spend too many resources on mid-to-low-budget films," Donna Langley revealed her ambition.


    Mike Campbell nodded and then asked, "Is Capet Pictures really not worried?"


    Worried about what? Naturally, it was about the risk of losses from big-budget films.


    "The supply chain, international markets, and film series IPs - Capet Entertainment is confident!" Donna Langley understood what Mike Campbell meant. However, Capet Entertainment intended to challenge the position of the big six.


    "The chairman and CEO of Time Warner, Richard Parsons, is being pressured by shareholders led by Carl Icahn, and the successor, Jeffrey Bewkes, is ready to take over. Warner Bros. Chairman Barry Meyer and President Jeff Robinov won't be immune to the impact."


    Donna Langley pointed out the power struggle within Time Warner this year.


    "New Viacom also replaced its CEO within six months. You know Sumner Redstone well - he's in his eighties but still crazy about power. This year, he's already sued his own son and brother.


    As for Sony, their entire focus is on winning the high-definition DVD format war against HD-DVD.


    20th Century Fox's X-Men series is reaching its finale this year.


    Disney and Universal - one just acquired Pixar and the other was bought by General Electric."


    Listening to Donna Langley, Mike Campbell was surprised. It seemed Capet Pictures could indeed compete with the big six studios in the film industry.


    However, Capet Pictures still lacked a solid library of rights and overseas distribution channels. Additionally, the big six studios, as part of media conglomerates, had better risk resistance.


    Capet Pictures aimed to gain support from major North American theater chains. Even if they couldn't be equal to the big six just yet, they shouldn't fall below the status of DreamWorks.


    Mike Campbell looked at Donna Langley and asked, "Is Capet Pictures confident in its subsidiary, Marvel Studios?"


    Mike Campbell had to take it seriously because if Marvel Studios succeeded, Capet Pictures would have a massive IP library to leverage.


    Donna Langley smiled, took a sip of her coffee, and said, "Charles already had Kevin Feige finalize the creative team for Thor. It will start production next year and release in the summer of 2008."


    Mike Campbell nodded, understanding now.


    Capet Pictures had both confidence and the capital to develop on their own.


    "I think we can sign a new theater screening agreement for next year," Mike Campbell said, standing up and shaking hands with Donna Langley.


    "Pleasure doing business!" Donna Langley had secured the Carmike Cinemas deal and now Emperor Cinemas. Only the cinema chain AMC was left.


  




  Chapter 273: Minions


  

    Christmas 2006 arrived, and Capet Pictures, an independent film company in Hollywood, made a strong mark on the Hollywood box office.


    Among the top ten movies in the annual North American box office, there were two from Capet Pictures, while the rest were from the six major studios.


    In the top twenty North American box office rankings, except for the five films from Capet Pictures, there were no other movies from outside the six major studios.


    1. Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest, North America, 423 millions of dollars, Disney;


    2. Cars, North America, 244 millions of dollars, Pixar Disney;


    3. X-Men: The Last Stand, North America, 234 millions of dollars, 20th Century Fox;


    4. The Da Vinci Code, North America, 217 millions of dollars, Capet;


    5. 300, North America, 210 millions of dollars, Capet;


    6. Superman Returns, North America, 200 million dollars, DC Warner Bros.;


    7. Happy Feet, North America, 198 millions of dollars, Warner Bros.;


    8. Ice Age: The Meltdown, North America, 195 millions of dollars, Blue Sky 20th Century Fox;


    9. Casino Royale, North America, 167 millions of dollars, MGM Sony.


    10. Over the Hedge, North America, 155 millions of dollars, DreamWorks Animation Paramount;


    Among the top ten movies in the North American box office, there were four 3D animated features. Besides DreamWorks Animation, Pixar, and Blue Sky, Warner Bros. Animation also made a mark with Happy Feet. Sony Animation, Universal Pictures, and Paramount all had their own animation departments as well!


    "Donna, isn't Chris Meledandri, the head of 20th Century Fox's animation department, about to leave 20th Century Fox?" Charles Capet couldn't hold back anymore when he heard the news while in his office at Capet Pictures.


    "He has already terminated his contract and will leave next year. Right now, 20th Century Fox's animation department is mainly focused on Blue Sky Studios," Donna Langley certainly knew what Charles was thinking. "You want him to help us set up our own Capet Animation studio?"


    Charles nodded. "Now Disney has Pixar, Paramount has the distribution rights for DreamWorks Animation, and 20th Century Fox has Blue Sky Studios. Sony has had Sony Animation for a while. I reckon Universal has similar plans too."


    Donna Langley agreed with Charles's view and added, "Currently, the animation market is mostly about 3D digital animation. This market is sizable; no one would ignore it."


    "I don't care what Chris Meledandri thinks. After he leaves 20th Century Fox, he will need a place to rely on. Tell him that Capet Pictures will support him in establishing an independent animation studio," Charles didn't want to lose the father of the Minions. "Capet Pictures allows him to manage the animation studio independently!"


    Donna Langley nodded. "Don't worry. I've already contacted him before. Blue Sky Studios' success has led to his cold treatment at 20th Century Fox. He should be willing to start anew."


    "Do it as soon as possible. All the six major studios now have their own animation development departments. Capet Pictures can't fall too far behind!"


    After Donna Langley left, Charles called his assistant, Phyllis Jones, and handed her a paper with a picture of small yellow figures. "Here, this cartoon character will be our Capet Pictures' mascot from now on. After registration, get a toy company to produce a batch of our mascots."


    Phyllis Jones took a look. The image showed some goofy, single, and double-eyed yellow pill-shaped characters. Her eyes lit up, and she cheerfully asked, "These are so cute! Did you design them yourself, boss?"


    "Yes, I thought of them. Their name will be Minions. Maybe we can develop movies and toys centered around them in the future," Charles smiled. Regardless of whether Chris Meledandri would join Capet Pictures or not, the copyright of the Minions, from now on, belonged to Capet Entertainment. Charles Capet was the creator of the Minions.


    The Pursuit of Happiness grossed $62 million in North America after ten days in theaters.


    300 had also been in North American theaters for over a month and had capped off with 210 millions of dollars in North American box office revenue. Overseas, it already surpassed $200 million, and it was estimated to reach 250 millions of dollars in overseas box office finally.


    During Christmas, Charles was keeping an eye on 20th Century Fox's fantasy comedy blockbuster Night at the Museum.


    This movie, which cost 110 million dollars to produce, was based on a children's illustrated story. Starring Ben Stiller, Robin Williams, and Dick Van Dyke, this comedy blockbuster opened in 3,600 theaters across North America. Although it only earned $30 million in its opening weekend, word of mouth was good. It was a fantasy comedy suitable for family viewing.


    In the evening, Charles drove his Mazda RX-7 FD to Los Angeles International Airport to pick up Keira Knightley, who flew in from London.


    "Never thought you'd come to pick me up personally?" Keira Knightley was still surprised as she got into the passenger seat.


    Charles smiled and took the initiative to buckle up Keira Knightley's seatbelt, then immediately kissed her as he embraced her.


    After a while, Keira Knightley, slightly out of breath, reminded him, "Let's get going!"


    "Let's go to my beach house in Santa Monica Palisades. It's pretty close," Charles didn't want to take Keira Knightley to a hotel.


    "Scarlett isn't staying with you, right?" Keira Knightley suddenly asked.


    Charles was taken aback, then slid his hand under her skirt, caressing her thighs. He whispered in her ear, "Do you want me to call her over too?"


    "No, don't call her," Keira Knightley quickly objected. The last time in San Francisco had been too wild.


    "Alright, she's spending Christmas with her family," Charles smiled, hopped into the driver's seat, buckled up, and stepped on the gas.


    "Congrats on the new Capet Entertainment headquarters building. It looks great," Keira Knightley, although in London, had heard a lot about Capet Pictures, one of the hottest movie companies of the year.


    "By May next year, the entire Capet Entertainment headquarters will be completed. That's when Capet Entertainment will truly show its fangs!" Charles confidently exclaimed.


  




  Chapter 274: Relativity Media


  

    Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest grossed over $400 million in North America and more than $1 billion worldwide, making it the biggest winner of 2006.


    "You are not getting up?" Keira Knightley patted Charles Capet, who was lying on top of her, on the bed in the Saint Monica villa's bedroom.


    "Phew," Charles rolled over and exhaled, looking a bit exhausted.


    Keira Knightley hugged Charles, her slender fingers tracing his body. "You've seen the edited version of Atonement, right? What do you think?"


    "It's somewhat like your previous film, Pride & Prejudice, but it's a crime love story. It's pretty good, considering the novel Atonement has a broad audience." Of course, the audience for Atonement can't compare to that of Jane Austen's Pride & Prejudice.


    "But having you, the hottest British actress right now, starring in it, the expectations for Atonement are still high." Charles said, pinching Keira Knightley's A-cup.


    Keira Knightley laughed, "Oh, weren't you just saying my chest is small, and now you're feeling it?"


    "Because it's enough, just right," Charles said as he kissed the girl again.


    "Alright, let's rest early. I do have work here in Los Angeles," Keira Knightley had only flown for a few hours and then went crazy with Charles on the bed several times, so she was very tired.


    The next day, Charles didn't go to the office but enjoyed rest time with Keira Knightley.


    ...


    At the headquarters of Relativity Media in West Hollywood, Los Angeles, Chairman Ryan Kavanaugh and President Michael Joe were happily celebrating.


    Paul Singer's Elliott Management Corporation had agreed to inject $1 billion into Relativity Media, becoming its biggest financial backer.


    "Elliott Fund, run by Paul Singer, is a vulture hedge fund. If we don't deliver results in the future, he'll definitely withdraw his investment!"


    When it came to movies, Michael Joe was clearly more professional than Ryan Kavanaugh.


    Ryan Kavanaugh nodded, "But making movies is a long-term investment. It can take one or two years at the shortest, and three to five years at the longest. We're currently using data analysis models to establish our movie investment projects, focusing on commercial potential."


    Moreover, the various hedge fund investors from Wall Street include pension funds, sovereign wealth funds, university endowments, charitable organizations, mother funds, insurance companies, and high-net-worth individuals and family offices.


    Ryan Kavanaugh himself was experienced in running Wall Street investment funds and had a fair amount of knowledge about fund operations.


    "Since Relativity Media is also venturing into movie production and distribution, we need to seek partners as we currently lack experience." As Ryan Kavanaugh's deputy, Michael Joe was well aware of the risks associated with movie investments.


    "We have invested in Sony and Universal's slate deals, but we ultimately have little say in production and distribution." Ryan Kavanaugh's Relativity Media engaged in deals with Sony and Universal mainly because of the support from Wall Street financiers behind them.


    Ambition, of course, followed. "Next year, we need to have movies we control ourselves, with distribution handled by other partners, but we need to get involved in production to lay the groundwork for our future independent production and distribution of movies."


    "You see it too, the fastest-growing company in Hollywood right now is Capet Pictures. Their movies have basically never failed." Ryan Kavanaugh also looked enviously at Capet Pictures.


    "Unfortunately, Capet Pictures doesn't need to worry about financing. Banks and personal funds willingly give them money!"


    Michael Joe spread his hands helplessly, "There's nothing we can do about it. Capet Pictures has completely surpassed independent studios like Lionsgate and Summit. As long as they gross over $200 million in North America, they're practically the seventh major studio in Hollywood.


    You can see it, Capet Pictures will definitely be in the top five this year, with over a 10% share of the North American market!"


    Ryan Kavanaugh sighed, "The North American market is still their turf. We need to focus on international markets now."


    "We could also collaborate more with independent film production companies. Filmmaker-director-actor-established indie film companies also offer excellent scripts and creative ideas!" Michael Joe reminded again.


    "Remaking the 1975 Death Race 2000 originally a Paramount project produced by Cruise/Wagner Productions. Tom Cruise was unhappy with the script and didn't want to play the lead. Last year, Paramount ended their relationship with Tom Cruise. Now Universal has acquired the project, and Universal said that if we invest, the project can start immediately!"


    Ryan Kavanaugh nodded, "I've read the script. It's actually not bad, but no need to make it a big-budget film. An R-rated action movie will do."


    In recent years, the emergence of investment slate movie companies like Relativity Media, Legendary Entertainment, and Dune Entertainment provided Hollywood with a continuous flow of capital.


    Most of this capital still flowed to the six major studios. However, independent distributors also had their financing channels.


    Apart from Lionsgate being a public company, companies like Capet Pictures, Summit Entertainment, Criterion Collection, and the newly established Weinstein Company by the Weinstein brothers all had support from banks and funds.


    After all, for Wall Street, anything could be turned into financial derivatives to be packaged.


    If mortgage-backed securities could exist, so could film slate investments. Film investment companies like Relativity Media and Legendary Entertainment secured financing from Wall Street by packaging film slates.


    The booming real estate market in recent years drew substantial Wall Street capital into Hollywood, allowing film companies to invest heavily in blockbuster production and wave gigantic checks to attract big stars.


    This drove up not only production costs but also marketing expenses, with budgets of $200-300 million gambled on $1 billion returns being a common practice among major studios.


    Struggling indie studios found it hard to compete with the Big Six in Hollywood; were it not for the meteoric rise of Capet Pictures, the dominance of the Big Six would have been even more terrifying.


    So, could Capet Pictures still be considered an indie film company with its current model?


  




  Chapter 275: The Reader


  

    Franklin Canyon Park, near Beverly Hills in Los Angeles, was a popular spot for city residents to unwind over the weekend.


    Tall, dense trees, lush hills, and the shimmering reflection of the lake made for a breathtaking sight.


    From the hilltop, one could overlook the view from West Hollywood all the way to the Pacific Ocean. On one such morning run, Charles Capet unexpectedly ran into Nicole Kidman, who was also out for some exercise.


    "Hey, Nicole! Congrats on getting married!" Charles offered his well-wishes to Nicole Kidman, who had been remarried for six months.


    "Thanks! Capet Pictures has really made a splash this year," Nicole Kidman remarked, noting the company's success despite her own career struggles.


    Charles waved dismissively. "North America's annual box office hit over $9 billion, and Capet Pictures is only making a little over $1 billion!"


    "Isn't that enough?" Nicole Kidman was genuinely surprised by Charles' nonchalance.


    "It's alright," Charles chuckled. "How come you decided to get married all of a sudden?"


    "I'm almost 40. Of course, I need to get married! Do you expect me to die alone?" Nicole Kidman shook her head.


    "Well, that's a pity," Charles seemed to regret something.


    Nicole Kidman caught his glance and laughed. "You must be up to no good again. Didn't I go along with your plans earlier?"


    "No, no," Charles laughed, "I was just saying."


    "Are The Golden Compass and The Invasion finished yet?" Charles switched topics, talking about the films Nicole Kidman had worked on that year.


    "Just some post-production work left," Nicole Kidman nodded, "Almost done!"


    Then, looking at Charles, Nicole Kidman added, "Sydney Pollack and Anthony Minghella's Mirage Enterprises obtained the adaptation rights to German author Bernhard Schlink's best-selling novel The Reader. Anthony Minghella initially intended to direct the adaptation himself, but he's too busy. Now, British director Stephen Daldry is interested in directing it, and Anthony Minghella has agreed."


    Charles smiled. "Does The Reader want you for the female lead?"


    Nicole Kidman nodded. "I've worked with Anthony Minghella on Cold Mountain, and with Sydney Pollack on The Interpreter. I've also collaborated with Stephen Daldry on The Hours, which won me an Oscar for Best Actress.


    But the first choice for the female lead is still Kate Winslet. She's worried about schedule clashes with another film, Revolutionary Road.


    So now they hope I can take the role, and the novel's influence is significant. I think it's a good opportunity!"


    Anthony Minghella had directed critically acclaimed and financially successful films like The English Patient and The Talented Mr. Ripley, proving his abilities. He was also the President of the British Academy of Film and Television Arts.


    However, Charles remembered that The Reader's female lead was Kate Winslet. How come Nicole Kidman was now being considered?


    Moreover, Kate Winslet did appear in both Revolutionary Road and The Reader in 2008.


    "I remember Anthony Minghella had collaborations with the Weinstein brothers. Didn't they seek a partnership with The Weinstein Company?" Charles was curious since they had previously worked with Harvey Weinstein on several films.


    Nicole Kidman laughed. "The Weinstein Company currently distributes through MGM. If you want in, do you think either the German film partners or Anthony Minghella would refuse?


    After all, it's a very artistic drama!"


    Charles nodded. European art films already had trouble securing investments, and The Weinstein Company couldn't compete with Capet Pictures.


    "Alright, it's a good novel. Capet Pictures can support Anthony Minghella's development," Charles said, looking at Nicole Kidman.


    "You should also act as a nominal producer. But do you think you can persuade Anthony Minghella and Sydney Pollack to work with Capet Pictures?"


    Regardless, Charles couldn't be sure if Mirage Enterprises would abandon the newly established Weinstein Company.


    Nicole Kidman nodded. "When the Weinstein brothers were still at Miramax, they indeed discussed collaboration. However, Harvey Weinstein wanted Anthony Minghella to direct. The project dragged on for so long. If Capet Pictures takes over now, I believe Anthony Minghella and Sydney Pollack would have no reason to refuse."


    Charles nodded again. "True, I'm all for hitting the Weinstein brothers where it hurts!"


    "So, with your help now, I don't need to work with Harvey Weinstein. Compared to Capet Pictures, which has money and channels, The Weinstein Company has no advantage," Nicole Kidman said with a smile.


    "By the way, which German film company is Anthony Minghella working with?" Charles asked.


    "Mirage Enterprises in Germany, a company that's primarily involved in international co-productions. Anthony Minghella and Sydney Pollack have collaborated on projects with them for a long time, seeking support and compensation from the German film fund and tax rebates," said Nicole Kidman, who had also worked with Phantom Films on Cold Mountain.


    Capet Pictures had previously collaborated with Germany's Constantin Film on several occasions. However, Germany already had numerous film investment companies due to unique film tax rebate incentives that had created a large number of local film intermediary companies.


    "Alright, I'll get the company on it ASAP. Although Capet Pictures primarily focuses on commercial films, we do support some artistic ones," Charles said, smiling at Nicole Kidman.


    "How will you thank me?"


    "I thanked you earlier!" Nicole Kidman said as she ran into the woods.


    Charles was surprised but didn't choose the main path.


    Looking around and seeing no one, he ran after her...


    Under a hidden tree, a flushed Nicole Kidman stood up, almost stumbling, and Charles helped her steady herself.


    "Charles, you're too much!"


    "Alright, I was just too excited," Charles said, comforting the lady.


    "In a place like this, glad no one saw!" Nicole Kidman now just wanted to leave quickly.


  




  Chapter 276: Jimmy Kimmel Live!


  

    As 2007 arrived, Evelyn hoped for a fresh start to the new year, but she learned that her son had invested all the previous mortgage loans into the stock market. It felt like a weight was pressing on her heart.


    Unable to help Charles in other ways, Evelyn focused more on the UFC events held by Capet Sports Holdings.


    As for Charles, knowing that Lily Ying's team had shorted all the stocks of Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae brought him immense relief.


    Throughout 2006, Capet Pictures released a total of 11 films, including international movies such as The Lives of Others, Volver.


    In the North American market, their market share beat Warner Bros., Paramount, and Universal, ranking fourth behind Sony Columbia, Disney, and 20th Century Fox.


    In terms of the number of films released, Capet Pictures couldn't compare to the six major studios. However, it shocked everyone by becoming the fourth highest-grossing movie company in North America.


    Hollywood's award season was, of course, filled with various receptions and parties. Brands, fashion magazines, etc., seized the opportunity to invite celebrities to their parties.


    The Departed, The Devil Wears Prada, The Pursuit of Happiness, Volver, and The Lives of Others were all films that had hopes for the Oscars.


    On the Hollywood Walk of Fame, Donald Trump was honored with a star for his outstanding performance as the host of the reality show The Apprentice, citing his contributions to the television industry.


    Ivanka Trump accompanied her father to the unveiling ceremony. As someone close to Ivanka, Charles also attended.


    "Last year in Las Vegas, I heard it was under committee review. It got approved this quickly?" Charles joked with Ivanka.


    Ivanka shrugged, "The ratings for The Apprentice aren't low."


    Charles smiled, but inside he was filled with amusement. The show's ratings were good, but Trump's financial power and media buzz were the real reasons for the star.


    In the future, when Trump became president, that star was smashed or defaced at least twice a year - either painted over or outright stolen.


    "What about you? No star yet?" Ivanka asked Charles with a smile.


    "I was invited in '05, but I turned it down. I don't want my name stepped on by so many people," Charles shook his head. After all, the Walk of Fame is just an extension of Hollywood Boulevard, crowded with tourists every day.


    The Walk of Fame honors people with professional achievements in fields such as film, television, radio, theater, and music. Essentially, once someone is famous enough, they get the committee's nod.


    Many stars have also refused the honor, like Julia Roberts and Clint Eastwood.


    To Charles, it was just a trivial matter.


    "I see," Ivanka nodded, glancing at Charles. "The Jimmy Kimmel Live! show invited me for an interview. Can you come with me?"


    "Me, on a talk show?" Charles was taken aback. "You know how many shows want to invite me?"


    Charles had no interest in that.


    Ivanka laughed, "We're friends. Just be a guest. You attended my dad's ceremony, after all."


    Charles thought for a moment before nodding. "When?"


    "Tomorrow night!"


    Charles was certainly familiar with Jimmy Kimmel Live!, a popular late-night talk show on ABC.


    Jimmy Kimmel was a well-known comedian, TV producer, and host in the U.S.


    Charles understood that Ivanka, like others in the Trump family, loved the spotlight.


    Though Ivanka was already a famous socialite, her association with Charles had skyrocketed her fame, much more than any previous producers or actors she had dated.


    That evening, Charles didn't take Ivanka with him when he left. The day's public appearance had already set the paparazzi in motion.


    The next evening, as Ivanka was recording Jimmy Kimmel Live! at the ABC studio, Charles arrived backstage.


    "Mr. Capet, welcome," said a staff member as they greeted Charles, smiling.


    In the studio, host Jimmy Kimmel sat behind his desk, with Ivanka and comedian Andy Dick on the two sofas in front of him.


    Ivanka, in a black top and shorts, showed off her beautiful legs, exuding charm. On the other sofa, Andy Dick, wearing black-framed glasses, leered creepily at Ivanka's legs, nearly drooling.


    Upon hearing about Charles's arrival, Jimmy Kimmel eagerly introduced him to the audience as a major guest.


    However, unnoticed by many, Andy Dick couldn't contain his inner perv and reached out to grope Ivanka's legs.


    Ivanka was furious at being harassed in public and smacked Andy's arm hard, but he paid no attention and didn't let go.


    Charles walked in just as things were getting awkward. Jimmy Kimmel rushed over to stop it, "Andy, let go! Trump's gonna have our heads for this!"


    But could Charles tolerate this? No way. Those legs should only be enjoyed by him!


    Charles walked right over and kicked the persistent Andy Dick away without hesitation, shocking everyone including Andy and Jimmy Kimmel.


    However, the audience was stunned, as was Ivanka, while ABC producers were likely chuckling at the ratings boost.


    Ivanka  finally stood up and threw her water at Andy Dick, who was on the floor.


    Ivanka was already furious; Andy had tried to greet her with an unwanted kiss when she arrived. He then touched her arms and hair, finally daring to grope her legs. Now that Charles was here, Ivanka's patience had run out.


    "Call security to drag him out. Harassing someone on a TV show?!" Charles shook his head and reminded Jimmy, noting Ivanka's obvious anger.


    "And report him to the police!" he told Ivanka.


    Jimmy Kimmel felt a mix of pain and pleasure: pleasure from the ratings boost and pain from the severity of the incident.


  




  Chapter 277: Chapter 277


  

    At the beginning of 2007, an episode of Jimmy Kimmel Live! stirred up quite a bit of controversy.


    Comedian Andy Dick harassed Ivanka Trump on the show, and Charles Capet directly kicked him in front of the studio audience.


    The host then called security to drag Andy Dick away. After the show, reporters from all corners swarmed for information.


    Ivanka may not have been a big draw at that time, but who was Charles Capet? Only the rising young Hollywood movie tycoon of the era.


    Soon, newspapers carried detailed reports, and a powerful PR team dug up Andy Dick's background thoroughly.


    "Don't worry, what you did qualifies as acting bravely for a just cause. The LAPD should give you an award," Evelyn Capet said, smiling at Charles, who was seated on the sofa.


    "Andy Dick has a record. He was investigated by the police in 2004 for molesting women, not to mention previous charges for drug possession. Ivanka also said she plans to sue him. He won't escape this time!"


    Charles laughed, "So many witnesses. Are they going to charge me with assault?"


    "You're usually so composed. Aren't you worried people might see you as a hotheaded youth?" Evelyn glanced at her son. "By the way, is Ivanka pretty?"


    "She's okay," Charles replied, looking at his mother in disbelief, "This switchup!"


    "Where's your Britney Spears and Megan Fox?" Evelyn didn't know how to put her son in his place as he hadn't announced any formal girlfriend.


    "Ivanka isn't bad. Her family is in real estate, and she's not in the entertainment business. Why not consider her?"


    Charles widened his eyes, "Mom, do you want me to get married? I'm only 25, still young!"


    Afterward, Charles left, and Camille, now a licensed lawyer, joined his private team.


    Camille had been interning at a law firm introduced by Evelyn and now became part of the Capet Entertainment legal advisory team.


    Dona Williams frequently traveled to New York and overseas with Lily Ying, while Phyllis Jones focused on film and television entertainment. Amelia Caldwell had become Charles' personal life manager.


    Another stewardess, Odette Annabel, was arranged by Charles to film Gossip Girl.


    "Still too soft," Charles said with regret as he sat in his business car.


    Camille, dressed in a professional woman's suit with her golden hair in a ponytail and wearing delicate glasses, smiled, "This time, Andy Dick will definitely end up in jail unless Ivanka doesn't press charges."


    "Ignore Ivanka for now. Since it happened on a talk show, let's find past victims to testify against Andy Dick," Charles said, putting his arm around Camille. "This kind of Hollywood behavior shouldn't be encouraged!"


    "We're on it. Andy Dick has already publicly apologized. It seems being targeted by American moguls is truly terrifying," Camille said, giving Charles a peck on the cheek. "Now you're my boss too, so I have to listen to you!"


    Charles smiled and patted Camille, "You're my spokesperson now. Find some time to brief the media on the case's progress. I'll make sure Ivanka presses charges. That way, we can save other women too."


    As the situation escalated, Ivanka seriously stated in an interview with the Los Angeles Times, "Andy Dick's actions were completely immoral and disrespectful to women, unforgivable."


    She turned the harassment incident into a feminist cause. Though Andy Dick, as a comedian, had some influence, there was still a huge obstacle - Charles, who stated in an interview with Variety, "Hollywood does not welcome people who disrespect women. Capet Entertainment will never work with such individuals."


    With Charles Capet's current status, saying such things essentially ended Andy Dick's career.


    A minor comedian couldn't cause much trouble.


    Simultaneously, Charles' spokesperson, Camille, told the media, "Ivanka is a good friend of Mr. Charles Capet. When your friend is being sexually harassed, can you just stand by?


    I don't think so. Mr. Charles Capet, as a responsible entrepreneur, philanthropist, and a man, kicked to stop the harassment of his female friend. This is something everyone should learn!"


    The Hollywood Reporter: "Is Charles dating Ivanka?"


    Camille shook her head, "No comment!"


    The New York Times: "Why were Charles and Ivanka attending Jimmy Kimmel Live! together?"


    Camille smiled, "As I said, Mr. Charles Capet and Miss Ivanka became friends in New York. Mr. Capet was attending Mr. Trump's Walk of Fame ceremony, and they decided to attend the talk show the next day."


    In Beverly Hills, at the Capet estate, Charles was lounging on the sofa, chatting on the phone, with the sexy Ivanka leaning on him.


    "Did you find the victims and convince them?" Charles asked as he playfully touched Ivanka through her open robe.


    "Make a move, or else he won't stay in jail for long," Charles said, hanging up and looking at Ivanka.


    "The previous victims of Andy Dick agreed to testify against him. This guy is definitely going to stay in jail for a few years!"


    "Charles, Andy Dick is really unlucky!" Ivanka said, smirking.


    "Well," Charles gave her a tongue kiss and said, "No choice, he dared to touch your thigh in front of me!"


    Then Charles enjoyed touching Ivanka's long legs himself.


    "Alright, I'll reward you. That kick was really impressive and manly," Ivanka said, giving Charles a kiss and blowing in his ear, "Let me give you a good time!"


    Soon, Charles was enjoying Ivanka's reward. At that moment, Charles thought that kick was definitely worth it!


  




  Chapter 278: New Headquarters


  

    The Golden Globe Awards, known as the pre-Oscar event for American film and television, were highly regarded as the first major awards ceremony of the year.


    Ridley Scott's The Departed was highly appreciated by the film union and received attention in the Golden Globe Drama category for Best Picture.


    However, Babel also garnered attention from the National Board of Review.


    As for Clint Eastwood's duo films Flags of Our Fathers and Letters from Iwo Jima, they portrayed the fierce battle from the perspectives of both the American and Japanese sides.


    It wasn't uncommon to split a movie into two parts, but telling the same event from two different perspectives in these "joint films" was an unprecedented bold attempt.


    Clint Eastwood succeeded in this endeavor. Flags of Our Fathers, released last October, was widely criticized. However, Letters from Iwo Jima, which followed in mid-December, quickly garnered praise and won the National Society of Film Critics' Best Film of the Year honor.


    Thus, this year's Golden Globe Drama Best Film was expected to be one of Letters from Iwo Jima, Babel, and The Departed.


    Andy Dick's incident was just a blip in Hollywood, a small fry not worth Charles Capet's energy.


    Meanwhile, Nicole Kidman convinced producer Anthony Minghella to recommend The Reader project to Capet Pictures.


    Anthony Minghella had already handed over The Reader project to director Stephen Daldry to develop.


    The screenplay was also led and adapted by Stephen Daldry, co-produced by American Capet Pictures, Mirage Enterprises, and German Babelsberg Film Studio.


    While everyone was pleased on this side, Harvey Weinstein, who had a collaborative relationship with Anthony Minghella, felt frustrated upon hearing the news.


    "Anthony, I told you I'd support you in developing The Reader. Weinstein Company can raise over $30 million for it..." Harvey Weinstein ranted non-stop into the phone from his office at the Weinstein Company's New York headquarters.


    "Harvey, it's been five years. Stephen Daldry is willing to develop it. I believe he has the ability to direct this novel adaptation, and Capet Pictures has substantial funding. I have no reason to refuse them," said Anthony Minghella from Los Angeles, feeling helpless against Harvey Weinstein's impotent fury.


    "Charles Capet, huh?" Harvey Weinstein slammed the phone down and slumped on the sofa, feeling momentarily powerless.


    Weinstein Company started producing its own movies in 2005, but had lacked any significant success.


    The major shareholders behind Weinstein Company were Britain's biggest advertising and public relations company, WPP plc, and America's top investment bank, Merrill Lynch.


    Although the Weinstein brothers controlled the board of Weinstein Company, the shareholders cared about profits.


    After leaving Miramax, apart from the impressive results from Dimension Films, the films distributed by Weinstein Company fell short.


    Compared with Capet Pictures, now effectively one of Hollywood's leading seven major film companies, there was a huge gap, comparable to the distance of another Universal Studios in between.


    In 2006, none of Weinstein Company's films made it into the top 50 North American box office.


    Given the contrast between Harvey Weinstein's declining fortunes and Charles Capet's growing momentum, it was clear whom the wise would choose.


    Harvey Weinstein now faced the challenge of securing capital injection, as Merrill Lynch and other shareholders wouldn't allow him to pursue awards at the expense of commercial success.


    Given Weinstein Company's current diversification strategy, they couldn't independently invest in films and had to seek collaborative film investment partners.


    In Los Angeles, at the Capet Pictures' headquarters in Burbank, Charles Capet and CEO Donna Langley chatted in the lounge.


    "Charles, since headquarters opened, it seems that employees' work efficiency has also increased," Donna Langley remarked with a smile, obviously in a good mood.


    "The company needs to grow, and we'll have more employees over time. The digital media service center, new digital studios, interactive entertainment division, audience studio hall, and upcoming outdoor locations are just the beginning," Charles had numerous plans for Capet Entertainment.


    "The quickest construction is the studios. By May, the remaining five studios should be completed, supporting part of our film and TV production," Donna Langley, who had managed Universal Studios' production facilities in Los Angeles before, handled the operations well.


    Capet Pictures' headquarters boasted five new studios, three large and two small, equipped with various facilities and offices, warehouses, and rooms for sound recording and editing.


    "The future development of Marvel Studios means the Los Angeles lot is quite costly. It might be better to build our production base and filming locations in high tax rebate areas like Georgia," Charles considered maximizing his benefits.


    Los Angeles had comprehensive film facilities and abundant talent, but labor costs were high, impractical for large-scale projects requiring many hires.


    "How about Atlanta? We should send someone to evaluate if it's suitable for Marvel Studios series films," Donna Langley suggested.


    Charles nodded. "Have we signed the contract for collaboration on Anthony Minghella's The Reader project?"


    "Yes, we signed both production and distribution contracts. The production budget is estimated to be $33 million, but it's still in the script-adapting stage and will probably start filming later this year," Donna Langley expertly managed such matters.


    Charles smiled. "I heard this was a project Harvey Weinstein was interested in, but it hadn't been developed over the years. I wonder what his reaction will be if The Reader succeeds in the future?"


    "He might regret it. Weinstein Company developed several new films, but The Reader was suppressed. He didn't believe in Stephen Daldry's directing ability," Donna Langley shook her head.


    "A producer who can't attract capital has no standing in Hollywood. Harvey Weinstein's foundation is nearly exhausted!"


    Charles laughed along. Capet Pictures' rise would inevitably have stepping stones, and many had been laid under its light over the years.


  




  Chapter 279: Kim Kardashian's Sex Scandal


  

    At the Los Angeles King's Dock, on Charles's yacht Star, a celebration party was in full swing after the Golden Globe Awards.


    Capet Pictures' The Departed won the Golden Globe for Best Director, and The Devil Wears Prada snagged the award for Best Actress in a Comedy or Musical.


    Although they didn't win Best Drama, Best Comedy or Musical, Best Actor in a Drama, or Best Foreign Language Film, Charles didn't really care much about awards anymore given his current status. The movie producers, directors, actors, and agents handled all the lobbying and worrying about such matters.


    Roger Anderson, the president of Capet Television, entered the yacht's main hall and found Charles who was chatting enthusiastically with Ridley Scott, the director of The Departed.


    "What's up, Roger?" Charles asked.


    "We just signed a cooperation agreement with Cablevision cable network, providing them with TV series, variety shows, and reality shows!" Roger Anderson grinned. This would significantly bolster Capet Television's production capacity.


    "Isn't our show Mad Men already airing on their network? And wasn't Breaking Bad also signed for a first-look deal?" Charles laughed, "It's no surprise they'd sign a cooperation agreement with Capet TV.


    By the way, Roger, didn't a big news story break recently?" Charles asked.


    "What big news?" Roger Anderson wasn't sure which event Charles was referring to: was it Andy Dick harassing Ivanka and getting kicked out by Charles? Or the end of the Golden Globes?


    "The sex tape of internet celebrity Kim Kardashian and her boyfriend, hip-hop singer Ray J (little brother of R&B star Brandy Norwood) leaked just a few days ago. Adult film companies are already gearing up to sell DVDs," Charles laughed casually, "We should approach their family. Capet TV should produce a reality show about their lives. I bet it would get great ratings."


    Roger Anderson nodded, "We considered this last year. Given Kim Kardashian's constant shadowing of Paris Hilton, there's significant buzz around her. Developing a show like The Simple Life which starred Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie could be a great move."


    "Now that even the sex tape scandal mirrors Paris Hilton's past, it's definitely a good opportunity." Charles chuckled, "Her entire family is quite something. Now that Kim's gained notoriety, and since her mom is a TV producer, they'll surely want to capitalize on this buzz."


    "With E! Entertainment under the same corporate umbrella as USA Network, we can easily collaborate," Charles added.


    Roger Anderson nodded again. Over the past couple of years, Kim Kardashian had gained more appearances and even a spot on The Simple Life by being Paris Hilton's sidekick.


    For someone like Kim Kardashian to leverage her sex tape scandal for fame wasn't surprising at all.


    After Roger Anderson left, Charles pondered. A show like Keeping Up with the Kardashians was as good as inevitable.


    At the same time, Freddie Mac's stock had slid from nearly $70 per share last year to about $60 per share now, reaching the levels seen last August, although still higher than the lowest price of $55 last year.


    Since Charles had shorted the stock when it was nearly $70 a share, Capet Investment fund had already bagged billions even if they cashed out now.


    Feeling elated, Charles thought it was indeed fortunate that Kim Kardashian's sex tape scandal broke out now. Although Charles had been anticipating Kim's rise to fame, this was like destiny.


    USA Network was eager to partner with him, not just for high-rated series but also for reality TV shows that attract viewers.


    The Dolan family, who owned Cablevision Group, ought to be grateful. Next time Charles met James Dolan, the owner of the New York Knicks, in New York, he should totally express his appreciation. After all, the current chairman of Cablevision Group was James's father, Charles Dolan.


    "Charles, what makes you so happy?" The gorgeous Anne Hathaway walked over in a sexy low-cut dress that showed off her great figure.


    "Anne," Charles warmly hugged Anne Hathaway and whispered in her ear, "I'll tell you later when we get back!"


    "Alright," Anne Hathaway nodded, then asked, "Charles, why wasn't I cast in Capet Pictures' Mamma Mia!? I was really popular after working with Meryl Streep in The Devil Wears Prada; why did you give the role to Scarlett Johansson? Am I not as good as her?"


    Charles laughed and gently embraced Anne Hathaway, "No way. The Devil Wears Prada made you one of the most promising actresses in Hollywood. Mamma Mia! is a musical adapted for the screen, and Scarlett's role isn't that significant. Meryl Streep has the main part. Besides, you already have three movies to shoot this year, right?"


    Anne Hathaway nodded. The Devil Wears Prada had certainly elevated her from merely a Hollywood princess to a major star.


    Anne Hathaway's pay had even doubled to over $6 million, and her fame had soared.


    "I have a reboot of the TV show Get Smart with Warner Bros, and two dramas, one with Sony Classics and one with Sony Columbia," Anne Hathaway admitted freely to Charles.


    Charles nodded, "Great, a mix of commercial and artistic films!"


    Before long, the two found themselves in one of the yacht's bedrooms. Charles held Anne Hathaway, sat on the bed, and kissed her passionately.


    Ignoring the racket outside, Charles pressed Anne Hathaway down, kissing her as he undressed her.


    As her low-cut gown slipped off, Charles eagerly kissed Anne Hathaway's soft, fair chest.


    "Charles, I only start shooting in March, so I'll be in Los Angeles until then," Anne Hathaway said. Both she and Charles were busy and didn't get to see each other much.


    Then, Anne Hathaway rolled over and pinned Charles beneath her, "Now, it's my turn to take charge!"


    In that moment, Anne Hathaway, embodying a European knight, charged ahead relentlessly, determined to utterly defeat Charles.


  




  Chapter 280: Greed


  

    When Charles Capet and Anne Hathaway left the yacht, it was already early morning. They headed straight back to Charles's beachfront villa in Santa Monica Palisades.


    The next day, Charles and Anne didn't wake up until noon. Since they hadn't seen each other for a while, they didn't plan on going out.


    Charles was sitting in a chair checking work emails. Anne came from behind, hugged his neck, and said, "Aren't you going to the office?"


    Charles shook his head, then turned to kiss Anne for a while. "No, if it's something important, they'll call me."


    Charles's emails typically contained names and brief summaries of scripts or ideas for movies and TV shows that the company had received and compiled.


    These allowed Charles to quickly pick projects he liked since he was now a top producer in Hollywood.


    Charles noticed an email about the release of a new product, the Apple iPhone, which was hosted by Apple's CEO Steve Jobs last week.


    Charles smiled and said, "Sweetie, look at this. Apple has released a phone. It's a significant smartphone with a candy-bar design."


    The email was sent by Dona Williams, considering Capet Investments owned shares in Apple.


    "An Apple phone?" Anne wasn't familiar with this stuff, "Is it impressive?"


    "Movies, music, internet - the smartphone is going to change the world," Charles said as he got up and led Anne to the terrace. The first-generation iPhone was set to be officially launched in June.


    Without caring if Anne understood, Charles reminded, "If you have extra money, you could buy some Apple stock as an investment. It would be a good financial decision."


    After speaking, Charles pulled Anne onto his lap. She nestled against him in her short nightgown.


    "Buy stocks? Apple, you say." Anne nodded, "I'll remember that and think about it."


    While holding the seductive Anne, Charles thought about her future scandal when she dated a con artist. Now that he'd prevented that, there would be fewer blemishes on her reputation.


    "Anne," Charles said while caressing her thigh and placing a hand on her chest, "Do you think many people are jealous of you?"


    "Jealous of me?" Anne, already holding Charles's neck, kissed his cheek upon hearing his question. "Of course, many people are jealous of me. Hollywood is full of beautiful girls, and they don't know Charles Capet."


    Charles laughed, "That's not what I mean. I'm talking about you, Anne Hathaway. Look, in terms of background, you're ahead of many Hollywood stars who didn't even graduate high school. Plus, your pretty face and sexy figure are natural advantages. Most importantly, you gained fame right from the start with The Princess Diaries. And now, you've become even more famous because of The Devil Wears Prada."


    Anne paused, pleased with Charles's praise, then whispered in his ear, "Well, I still have a bit to go to be on par with top stars."


    "Whack," Charles playfully slapped Anne's thigh, "What I mean is that you've never really had a low period since your debut. Even when seeking to transition after The Princess Diaries, you never lacked roles. Your career progressed too smoothly!"


    "Ah, I guess I'm lucky. I got chosen for The Princess Diaries right at the start. And when I needed to transition, I met you and got The Devil Wears Prada. Others might be jealous, but what can they do?"


    Charles realized that Anne's almost perfect life in a previous life had caused the public, led by capital forces, to derive pleasure from criticizing her.


    No matter what, Anne had some stains on her record. With media guidance, those stains got magnified.


    "Yeah," Charles smiled, "If they want to be jealous, let them be."


    After all, even Harvey Weinstein, the former king of indie films, was no match for him now. Couldn't he protect his own woman?


    Anne also laughed and kissed Charles passionately.


    Just then, Charles's phone rang. It was Lily Ying.


    "Boss, Freddie Mac's stock price has dropped 14% recently. Should we..."


    Before Lily could finish, Charles interrupted, "No, it's not time yet. $60 is still high."


    Charles knew Lily wanted to play it safe by cutting their losses now.


    While on the phone, Charles pressed Anne's shoulder, and she gave him a look before kneeling down.


    "The subprime mortgage crisis is starting. Once financial institutions and banks announce last year's fourth quarter or this year's first quarter profits and losses, it will cause a stir," Charles explained. "We can't close our positions now."


    "Boss, even if it erupts, it will take at least six months. And though Freddie and Fannie Mae are private companies, they have government backing, so the government might intervene," Lily warned.


    "Heh, I understand," Charles said, with one hand holding the phone and the other on Anne's head, "This crisis will be huge, really huge. Even if the government intervenes with the two firms, their market value will have plummeted."


    "Plenty of banks and investment firms have large investments in the mortgage credit market. They won't want the real estate market to crash, right?"


    Facing Lily's question, Charles chuckled, "Don't worry. An avalanche can't be stopped. Just remember, we must wait. We entered at $70."


    "It's now $60. There might be fluctuations, but don't worry; just hold on until next year."


    "Alright then," Lily was concerned the stock might rebound, but selling now still yielded a good profit.


    "Yeah, check out the CDS and CDO markets - they're chaotic. The bubble has reached its peak. Financial derivatives are overused, all thanks to Wall Street vampires. With insurance on subprime loans, they're transferring risks from commercial banks to investment banks," Charles elaborated, taking a deep breath.


    "People are greedy, I'm greedy. It won't be long before it really breaks!"


    By the second half of the year, when the U.S. subprime mortgage crisis fully erupted, Charles would be invincible.


    After hanging up, Anne stood up with a pout, glanced at Charles, and headed to the bathroom while covering her mouth.


  




  Chapter 281: Slumdog Millionaire


  

    "It's true that low-budget movies becoming box office hits is a quick way to make money," Charles Capet sat in his office, looking at the report in his hand.


    Saw IV made 63 million dollars at the North American box office and 77 million dollars overseas, totaling 140 million dollars globally.


    Capet Pictures, which produced and distributed the film, earned 36 million dollars from the North American box office and 27 million dollars from overseas box office.


    After deducting 12 million dollars for production costs, 10 million dollars for marketing expenses, and 4.3 million dollars for creator bonuses, as well as other expenses like lawyer fees, Saw IV had a net income of around 36 million dollars just from the box office.


    Additionally, there were sales from the DVD home entertainment market and paid TV broadcasts. No wonder Lionsgate made substantial profits with this series in previous years.


    300, with 210 million dollars box office revenue in North America and another 240 million dollars overseas, also contributed 200 million dollars in revenue for Capet Pictures.


    Deductions included 60 million dollars for production costs, 25 million dollars for marketing expenses, and around 10 million dollars for bonuses and interests, making 300 net over 100 million dollars in box office profits.


    "The strategy of Hollywood studios to focus resources on blockbuster movies to achieve success has indeed proven correct," thought Charles.


    The Saw series was a rare find, whereas overseas art films like The Lives of Others only just made over 10 million in the North American box office.


    Sitting across from Charles, Donna Langley smiled and said, "High-concept movies have always been the secret weapon of the big six Hollywood studios. The success of one blockbuster can rival ten art films.


    Nowadays, the major studios are still primarily pushing a few big releases each year, while B-movies and art films are handled by their independent film labels.


    Still, last year, our company's performance was indeed remarkable. In terms of movie profits, Capet Pictures was undoubtedly the top in Hollywood," Donna Langley said excitedly. 


    Charles Capet had a keen eye for movies, almost God-like.


    The Devil Wears Prada, with a production cost of 35 million dollars, grossed 124 million dollars in North America and another 202 million overseas, making a total of 326 million worldwide.


    The Departed, with 80 million dollars production cost, earned 140 million dollars in North America and 160 million overseas, totaling 300 million worldwide.


    The Pursuit of Happiness has also been out for over a month now. The box office in the North American market has crossed one hundred million dollars, and it has won awards from various city film critic associations and the Screen Actors Guild, with nominations for Best Actor at the Golden Globes and the Oscars. Its box office potential continues to grow," Charles smiled, acknowledging Will Smith's considerable influence.


    "This is a script concept sent from the UK, take a look," Charles said, handing Donna Langley a file.


    Donna Langley took it and looked, "Slumdog Millionaire? Is it based on the British show Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?"


    Donna Langley continued reading, "Why is it about a story in the slums of Mumbai, India?"


    "It's based on the novel Q & A by Indian author Vikas Swarup, and it's directed by British filmmaker Danny Boyle," Charles explained with a smile.


    "They have been searching for a distribution company to invest in it. Initially, Warner Independent Pictures showed some interest but ultimately passed on it."


    "Mumbai's slums, a millionaire show, and human nature," Donna Langley glanced through it, then smiled at Charles, "If you think it's good, then there's no problem."


    "Haha, a 15 million dollar budget, much cheaper compared to American movies," Charles laughed.


    Slumdog Millionaire indeed had few supporters. It faced numerous challenges in both production and distribution.


    Capet Pictures had been strengthening its international co-production model. For example, La Vie en Rose was a US-France co-production, Atonement was a UK-US co-production, and Vicky Cristina Barcelona was naturally a U.S.-Spain co-production.


    "It seems, the release date for Slumdog Millionaire should be in 2008," Donna Langley trusted Charles's film selection judgment without a doubt.


    Charles nodded, "Let's get started as soon as possible!"


    That evening, Charles drove his Ferrari 360 to a high-end restaurant in Beverly Hills because Ivanka Trump had invited him.


    "Why haven't you gone back to New York yet?" Charles sat across from Ivanka. He felt that she seemed taller and more imposing now.


    With a height of about 5'11" and a slightly voluptuous figure, she indeed looked like a classic beauty.


    "Do you want me to go back to New York?" Ivanka took a sip of her drink, "Are we on a date?"


    Charles nodded, "Of course, it counts!"


    "Why didn't you attend the Golden Globe Awards a few days ago? Capet Pictures had several films nominated this year," Ivanka had specifically attended the Golden Globe Awards this year.


    "I'm just a movie company boss. It's a foreign press association awards ceremony. I can't attend every year," Charles shook his head. "So, what's up tonight?"


    Ivanka nodded, "Do you still remember Jared Kushner?"


    "Sure, he's the son of the fraudster real estate magnate Charles Kushner!" Charles showed disdain for the Jewish family.


    "Fraudster's son?" Ivanka laughed.


    Ivanka knew Charles and had several intimate encounters with him. It changed her past relationship with Jared Kushner.


    Because Capet Entertainment snatched The New York Observer ahead of time, Jared Kushner had fewer opportunities to get close to Rupert Murdoch. Though they still met, they were not very familiar, and Wendi Deng, the matchmaker, had no chance to push them together.


    "You seem to dislike their family?" Ivanka asked.


    Charles shook his head, "I just don't want to be associated with fraudsters!"


  




  Chapter 282: Golf Clubs?


  

    Ivanka Trump suddenly brought up Jared Kushner out of nowhere.


    "Why are you talking about him?" Charles Capet asked, taking a sip of red wine.


    Ivanka glanced at Charles. "The Kushner Group made a big move in New York recently."


    "What kind of big move?"


    "The Kushner Real Estate Group purchased a 41-story skyscraper at 666 Fifth Avenue in New York for a record-breaking price of $1.8 billion!" Ivanka laughed as she spoke.


    "The 666 Fifth Avenue building, completed in 1957, isn't particularly eye-catching, but it's in a prime location!" 


    Charles couldn't help but twitch the corner of his mouth, thinking to himself, Kushners are such fools. "Not bad," he remarked.


    "So, I have my own plans. Jared Kushner led this deal. I want to discuss potential collaborations with you!" Ivanka seemed a bit inspired. After all, compared to the Trump Group, the Kushner Group was less impressive.


    "Me? I don't know anything about real estate," Charles smiled and then reminded her. "The Kushner Group took out a mortgage for this purchase, right?"


    "The Kushner Group only paid $50 million in cash as a down payment, plus $535 million short-term high-interest loans from a group of investors, including a $135 million loan from SL Green Realty and a $1.215 billion mortgage!" Ivanka didn't hide anything.


    "Pfft," Charles couldn't help but laugh. The subprime mortgage crisis would hit in a few months. Could the heavily indebted Kushner Group have any future?


    "Jared Kushner sold quite a few properties in New Jersey to raise $100 million, and another $50 million was invested in the Madoff Fund," Ivanka continued.


    "Ah, that," Charles looked at Ivanka.


    "You mentioned before that Jared Kushner is Jewish, so it's not difficult for him to get into the Madoff Investment Fund," Ivanka said and then looked at Charles again.


    "Jared Kushner doesn't like you, you know. Because you invested in The Passion of the Christ, he never had a good impression of you. And you outbid him for The New York Observer, ruining his family's plans!"


    Charles waved his hand, completely unconcerned. "No matter. I never took the Kushner Group seriously. But you, if you're thinking about doing some real estate business, you should wait a bit!


    It's not like you are running the Trump Group. Jared Kushner is now the CEO of the Kushner Group, while you're just a vice president at the Trump Group."


    Ivanka was taken aback. "I can still give my father some advice. The Trump Group manages quite a few hotels and apartment buildings now!"


    Charles stroked his chin. Indeed, the Trump Group had many branded buildings in the U.S., even if their shareholdings were small; it was still managed under the Trump name.


    "I remember the Trump Group operates several golf clubs, right?" Charles asked.


    Ivanka nodded. "My father loves golf. In 1999, he acquired the Trump West Palm Beach Golf Club in Florida; in 2002, he took over the Trump National Golf Club in Westchester, New York; by 2004, the Trump National Golf Club in Bedminster, New Jersey, opened; and in 2005, the Trump National Golf Club in Los Angeles opened too."


    Charles nodded. The Trump Group owned over 500 related companies, with Trump Real Estate, Trump Hotel Management, and Trump Golf Resorts being the most important segments.


    "Charles, are you interested in golf clubs too?" Ivanka asked.


    Charles nodded. "A little bit. It's a good place to discuss business with other companies."


    "We can cooperate on running a large golf club and hotel resort!" Ivanka immediately suggested.


    "You want your own business too, right? If we jointly acquire a golf club and put you in charge of managing it, will you handle it?" Charles asked with a smile.


    After all, what Charles wanted most was a movie theme park resort. Golf clubs were usually membership-based, and their investment and earnings were no match for the movie theme park resort model.


    Capet Pictures' main business was movies!


    "I can do it. I'll get my father to support me with some funds. Golf courses and resort villas, I'm experienced in that," Ivanka said, indicating she would take on an overall coordination role but would have professionals manage the operations.


    Charles nodded, as long as the Trump name wasn't involved, he was fine with it.


    "You might want to check out the golf clubs near major cities like New York, Los Angeles, and Miami. If they're poorly managed, or the owners lack funds, or the facilities are outdated, we can analyze and then acquire, renovate..."


    Charles and Ivanka had dinner and discussed some investment matters.


    However, Charles didn't take Ivanka's ideas seriously. He knew her well enough, and her ventures into clothing, shoes, and bags hadn't made any progress. Other ideas were even less worth considering.


    But in the field of real estate management and golf clubs, her father, Trump, surely had plenty of experience to share.


    When she returned, Ivanka would certainly seek her father's advice on such investment matters. After all, being a real estate tycoon in New York, he had an eye for opportunities.


    That night, they drove back to the Capet estate in Beverly Hills.


  




  Chapter 283: Chapter 283


  

    Every year, on the last Sunday of January or the first Sunday of February, the AFC (American Football Conference) champion would face off against the NFC (National Football Conference) champion to determine the ultimate champion, Super Bowl.


    The AFC and NFC together form the NFL (National Football League).


    At Britney Spears' mansion bedroom in Thousand Oaks, near Los Angeles, Charles Capet lay on the bed, weakly patting a still clingy Britney Spears under the sheets.


    After a while, Britney popped her head out of the covers with a satisfied smile.


    "Darling, aren't you going to Miami for the Super Bowl halftime show?" Charles asked, flabbergasted.


    "Yes, but I wanted to show you my passion first, so you won't end up on the tabloids with some other actress," Britney said, resting her head on Charles' chest.


    "Was it good?" she asked.


    Charles nodded. "Good, good, it was great these three days!"


    Charles had just managed to keep Ivanka, the wild stallion, under control, and as soon as Ivanka left, Britney Spears showed up.


    "I'm heading to Miami today to prep. The Super Bowl's next weekend," Britney said. She had performed at the Super Bowl halftime show only once in 2001.


    Without Charles, Britney Spears would have probably ended up like Lindsay Lohan and Paris Hilton, forming the infamous trio of troubled American starlets, with her reputation and fame dwindling.


    But that wasn't the case; Charles' arrangements kept Britney's career thriving.


    It wasn't unusual for the American pop queen to be invited to perform at the Super Bowl halftime show, and this year, Britney Spears wouldn't be renewing her contract with Sony; she would be switching to Capet Records.


    Charles ran his hand over the girl's smooth back, saying, "This year's Super Bowl is being held at the Miami Dolphins' stadium, with the AFC champion Indianapolis Colts taking on the NFC champion Chicago Bears. Miami's an international city, it's sure to be a blast."


    Britney quickly responded, "So, are you coming? Miami's really comfortable, we can vacation in the Caribbean!"


    "Meh, not interested. I'm not an NFL team owner," Charles shook his head. Even though he was close to the NBA's Los Angeles Lakers games, he'd only attended a few in person.


    "But it's the Super Bowl!" Britney said, surprised, as she playfully touched Charles' chest and abs.


    "A contest full of testosterone and an electrifying atmosphere!"


    "Haha, and the Super Bowl halftime ads are so expensive! Transformers spent $2.5 million for a 30-second ad spot," Charles sighed in amazement. It's really pricey.


    In another ten-plus years, the top ad spots during the Super Bowl halftime would go for up to $5 million for 30 seconds!


    "But the viewership is high for this game. Over 90% of the time in recent years, the TV ratings champion has been the Super Bowl broadcast," Britney kindly tried to comfort Charles.


    "Ah, I really want to buy an NFL team, but these club owners aren't willing to sell," Charles sighed. NFL team ownership represents a status symbol, boosting both the political and economic standing of the owner.


    Britney, still caressing Charles, chuckled when she heard his desire to purchase an NFL team. "It takes a lot of money. But, NBA teams and MLB teams are a bit cheaper!"


    Charles had been keeping an eye on NBA transactions. Indeed, there had been a few in recent years: in 2002, the Boston Celtics were sold for 360 millions; in 2004, the Phoenix Suns were bought by a new owner for 401 millions; in 2005, the Cleveland Cavaliers changed ownership for 375 millions; and last year, Starbucks founder Howard Schultz sold the Seattle Supersonics to Oklahoma investor billionaire Clay Bennett for 350 millions.


    Charles remembered that Clay Bennett was trying to move the Supersonics to his hometown of Oklahoma City due to the Seattle government not supporting a new arena.


    "Alright, get up now, shower time!" Charles patted Britney lightly, reminding her. For now, forget about the sports teams; Capet Sports would have its chance during the financial crisis.


    "Taylor Swift, that young girl from your company, is really something," Britney said at noon while Charles drove her to Burbank Airport, bringing up Taylor Swift.


    "Yeah, her first album sold well, ranking fifth on the Billboard album charts!" Charles said with a smile.


    "She held the number one spot on the Billboard Country Album chart for eight consecutive weeks, Taylor sure is a black horse in country music," Britney had taken some interest in Taylor Swift because of Charles' influence.


    "Sony missed out on her. She initially signed with Sony, but since she was too young, Sony planned to release her album when she turned 18. She wanted it sooner," Charles laughed.


    "Big Machine Records got lucky!"


    Britney laughed too, "It's you who got lucky! Now Big Machine Records is just a country music label under Capet Records!"


    "Hahaha, I bet Scott Borchetta, head of Big Machine, regrets it so much. Selling a goldmine to me," Charles didn't care about others' misfortune; making money was important to him.


    "True, Scott Borchetta founded Big Machine and discovered Taylor Swift, but didn't get to enjoy the fruits of his labor," Britney shook her head, not caring much about it.


    At Burbank Airport, Britney reminded Charles to head straight to New York afterward. She would go to New York straight after her Super Bowl performance in Miami.


    "Don't worry, I'll definitely spend some time in New York this year!" After bidding farewell to Britney with a kiss, Charles headed back to Capet Manor in Beverly Hills.


  




  Chapter 284: The Hulk Copyright


  

    Beverly Hills, Capet Manor, Study Room.


    Amelia Caldwell handed Charles an invitation. "This is an invitation from the Producers Guild of America!"


    Charles glanced at it casually. "Capet Pictures will naturally send someone, no need to worry."


    Capet Pictures had become known as the seventh biggest movie studio in Hollywood and held significant influence within the Producers Guild.


    "How do you like living in the USA?" Charles asked Amelia Caldwell.


    "Oh, it's great. I always wanted to work in America, but work visas are hard to get!"


    As an Argentinian from South America, Charles felt Amelia differed from people from Mexico or Central American countries.


    After all, Argentina was the third largest economy in Latin America, just behind Brazil and Mexico. Its per capita income was among the highest, making it a wealthy country in the region.


    "Argentina and Chile are economically developed nations in Latin America. Their living conditions are much better than in Brazil or Colombia. At least folks don't have to sneak in illegally like in some other countries," Charles said as he pulled the tall Amelia Caldwell into his arms.


    Unbothered by the wandering hands on her body, Amelia cuddled Charles' neck affectionately and laughed, "There're many opportunities in America. Lots of people dream of living here. Every year, many people from Latin America illegally cross the border for that reason."


    Charles nodded. Those who sneaked in mostly couldn't secure work visas. "Your kind of job allows you to apply for a green card after five years, right?"


    Amelia Caldwell nodded, although she wasn't an investor immigrant.


    "Relax, just stay by my side. You have a formal work visa, and once you get the green card, you can do whatever job you want," Charles sighed. Beautiful women had more opportunities in America because of this.


    Finding an American husband would be best, but otherwise, they'd find other ways to get work visas.


    "Boss, I love this job!" Amelia Caldwell explained.


    "Don't worry. As long as you listen, the company will help you out," Charles reassured. After all, Amelia Caldwell was his housekeeper now, and effort deserved reward.


    Amelia Caldwell quickly nodded, "Boss, I will do my job well."


    "I've noticed your good work," Charles encouraged her, "We will be hiring a few maids soon. You can oversee that, making it formal employment."


    Amelia got the hint. Formal employment meant a visa.


    "Boss, any requirements for the maids?"


    "Requirements?" Charles lifted her chin and kissed her. "They should be similar to the flight attendants we have now."


    "It shouldn't be hard to find willing foreigners wanting to come to America," Amelia laughed. "Us South American girls are fiery. Do you like that, boss?"


    Charles nodded. "Just do your job well."


    Young, pretty foreign girls coming to America without connections or money could only leverage their looks and charm.


    ...


    The Oscars, as the annual grand event in the entertainment industry, never lacked attention.


    The Departed, The Devil Wears Prada, The Pursuit of Happiness, Volver, and The Lives of Others all received Oscar nominations.


    Capet Pictures showed strength, not only in box office performance but also in competing for awards.


    In the Best Picture category, The Departed was a strong contender. Despite Ridley Scott only winning Best Director at the Golden Globes, losing Best Drama to Babel.


    But the humanistic themes of Babel weren't likely to resonate with Oscar judges.


    At the Capet Entertainment headquarters, in Kevin Feige's office at Marvel Studios, Kevin Feige was on the phone with his boss, Donna Langley.


    "Universal wants us to help develop a new version of The Incredible Hulk, keeping other terms the same, but they propose exchanging Hulk's rights for future distribution rights of the independent Hulk movies!"


    "Retain the future distribution rights of independent Hulk movies?" Donna Langley frowned, sitting in her office chair.


    "That's unreasonable. Marvel's previous contract with Universal only allowed us 5% of the revenue from Hulk projects. Although we own the merchandise rights, the big money from box office and DVD rights is significant.


    Would Universal release another Hulk movie next year just to keep the character rights for five more years?" Donna Langley doubted it. The 2003 Hulk by Ang Lee was both a critical and box office flop.


    "I don't know. Next year is when Hulk's character rights expire. If Universal doesn't release a Hulk movie, Marvel can reclaim the rights per the contract," Kevin Feige explained, sounding a bit helpless.


    "But developing a new Hulk movie isn't hard. Universal could make a low-budget movie like Lionsgate did with Man-Thing..."


    "Our previous contract includes clauses securing creative control. Marvel Studios now belongs to Capet Entertainment, not the struggling Marvel Enterprises of the past. If Universal really does this, we'll end up in a legal battle!"


    Despite Donna Langley's tough words, low-budget movies to keep character rights were common.


    In the late '80s, Marvel sold the Fantastic Four rights to a producer, leading to a low-budget Fantastic Four film before the rights expired due to lack of studio interest.


    Later, 20th Century Fox acquired the rights and released Fantastic Four in 2005, which succeeded, with a sequel Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer set to release this year.


    If Universal pressed on, regardless of objections from Marvel Studios, little could be done.


    "I'll talk to Barry Meyer," Donna Langley said, ending the call since Kevin Feige was still a minor figure, easily overlooked.


    Charles aimed to create the Avengers universe and the Hulk was essential. Without Universal, Hulk couldn't appear in Marvel Studios' projects.


  




  Chapter 285: Killing Two Birds with One Stone


  

    In the small meeting room of Capet Pictures, Charles, Donna Langley, and Kevin Feige were discussing the issue of Universal Pictures holding the rights to the Hulk.


    "According to Universal, they can give us the character rights, but they want to keep the distribution rights for Hulk's solo movies?" Charles looked at the two, furrowing his brow.


    "Are they planning to develop another one?"


    Donna Langley sighed, "I've already talked with Barry Meyer. Universal definitely doesn't want to give back the only Marvel hero they have in hand."


    "Wasn't the hit they took from the 2003 Hulk enough?" Charles shook his head. It was all just a matter of interest exchange, after all.


    "Universal's idea is that the new Hulk project set to release next year can be made by Marvel Studios, while Universal will handle the production and distribution costs, and Marvel will get a percentage of the film's revenue. Future Hulk films can follow this model, and Marvel can also use the Hulk character as they like.


    Or, the Hulk series can be co-produced by Universal and Marvel, with both companies sharing the film's revenue based on their investment ratio, each taking half. Of course, Universal will handle distribution and take an 8% commission on the box office."


    That was the outcome of Donna Langley and Barry Meyer's discussion.


    Charles chuckled, "Universal is interesting. The previous Hulk was a failure after all!"


    If Sony proposed a similar model for Spider-Man, Charles would have agreed, considering how in his previous life, Sony, disappointed with The Amazing Spider-Man not meeting revenue expectations, negotiated with Marvel to have Marvel Studios make a new Spider-Man, allowing Spider-Man to join the Avengers.


    At that time, Marvel Studios could get 20% of the film revenues from Sony, though they also had to cover 20% of the costs. Distribution would definitely belong to Sony.


    Unfortunately, Marvel later wanted half of the series' film revenues, to which Sony couldn't agree.


    Because every Marvel series film needed to give Marvel Entertainment 5% of the film's revenue, even though Marvel Studios originally split from Marvel Entertainment, no exception could be made.


    Adding that up, Marvel would get 55% of the film revenues, so it was normal for Sony not to agree!


    "I want to fully own Hulk. Universal doesn't really want to start it, they're just trying to gain benefits from seeing us develop Iron Man and Thor back-to-back," Charles really didn't want Universal to hold the distribution rights for Hulk's solo movies.


    "What if we sell the sequel rights to The Da Vinci Code to Universal? They should have no problem giving us the complete rights to Hulk, right?" Charles pondered for a moment and said.


    "The sequel to The Da Vinci Code?" Donna Langley was not only surprised, even Kevin Feige was equally astonished.


    The Da Vinci Code was a global blockbuster that grossed seven hundred million dollars worldwide, second only to Disney's phenomenal sequel Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest last year.


    "Charles, you should know how much revenue The Da Vinci Code brought us last year?"


    Donna Langley didn't believe Charles would be unaware of such details. A $100 million production cost, with seven hundreds of millions at the global box office!


    "Boss, if Universal funds the production of the new Hulk while keeping distribution rights, I could use Hulk in our own movies anytime!" Kevin Feige was actually quite inclined towards Universal's proposal.


    Charles smiled, "I know this, but to keep the Marvel Universe complete, some benefits can be sacrificed."


    "Hulk is a very important character in the Marvel Universe. His solo movies will always be plenty. If Universal holds the distribution rights for the Hulk series, that's too much control!"


    "But there's no need to use the sequel of The Da Vinci Code for this. We are currently negotiating with Dan Brown for the adaptation of Angels & Demons," being novels by Dan Brown, Capet Pictures held the movie adaptation rights.


    "Donna, I'm considering that while Angels & Demons is indeed exciting, it doesn't compare to The Da Vinci Code. It definitely won't reach the heights of the previous film!" Charles remembered that the sequel (which is actually a prequel, as the events in Angels & Demons occur before The Da Vinci Code) only grossed less than five hundred millions worldwide in his past life.


    "Most likely, Angels & Demons will have a higher production cost too, right? Besides, Ron Howard's directing style isn't suitable for entertainment films. The success of The Da Vinci Code was mainly due to the thrilling conspiracy of the Catholic Church and the novel's suspense."


    "Indeed, Dan Brown, as the producer, has already increased the budget for Angels & Demons to 150 million. The film's lead actors' pay and the filming locations abroad have all been enhanced," Donna Langley thought Charles' analysis made sense. Even though Angels & Demons wouldn't match The Da Vinci Code's success, it would still earn money.


    Charles nodded and decided, "Let's give it to Universal then. At the same time, get the complete rights to Hulk from them, and negotiate the production rights for Angels & Demons properly!"


    Perfect, Charles thought. Selling Angels & Demons to Universal wouldn't only bring in a large sum of cash but would also allow them to regain the rights to Hulk, killing two birds with one stone!


    Having made up his mind, Charles couldn't be opposed by Donna Langley and Kevin Feige.


    Regarding the sale of Angels & Demons for Hulk rights, there was no disagreement.


    In fact, Hulk in Universal's hands was just a chicken rib, while Angels & Demons was big visible profit.


    Consider the success of The Da Vinci Code; besides Charles, who would think Angels & Demons couldn't replicate its frenzy?


    For example, Disney's 2005 children's fantasy blockbuster The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe grossed 745 million globally.


    Try buying the sequel The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian from Disney. Regardless of whether they sell, how much would it cost you?


    Of course, Dan Brown's novels The Da Vinci Code or Angels & Demons could not be compared to the legendary British literature of The Chronicles of Narnia.


    But now, the movie rights for Angels & Demons surely held value, and it was believed Universal wouldn't let go of such an opportunity.
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    Charles directly handed over the matter of selling the film rights for Angels & Demons to Universal Pictures to Donna Langley, trusting that she would be able to successfully recover the rights to Hulk.


    At the Chateau Marmont Hotel in West Hollywood, Charles attended a party for fun.


    "Hey Charles, good evening!" A bald man wearing glasses approached Charles.


    "Good evening, Scott," Charles recognized him as the acclaimed producer Scott Rudin.


    Scott Rudin, who was about 50 years old, was not only a top producer in Hollywood but also a leading Broadway producer.


    "I heard you also joined The Reader?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Scott Rudin nodded, "Steven Daldry is a friend of mine. He recommended the novel The Reader to me, and that's how I got involved in its production. I even suggested that Capet Pictures, with Charles Capet, should be in on it. Who in Hollywood can top him?" he added.


    "Haha, Scott, you're too funny," Charles clinked glasses with Scott Rudin, laughing.


    Steven Daldry and Scott Rudin had previously worked together on The Hours, and while The Reader was produced by Mirage Enterprises, Anthony Minghella didn't have much time to oversee the practical production work. It was quite natural for Steven Daldry to invite a producer he had collaborated with before.


    Each year, Scott Rudin's production company developed several films, with him being involved in even more.


    In terms of influence, Scott Rudin was already very powerful as a top producer, but Charles Capet owned a film company with distribution channels and capital control.


    "Alright, I'm heading to the restroom," Charles said, patting Scott Rudin on the shoulder before leaving.


    Just as Charles returned to the hall and was about to leave the hotel and head home, he ran into Olga Kurylenko.


    "Olga, when did you get here?" Charles asked casually.


    "I've been here for a while, talking to a producer from 20th Century Fox about a movie," Olga Kurylenko said excitedly, not just because she got another film project but also because she met Charles Capet.


    "Anything else?" Charles looked at Olga Kurylenko. "If not, just come with me."


    "No, nothing else!" Olga Kurylenko would never disobey Charles.


    Quickly, Olga Kurylenko followed Charles back to Capet Manor.


    In the large bathtub in the bathroom, Olga Kurylenko emerged from the water, gasping heavily before leaning into Charles' arms.


    "Amazing, you can do it in the water too," Charles hugged the girl in his arms, looking satisfied, seemingly having forgotten about the unpleasantness at the hotel.


    Olga Kurylenko smiled, "Did you feel good?"


    Charles nodded, "Has The Mist finished shooting?"


    Olga Kurylenko nodded, "Yes, finished last month!"


    The Mist was just a low-budget horror thriller that started shooting last November and finished around January this year.


    "What project did you join with 20th Century Fox?" Charles asked again, referring to the project Olga mentioned while at Chateau Marmont Hotel.


    "It's a film adaptation of a game called Hitman: Agent 47, a co-production between Hollywood and France, with Luc Besson being one of the producers," Olga Kurylenko revealed.


    Charles nodded, acknowledging it as just another low-budget B movie. Luc Besson's EuropaCorp indeed had collaborations with 20th Century Fox.


    Many of EuropaCorp's films were distributed in the US by 20th Century Fox.


    ...


    The next morning, Olga Kurylenko was frying eggs and ham in the kitchen, wearing only black bottoms and a white men's shirt draped over her.


    With her long legs and the open shirt revealing an alluring body, she smiled when she heard Charles coming into the kitchen and reminded him, "It'll be ready soon!"


    Charles walked over, hugged Olga from behind, and said, "You got up pretty early."


    "Why didn't you sleep a bit more? You must have been tired last night," Olga responded, feeling his large hands on her chest and pressing herself closer to him.


    "Let's have breakfast first. There's eggs and ham!" she said.


    "La Vie en Rose will be released in France on Valentine's Day. Are you going to France?" Olga asked, lying on the couch in Charles' arms, after breakfast.


    "We'll see. Luc Besson has already prepared the script for Taken. He will come to the U.S. by then," Charles responded, not worried about Marion Cotillard's starring role in La Vie en Rose.


    La Vie en Rose was submitted for this year's Berlin International Film Festival and was the opening film. It was also nominated for the Golden Lion Award.


    The global premiere of La Vie en Rose would be held at the Berlin Film Festival.


    However, Luc Besson had just completed the script for Taken, possibly because he was busy with Taxi 4 last year.


    He also started preparing Hitman last year. After all, Hitman was scheduled to start filming next month, with its release planned for this year.


    Olga Kurylenko had now participated in a Hollywood movie, which was far better than those neurotic French films.


    ...


    In February, New Century Financial Corporation, the second-largest subprime mortgage lender in the U.S., released a profit warning for the fourth quarter of 2006.


    Charles knew that the subprime crisis was about to start, but most Americans definitely wouldn't believe that the real estate market would actually collapse. They still thought it was just a normal market mechanism.


    Freddie Mac's stock price even rose to $65 under Wall Street's encouragement about the real estate market.


    In New York, Manhattan, Lily Ying sat in her office, staring at the curve on her computer screen. Another computer was collecting various kinds of data.


    "Will it really collapse?" Lily was feeling immense pressure. According to the data provided by Charles, the credit default rates on U.S. mortgages were soon to exceed 30%.


    The $60 trillion bubble in the CDS market was basically layers upon layers of leveraged financing. When these bubbles burst, the resulting empty pockets would be vast.


    Lily certainly believed the market would fall, but Capet Fund was shorting at 10 times leverage. If it rose by 10%, it would all be over.


    Dona Williams came in, looked at Lily staring at the computer, and said, "I just talked to the boss on the phone. He said not to worry, and he might even increase the leverage."


    "Increase the leverage? Now? This...," Lily pointed to the computer screen, "Judging by last year's trend, even if the stock price really reaches $70, it could very well continue to rise by another 10%!"


    "Uh, the boss said, 'Once the bullet leaves the barrel, it takes time flying through the air before hitting the target. Only when the target falls can it be proven that someone fired.'"


    Dona thought about it and then reminded, "The boss also said, regarding the subprime aspect, Wall Street's big five investment banks are at the forefront. We should pay attention to their publicly released earnings reports and their subprime fund revenues for more confidence."


    Despite Lily's current stress, Charles remained unshaken in Los Angeles. Capet Pictures' performance allowed Charles to be at ease.


    By mid-February, Capet Pictures, however, suddenly made a deal with Universal, selling the rights to Dan Brown's novel Angels & Demons to Universal.


    Universal paid $75 million in cash for the rights, after all, the success of The Da Vinci Code was dazzlingly bright.


    As the sequel, Angels & Demons gave Universal a lot of confidence. Of course, Capet Pictures also regained the rights to the Hulk.


    "I originally asked for a 100 million dollars, but Universal turned me down too swiftly," Donna Langley explained to Charles with a smile.


    "A 100 million dollars? Ha, Universal's production budget for Angels & Demons will be nearly a 150 million dollars. Adding marketing, the total cost will be close to $200 million," Charles laughed.


    "Now they've paid us $75 million, which is basically the cost. If they wait until Angels & Demons is released, how much interest will have accumulated?


    Besides, everyone knows Dan Brown's most exciting book is The Da Vinci Code. Just look at the sales figures of the books. Can Angels & Demons achieve what The Da Vinci Code did?"


    Donna Langley shook her head and said, "Hard to say. Even if Angels & Demons only makes around $600-700 million at the box office, Universal paying $75 million for the rights is still worth it."


    "Sure. Even if Universal is frugal, the cost of Angels & Demons will definitely exceed a 120 million dollars. They probably estimate the box office to be around $600-700 million," Charles no longer cared.


    "Now we have the rights to the Hulk again. Let Kevin Feige find someone to start preparing the script!"


    Donna Langley nodded. Iron Man, Thor, Hulk, and Captain America, these are the main players in the Avengers.
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    Charles drove his new Audi R8 to Anne Hathaway's mansion near Long Beach.


    "Just a week to the Oscars." Anne Hathaway lay in Charles' arms, smiling.


    Anne Hathaway kissed Charles passionately until they were both out of breath and had to separate.


    "Many people are saying you're the Howard Hughes of Hollywood, with all those scandals with various actresses," Anne Hathaway said while leaning on Charles' chest, a bit helpless. "Who knows which woman you'll marry in the future?"


    Charles smiled and ran his fingers through Anne's short hair, "Did you cut your hair short specifically for a movie?"


    Charles wasn't interested in marrying, so he quickly changed the subject.


    "In Rachel Getting Married, short hair suited the role better," Anne Hathaway explained.


    "Does short hair look good on me?"


    "Of course it does. You look great with any hairstyle!"


    Charles kissed her on the cheek. It's always right to compliment women like that.


    "This year's Oscars, will you attend? It's my first time attending the Oscars," Anne Hathaway, who had earned a nomination for The Devil Wears Prada, asked.


    "No, I won't be in Los Angeles then," Charles shook his head, as he made arrangements with Gao Yuanyuan to go on a vacation to Hawaii together by that time.


    "Capet Pictures has received several nominations! And The Departed is a strong contender for Best Picture this year," Anne Hathaway pouted. "So many people want to attend the Oscars but don't get the chance. You can go anytime you want."


    The Devil Wears Prada had two nominations this year: Meryl Streep for Best Actress and Best Costume Design.


    "By the way, aren't you and Emily Blunt presenting the Best Costume Design Award this Oscars?" Charles suddenly asked, recalling that detail.


    Anne Hathaway nodded, "Yeah, I even went shopping with Emily a few days ago. Unfortunately, neither of us got nominations. 


    Emily was nominated for a Golden Globe for Best Supporting Actress in The Devil Wears Prada but didn't win. Instead, she won a Golden Globe for Best Supporting Actress in a TV Movie for Gideon's Daughter."


    Charles wasn't fully aware but remembered that night on the yacht when Meryl Streep won the Golden Globe for Best Actress in a Musical or Comedy, and Ridley Scott won Best Director.


    "Emily, right? She's not bad," Charles definitely remembered Emily Blunt, having had a close relationship with her.


    "That night on the yacht's celebration party, didn't see her, did you?" Charles pondered.


    Anne Hathaway reminded him, "She came over while you were fast asleep in the bedroom!"


    "Oh, right," Charles recalled. Indeed, he had a wild night with Anne Hathaway in the yacht's bedroom.


    Emily Blunt, quite an alluring British actress, Charles thought, should get to know her better if there's a chance.


    As Anne Hathaway teased him, Charles made his move, pinning her down and starting another round of conquest.


    ...


    Meanwhile, Capet Pictures' French subsidiary invested in the French musical biopic La Vie en Rose, which premiered in France.


    La Vie en Rose opened grandly in 800 cinemas across France, breaking the record for the number of theaters for an artistic film.


    French newspapers like Le Monde, Le Figaro, and Liberation gave the film high praise. Marion Cotillard, after last year's The Da Vinci Code, delivered another perfect art film.


    "I'm not a sexy goddess. If someone sees me for the first time and is amazed, that won't happen. So, playing an ugly character is no hardship for me. It's great for making movies," Marion Cotillard expressed her excitement in an interview with France 4 TV about playing the iconic French singer Edith Piaf.


    La Vie en Rose was primarily targeted at the French and European markets.


    Of course, it would be introduced to North America as well, but only after gaining momentum in Europe and through promotions at various film festivals.


    Charles, however, wasn't interested in following up. He boarded his Gulfstream G550 to Hawaii to prepare for his vacation with Gao Yuanyuan.


    Before leaving, Charles met with Luc Besson in the USA to discuss the new movie Taken.


    However, Luc Besson had to first complete Hitman before starting the project in the second half of the year.


    Charles didn't mind. EuropaCorp's filming style often mirrored Hollywood's, with shooting locations outside of France.


    As Taken would be a Franco-American co-production, Charles was confident given Luc Besson's reputation as the "Steven Spielberg of France."


    Simultaneously, another EuropaCorp movie, Taxi 4, premiered alongside La Vie en Rose. As the final installment in the series, it maintained its high-quality action comedy standard.


    Luc Besson's skill in making action films was as impressive as his notorious reputation for his love exploits.


    The first three Taxi movies starred Marion Cotillard as the lead. However, four years had passed since the last film, and Marion had exited the series.
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    Hawaii, a state in the central Pacific region of the United States, had a geographically advantageous location, beautiful environment, and significant political, economic, and military value.


    Honolulu, the capital of Hawaii, was on Oahu, the third largest island of the Hawaiian Islands. After Charles Capet picked up Gao Yuanyuan at Honolulu International Airport, he took her to the Hyatt Regency Waikiki Beach Resort and Spa.


    Honolulu was already located on the southern side of Oahu, and Waikiki Beach was the most famous beach in all of Hawaii.


    "It's really beautiful!" Gao Yuanyuan said, wearing sunglasses and a silk long dress. She felt the warm seawater and sunlight with her bare feet on the sand.


    Charles wore beach shorts, a floral shirt, and was kicking sand in the water with bare feet. He looked up through his sunglasses at the glaring sun.


    "This place is indeed nice. No wonder there are so many people here this season," Charles said, shaking his head.


    "Next time, let's buy a beach house on Kauai Island with a private beach, and get a yacht to dock here!"


    Gao Yuanyuan smiled and shook Charles' arm. "This is already very nice, more interesting than the beach in Cannes."


    "You Americans really like a bronze tan, don't you? Especially rich people. I hear you guys are often on vacation, enjoying sunbathing to turn your skin wheat-colored?"


    Gao Yuanyuan looked at Charles and touched him a few times. "You're still a bit pale!"


    "Me? I used to live in East Los Angeles in a low-income community. I didn't even go to college. I had nothing to do with rich people," Charles laughed.


    "It was only after 2001 that I started making money when I got into the movie production business!"


    "Besides, I don't like being too dark anyway."


    Gao Yuanyuan nodded. "The Oscars are happening in a few days, aren't you going to attend?"


    "No big deal, I can attend the Oscars anytime," Charles shook his head.


    "Capet Pictures' The Devil Wears Prada is going to be released in China at the end of the month."


    "The Devil Wears Prada is being introduced to China as an imported revenue-sharing film. So far, I've only had one of my films, Mr. & Mrs. Smith, imported as a revenue-sharing film previously!"


    Over the years, Capet Pictures had only managed to get films like Mr. & Mrs. Smith, The Da Vinci Code, and The Devil Wears Prada introduced to China as revenue-sharing films.


    The Departed and 300 couldn't pass the censorship, and other films could only be introduced as buyout films or released through DVDs.


    Gao Yuanyuan nodded and smiled: "I thought The Pursuit of Happiness could be introduced as a revenue-sharing film, but it couldn't either."


    Charles shrugged. "China only allows 20 revenue-sharing films a year, and only 14 of those can be from the U.S.; the other six have to be non-U.S. films."


    "Luckily, this year, Capet Pictures' two special effects blockbusters, Transformers and Iron Man, passed your film bureau's scrutiny, so they can be introduced as revenue-sharing films!"


    But Charles didn't mind much; after all, even with the revenue-sharing model, studios could only get 13% of the box office revenue from China.


    "There's no way around it. Currently, only China Film Group and Huaxia Film Distribution have the rights for imported films, and you need their approval for both revenue-sharing and buyout films," Gao Yuanyuan understood these things well.


    Revenue-sharing films were distributed by China Film Group or Huaxia Film Distribution in China;


    Buyout films, on the other hand, were bought outright by private enterprises for the domestic rights and then distributed once approved by China Film Group or Huaxia Film Distribution, who applied for quotas and arranged release dates with the film bureau.


    Charles's eyes lit up as he looked at Gao Yuanyuan and suggested with a smile: "Are there still not many companies in China doing the buyout film business?"


    Gao Yuanyuan nodded, "Not many. Last year, Duplex, starring Ben Stiller and Drew Barrymore, was released and grossed 13 million yuan. It went through the buyout route."


    Duplex, wasn't that a 2003 American movie?


    As for buyout films, they were very cheap right now, costing between $50k and $150k each.


    They were bought in batches, hence the term 'buyout films.'


    Charles hugged the girl's waist and smiled, "Do you want to make money? Just get into the buyout film business. With me around, you'll definitely make some money!"


    "Me?" Gao Yuanyuan was definitely tempted.


    However, buyout films needed a keen eye, money for purchasing rights, and funds for duplication and translation. Since the release schedule was determined by the film bureau, you never knew when the movie would be released. Waiting six months or a year was common.


    And it's also about quotas. Currently, there were only 30 to 40 slots for buyout films, and you had to consider passing the censorship too. If you failed, you'd lose the money.


    "Come on, let's go back to the hotel and study this," Charles remembered that the peak of buyout films was when The Expendables was bought for $500k and grossed hundreds of millions of yuan in China.


    That was when the prices of buyout films skyrocketed due to increased competition and the booming Chinese film market. Later on, even production companies would demand revenue-sharing minimums for buyout films!


    Gao Yuanyuan, interested, hurried back to the hotel with Charles.


    "It should be profitable. For example, last year's Duplex grossed 13 million yuan in China. The buying company spent 600k yuan on the film rights, and another 2 million yuan on customs, translation, duplication, and distribution," Charles calculated for Gao Yuanyuan.


    "With the buyout distribution model, the buying company could get about 30% of the box office revenue, around 4 million yuan. After deducting costs, they made over 1 million yuan profit!"


    "This investment seems okay, but the film quota and censorship need connections, and the release schedule is very passive. If it ends up with a naked release, that would be a disaster," Gao Yuanyuan was still worried. "And if the film only runs for a day, that would be terrible!"


    "Don't worry. We'll spend some money on promotion when the time comes," Charles smiled and pulled the girl into his arms. "I'll give you advice on which films to buy. First, buy one or two films to test the waters. Then find partners to start a film company. I'll have Dawn Investments invest in your film company."


    Charles said, stroking the girl's thigh. Gao Yuanyuan leaned in close and playfully whispered in his ear, "Dawn Investments invested in a Call for Love. Should I partner with Lin Chi-ling?"


    "Mmm," Charles kissed the girl passionately, his hands wandering under her dress...
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    On a small road near Honolulu, Gao Yuanyuan was riding a bicycle when she arrived at an outdoor cafe and sat down. Charles was sitting there, idly reading the newspaper.


    "Hey, The Departed won awards, Best Picture and Best Director at the Oscars. The Lives of Others also won Best Foreign Language Film," Charles said. Although he wasn't very interested in these, it was nice that Capet Pictures showed up at the Oscars again.


    Gao Yuanyuan took a sip of her juice and looked at the newspaper. "The Departed was based on the Hong Kong film Infernal Affairs, right? A lot of Hong Kong films are pretty good!"


    Charles smiled and looked at Gao Yuanyuan, then asked, "Has the filming of Painted Skin finished?"


    Speaking of Painted Skin, Gao Yuanyuan had lots to say. "It's finished. The movie is in post-production now and the release schedule is set. It will be released during our National Day holiday. I think it's great. The use of new special effects technology in an Eastern fantasy theme will definitely stand out."


    Of course, what was most important was that Gao Yuanyuan was one of the leading actresses in this movie which had an investment of over a hundred million RMB, instantly raising her status.


    Gao Yuanyuan sat down next to Charles and asked, "Will Capet International invest in or co-produce any movies in China this year?"


    Gao Yuanyuan looked elegant, wearing white shorts paired with a striped sleeveless shirt.


    "Do you have a good project?" Charles didn't really mind investing in Chinese films.


    The cost of making movies in China was not high at that time, and Capet International had actually not considered this area much. 


    Gao Yuanyuan shook her head. "The movies I acted in before didn't have much impact. I became famous through TV dramas. Shanghai Dreams was a pretty good art film, and I had a cameo in Rob-B-Hood. In January, there was a romantic movie called Love in the City, but its box office was just so-so."


    "Hong Kong's East Asia Media has 30 million RMB in capital. I am an international investor, so I can only cooperate with domestic film companies. You can partner with Lin Chi-ling to start a company. After all, you're an actress, and she's a model. You definitely have an advantage!"


    "I know myself. My acting skills aren't as good as many people's. I can't handle roles that demand superb acting, but I have no problem with other roles," Gao Yuanyuan seemed to have a clear self-awareness.


    Charles' mouth twitched. So clear-headed? But then again, Gao Yuanyuan indeed hadn't won any major awards. 


    Lin Chi-ling was just a pretty face, but Gao Yuanyuan had some acting skills. Transitioning from a TV actress to the big screen would take time.


    However, Capet International wouldn't participate. Charles could let East Asia Media manage it since he founded East Asia Media to enhance the entertainment business within the Greater China cultural sphere.


    "Chinese films?" Charles leaned back in his chair, tapping the table and thinking. The most famous Sino-American co-productions at that time were The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor and The Forbidden Kingdom, right?


    "I've always wanted to work with Stephen Chow, but unfortunately, he's cooperating with Sony's Columbia Pictures Asia. A few years ago, Kung Fu Hustle was a big hit. This year, Columbia is working with Stephen Chow's Star Overseas to produce a children's sci-fi comedy film CJ7. Such a pity!"


    "You mean Sony's Columbia Pictures in Hollywood? That's a big international film company," Gao Yuanyuan naturally knew about the major Hollywood studios - they were all major global players.


    "Now, I heard Capet Entertainment is the seventh largest film company in Hollywood," Gao Yuanyuan quickly got excited again, thinking perhaps she could develop in Hollywood someday.


    Charles could see Gao Yuanyuan's enthusiastic gaze and understood her thoughts. 


    He reminded her, "It's not necessary to go to Hollywood. Even if you do, you might only get minor roles to add some diversity by appearances. Doing well in the Chinese market is already really good."


    Didn't she notice that even big star Chow Yun-fat was only a minor villain in Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End?


    "It's different," Gao Yuanyuan kissed Charles on the cheek and reminded him, "After appearing in a Hollywood movie, it will be different when I come back to China!"


    Charles understood what she meant. It was inevitable; economic foundations determined one's spiritual pursuits.


    "Don't worry, there will be opportunities," Charles reassured her. If he had plans for co-productions, it was only natural to use his own people.


    "After you go back, set up a film culture company. I'll get you to handle The Pursuit of Happiness. Apply for a quota and spend some money on promotion and see how it goes."


    "Then I'll let East Asia Media invest in your film company. You can invest in TV or film projects on your own. Or, you can get into the artist management business. It's all possible!"


    After all, there were no laws against producers getting involved in artist management in China, Japan, or Korea! Alright, antitrust laws were practically nonexistent for Asia.
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    These recent years were a great time for the Chinese entertainment market to grow. Capet Pictures, as a Hollywood force, could not dive too deep given China's unique national conditions.


    East Asia International could enter the market as a supplement to Capet Pictures by cooperating with domestic companies and supporting spokespersons.


    Before signing a new round of Sino-American movie import agreements, Capet International Pictures would not focus much effort on the Chinese market.


    Currently, Charles had two main investment directions in China: one was the construction of Capet International Theaters in China; the other was Dawn China Capital's investment projects in internet and real estate.


    In the morning, Charles got up from Gao Yuanyuan's side, feeling refreshed after a delicious breakfast. The days in Hawaii had indeed been very relaxing.


    "Are you going back today?" Charles was quite reluctant to part with Gao Yuanyuan.


    Gao Yuanyuan nodded, "Your advice these past few days has been great. I'm planning to go back and register a cultural company soon."


    "The Pursuit of Happiness is an Oscar-nominated film, it's inspiring and should pass the review."


    Now, Gao Yuanyuan was filled with thoughts about going back to register a film company. "Can I really buy The Pursuit of Happiness?"


    Charles was taken aback, then laughed: "I said it's yours, so it's yours. Don't worry. Also, this year, 20th Century Fox's Live Free or Die Hard is not a Chinese revenue-sharing film, so you can also buy it, import it, and release it.


    There is an actress of Chinese descent in it, named Maggie Q. You can definitely promote her. Even though Live Free or Die Hard is a reboot and Die Hard 3 was released in '95, it's still a relatively popular action movie series.


    I'm telling you, the imported movie business is controlled by China Film and Huaxia Film. Some Hollywood blockbusters that can't be imported as revenue-sharing films, we usually recommend them to China Film and Huaxia Film first.


    "So, you'd better hurry because our movie companies like to sell in packages. Actually, we welcome domestic private companies to join in too, at least the price will be higher."


    More competition would drive up the prices. Directly recommending to China Film and Huaxia Film usually means settling for a fixed, low package price.


    If Capet Pictures recommended The Pursuit of Happiness to China Film or Huaxia Film, they might only get more than $100,000 for the buyout.


    Selling to private companies could fetch several thousand dollars more. It's a minor deal, so it's no big deal.


    "But I don't know anyone!" Gao Yuanyuan said anxiously.


    "Don't worry, after you go back and register the company, I'll find someone to hand over the rights for The Pursuit of Happiness and Live Free or Die Hard to you. You'll mainly be responsible for the review, translation, and reproduction of the films.


    In late October, make time to come to Los Angeles and participate in the American Film Market (AFM) held in Santa Monica. It's a film trade fair founded by the American Film and Television Alliance in 1981 and is currently the world's largest film marketplace!"


    America hosts over a hundred various independent film festivals and city film festivals every year, but truly influential ones are those like the Sundance Film Festival and Tribeca Film Festival. The AFM is purely a film market, dealing in both commercial and artistic films.


    Charles reassured Gao Yuanyuan that the Chinese film import business was still good because the current purchase prices were really low and there were very few competitors.


    Gao Yuanyuan nodded, feeling a burning ambition inside her. Who in the entertainment industry doesn't have ambition?


    "Thank you, Charles!" Gao Yuanyuan walked up to Charles and gave him a kiss.


    "Are Capet Pictures' other movies not allowed to be imported into mainland China?"


    Charles shook his head, "You know, the number of imported revenue-sharing and non-revenue-sharing films in China is about fifty per year. Your country doesn't have a film rating system, only a film review system. Except for a few major films, most of Capet Pictures' movies can't pass your domestic review."


    Moreover, getting slots for revenue-sharing films isn't easy. It depends on the selectors at China Film. For instance, Universal Pictures' The Bourne Ultimatum didn't get a slot and could only be brought in as a non-revenue-sharing film.


    "Once you establish your company and obtain the film rights from us, after passing the review, you can collaborate with China Film or Huaxia Film to distribute. Your company will play a role in the distribution and promotion of the film!


    According to your domestic revenue split, a certain percentage of the total box office is deducted first as a special fund and tax, then the remaining box office revenue is divided with 57% going to theaters and theater chains, and 43% going to distributors and producers.


    The distributors for imported films can only be China Film and Huaxia Film, but your company can get about 30%!"


    Listening to Charles' explanation, Gao Yuanyuan realized that the film import business wasn't easy. However, with Charles giving advice on film selection, she would already be ahead of others by a significant margin.


    "Film distribution is so complicated!" Gao Yuanyuan felt a bit of a headache. After importing, they still needed translation, review, and censorship cuts. As for promotion, they wouldn't spend much money on that.


    "Go back and study it well. Later, build a good relationship with China Film and Huaxia Film. After all, they decide the schedule, so don't expect prime slots." Charles patted Gao Yuanyuan's shoulder as a reminder.


    "China Film itself doesn't give good slots for its non-revenue-sharing imports, let alone other companies. As long as it's not released unceremoniously, it's fine."


    Gao Yuanyuan nodded. It seemed like she had met Chairman Han Sanping because of Charles when she was in Beijing.


    By evening, Gao Yuanyuan excitedly boarded a direct flight to Beijing while Charles himself returned to Los Angeles.


    With the Oscars concluded successfully, Capet Pictures, which won Best Picture again, was even more vigorous.


    For two consecutive years, Capet Pictures secured the Oscars for Best Picture with No Country for Old Men and The Departed.


    Handling both commercial blockbusters and art films increased Capet Pictures' appeal, and Charles Capet's reputation in Hollywood grew stronger.


  




  Chapter 291: Scandal Report


  

    In the evening, Charles drove to a villa in Malibu to meet Megan Fox. The highly anticipated live-action Transformers was about to be released.


    As the leading lady, Megan naturally received a lot of attention. Charles sat on the sofa, holding Megan Fox, "Hollywood is about to have another sex symbol!"


    "I had a gathering with Blake Lively and others a few days ago. She was very happy about her role in the Gossip Girl series," Megan Fox said idly while cuddling in Charles' arms.


    "It's just TV. After Transformers premieres worldwide this summer, you'll see how famous you become," Charles replied absent-mindedly.


    ...


    In the night, in his study, Charles called his mother Evelyn Capet.


    "I seem to have gotten a report from a New York Times journalist in 2004, investigating Harvey Weinstein's scandals. It never got published. It's pretty explosive, involving Matt Damon and Ben Affleck from your company, and other stars like Russell Crowe, George Clooney, all Harvey's cronies."


    "That reporter's name is Sharon Waxman. I have the original report. I'll bring it home tonight for you to look at."


    Evelyn only had one word in response to Charles' statement, "Good!"


    ...


    "Well, the investigation is thorough. That fat guy is really fearless," said Evelyn while reading the report Charles sent her about Harvey Weinstein in their Bel Air villa.


    "The entertainment reporter Sharon Waxman followed Harvey Weinstein to Cannes, Venice, and other film festivals to investigate. She interviewed victims in New York, Los Angeles, London, and Paris, spending several months on it," Charles chuckled.


    "Harvey has money and power. Most of the cases were settled discreetly by his lawyers through non-disclosure agreements.


    Harvey Weinstein even took his lawyer to the New York Times headquarters, intimidating the editors responsible for entertainment into not publishing the story.


    That reporter Sharon Waxman even received threatening calls from your boys like Matt Damon!"


    Evelyn looked at Charles, "You're not exactly friendly with Harvey Weinstein. What are you planning?"


    Charles shook his head, "This is a crucial time for Capet Pictures to grow. Hollywood's reputation taking a hit would also affect us. Plus, Hollywood is inherently dirty, and I'm a beneficiary. Why would I make myself an outcast in this industry?"


    Charles stood up and pointed to the report in Evelyn's hand, "Let's set aside that I don't have a credible media outlet at present, no TV station or major mainstream newspaper. Even if I did, I wouldn't want our name associated with this. This kind of dirt can have unexpected uses at key moments."


    "What kind of use?" asked Evelyn.


    "Hah, what use? It's a perfect cover for political scandals. When domestic political bigwigs or capital magnates need a distraction, they turn to celebrity scandals."


    "Harvey Weinstein has always been a supporter of the Democratic Party," Charles said, looking at his mother. "Next year is an election year. It's almost certain that a Democrat will take office. Hillary has decided to run. 


    With Clinton's political resources, she's a front-runner among Democratic candidates. 


    Don't forget, the Clintons even attended a premiere for one of Harvey's films. That fat guy is just a pawn pushed forward by the Jewish power in the entertainment circle."


    Evelyn was surprised, "Since when have you been so interested in politics?"


    "Arianna Huffington isn't just the founder of the Huffington Post; she's now the chief consultant for Capet Entertainment Public Relations," Charles explained. "I want to have something like Orlando's Disney World in Florida."


    Evelyn's eyes widened, "Charles, you know that's impossible. The Florida Disney World is a result of early agreements."


    Florida Disney World is the largest theme park in the world, covering many hectares. Los Angeles Disneyland is how big? 64 hectares? Tokyo Disneyland is 46 hectares! Florida Disney World is bigger than all other Disney parks and Universal studios combined, nearly 2834 hectares.


    Moreover, Florida Disney World has independent governing rights. It's called 'Disney's colony'!"


    Disney claims not to be involved in politics, but no matter who's in office, Disney never clashes with the current government.


    Why did Disney crack down hard on Miramax, managed by Harvey Weinstein? It's because Harvey Weinstein was discontent with the Bush administration.


    "In recent years, I've supported many state legislators in New York and California and even donated to congressional representatives and senators," Charles was well aware of the deep ties between politics and business.


    Even if American society wasn't as full of personal connections as elsewhere, Charles wasn't going to miss a chance to support politicians.


    "Since a woman is running for president, why not a Black man too?" Charles said, handing some documents to Evelyn.


    Evelyn read through them, eyes widening like saucers in surprise, "Are you sure he has a chance?"


    The documents showed a Black man, Illinois Senator Barack Obama, who announced his run for president last month.


    "A woman and a Black man," Charles laughed, "Plus, Arianna Huffington is already one of his campaign advisors."


    "Can a Black man really become president of the United States?" Evelyn couldn't understand.


    Charles smiled at his mother, "Does it really matter if he can become president?"


    "Hillary is a woman, Barack is Black! As long as they make enough noise, their identities will attract countless Democratic supporters."


    Evelyn looked at her son, thinking, is this really Charles Capet, who just graduated from high school?


    No wonder he had been so low profile for over a month since the Oscars. Turns out he had been busy with Arianna Huffington in all this.


    "So, what do you need your mom to do now?" Evelyn asked.


    "Feminism!" Charles softly said one word.


    "Feminism?"


    "Mother, you now hold significant power in a Hollywood agency. As a woman in such a position, you can gather Hollywood's women better," Charles smiled.


    "You could focus on developing a strong woman persona and heavily support feminist movements. Feminism and racial discrimination are issues our society can't avoid. They are far more threatening than religion or LGBTQ topics."


    Charles looked at the Los Angeles nightscape outside, "And with a new economic crisis on the horizon in America. The presidential election and economic crisis mean there will definitely be an expansion of external wars. How can Hollywood, the propaganda machine, stay out of it?


    With feminist support, targeting Harvey Weinstein, despite causing some turmoil and discomfort in Hollywood, would meet political needs."


    By next year, there could be scandals about Hollywood and tobacco companies colluding, specifically targeting industries that fund the GOP.


    At that point, dealing with Harvey Weinstein would get backing from both Republicans and feminists.


    Not only would it clean up Hollywood a bit, but it would also give Hillary some pressure, and finally deliver some punishment to that guy.


    Three birds with one stone, but who knows if things will go as planned?


    Hollywood's capital interests were too complex, and the feminist movement wasn't nearly as powerful as it would become in ten years.


    One step at a time!


  




  Chapter 292: Red Fruit Entertainment


  

    Burbank, in Charles Capet's office at Capet Pictures.


    "This guy actually became President of the United States?"


    Charles, holding the file on Barack Obama, was perplexed. Who would have thought?


    Who could have imagined that this man would become America's first Black president? Of course, the economic crisis was his biggest ally.


    An African American kid from a troubled background, who later got into Columbia University and Harvard Law School, becoming an elite.


    And then he successfully ran for three terms as a state senator in Illinois, won a U.S. Senate seat in 2004, and announced his presidential run this year.


    New York State Senator Hillary currently had more support within the party than Barack. They were first and second, respectively; as for Delaware Senator Biden, he wasn't really up there with the top two. 


    However, the biggest challenge this year for all party candidates was to raise campaign funds. 


    Hillary had pretty solid support in Hollywood, whereas Barack leaned more towards Silicon Valley.


    Hollywood being chaotic was something the Republicans enjoyed, and it also benefitted Barack within the Democratic Party; Hillary, being so tied to Hollywood, would undoubtedly be affected.


    Charles imagined himself becoming a welcomed guest once Barack was elected President next year. With wealth and power, Capet Entertainment would surely expand rapidly.


    Suddenly, the phone on the desk rang, and Charles picked it up. "Mr. Capet, you have an international call from China."


    "Put it through," he said.


    "Hey, Charles? It's Yuanyuan," came the voice on the other end.


    It turned out to be Gao Yuanyuan calling. Charles smiled and replied, "I know, what's up?"


    "I've started a company called Red Fruit Entertainment. Lin Chi-ling also has some shares in it, and we received the three movies you sent us: The Pursuit of Happiness, Live Free or Die Hard, and DOA: Dead or Alive. Your choices really fit our market, and I've already asked people to apply for quotas."


    "That's good. Both Live Free or Die Hard and DOA: Dead or Alive are from 20th Century Fox, directed by a Hong Kong action director, Corey Yuen. One's an action movie featuring sexy ladies and the other is based on a game - both should have some market. 


    I will arrange for East Asia International to invest 5 million RMB in your Red Fruit Entertainment. Can these three movies be released this year?" Charles hardly cared about the Chinese rights to these movies, considering them gifts to Gao Yuanyuan.


    Live Free or Die Hard and DOA: Dead or Alive together cost $330,000, whereas The Pursuit of Happiness was his, worth around $150,000 to $200,000, not much in value.


    "This year's import quotas aren't full yet. It's not hard to get these movies approved; with some money, they could be released. But even if they get the go-ahead, it might be in the latter half of this year, or perhaps around March or April next year."


    "Alright, let's see how they perform first," Charles said, and then hang up the phone.


    ...


    That evening, Charles attended Rupert Murdoch's 76th birthday party at his Beverly Hills mansion.


    Given Rupert Murdoch's status, the guest list included no one but the rich and noble. Besides stars from the entertainment industry, other elites from politics and finance also attended.


    When Charles's car stopped at the entrance, photographers surrounded him, snapping pictures of various guests.


    Once inside, many stars greeted Charles.


    "Happy birthday, Mr. Murdoch," Charles greeted the host, as he was a significant figure and not just a hanger-on.


    "Charles, you came. Hollywood can't do without you now," Rupert Murdoch said, shaking hands with Charles, adding a cryptic statement.


    Charles chuckled and shook his head, "In Hollywood, anyone can leave. The only thing that must stay is capital!"


    "True. Enjoy yourself," Rupert Murdoch said, patting Charles on the shoulder.


    "Jeff, none of Mr. Murdoch's adult children are attending?" Charles asked.


    Jeffrey Godsick, the president of 20th Century Fox, was chatting with him in a corner of the hall.


    "His eldest, Lachlan, is handling the News Corp operations in Australia, while his second, James, is managing the Sky News Group in the UK," Jeffrey Godsick explained with a smile.


    Rupert Murdoch and his two sons held significant power in News Corp. No one knew which son would succeed him.


    After all, Rupert Murdoch was known for his longevity. Charles recalled the saying, "Only the good die young, but the wicked live forever."


    "The negotiations for News Corp's acquisition of Dow Jones & Company, how's that going?" Charles asked with a sudden smile.


    Jeffrey Godsick shook his head, "You know, I'm Fox's movie division president. Media publishing, that's out of my scope. Les Hinton, head of News International, is handling it. He's one of the seven executive directors at News Corp."


    Charles nodded, knowing the acquisition wasn't going smoothly. After all, the Wall Street Journal, under Dow Jones, wouldn't want to join News Corp, known for its sensationalism and vulgarity.


    However, without Charles's interference, the subprime mortgage crisis would eventually make Dow Jones's board unable to resist News Corp's onslaught.


    After parting with Jeffrey Godsick, Charles realized almost all major Australian stars were there.


    Russell Crowe, Nicole Kidman, Hugh Jackman, and Naomi Watts, among others.


    "Almost due, Naomi?" Charles hugged the hugely pregnant Naomi Watts.


    "Around August," Naomi Watts, who started dating Australian actor Liev Schreiber last year, replied. She's now six months pregnant.


    "Congratulations!" Charles said with some melancholy, remembering the good times he had with Naomi Watts years ago.


    However, he cut ties with Naomi Watts last year.


    Once the party began, Rupert Murdoch introduced John McCain, the U.S. Republican presidential candidate and Arizona senator, to the guests.


  




  Chapter 293: Dow Jones Industrial Average


  

    "Jessica, you're here too?" Despite Rupert Murdoch seizing the opportunity to fundraise for Republican candidate John McCain.


    "Charles," Jessica Alba saw Charles happily and gave him a warm hug.


    "It must be due to the Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer about to release. Twentieth Century Fox wants to give us actors more exposure," Jessica Alba, still just a pretty face and mainly known because of Fantastic Four.


    This year, several movies adapted from Marvel Comics were set to release. Last month, Sony released Ghost Rider starring Nicolas Cage, with a production cost of 110 million dollars. It grossed 45 million dollars in its North American opening and has already surpassed 100 million dollars at the North American box office.


    In the summer blockbuster season in May, Sony's Spider-Man 3 premiered, and also Disney's Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End was released.


    Capet Pictures didn't dare to release its Marvel movie Iron Man in May, so the release date was set a week before Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer.


    May was entirely dominated by Spider-Man 3 and Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End. No production company wanted to pit their big releases against these two giants.


    Soon, the senior Senator from Arizona, John McCain, also got acquainted with Charles.


    The election was to start the next year. This year was the time for candidates to build their teams and gather funds through various speeches.


    John McCain, who gained national recognition after being captured and held for over five and a half years during combat missions in the Vietnam War, had become the leading Republican candidate.


    It seemed more like a political gathering than a birthday party. Hillary and Barack had already raised over 25 million dollars in campaign funds within the first three months of the year.


    John McCain had only raised a bit over 16 million dollars, a significant difference!


    News Corporation's Fox News has been a powerful supporter of the Republican Party, rivaling CNN, which supported the Democrats.


    Charles, holding Jessica Alba by the waist, glanced over at Rupert Murdoch, who was chatting with John McCain.


    The New York Times, The Washington Post, New York Daily News, USA Today, Los Angeles Times, and The Wall Street Journal are major battlefronts for the two parties.


    News Corporation had moved its headquarters from Australia to the U.S. at the end of 2004 and was eager to expand its media market.


    They had their eyes on Dow Jones Group, which owned The Wall Street Journal, the newspaper known for its credibility in the U.S.


    "Jessica, let's leave. It's not much fun staying here," Charles said to the sexy Jessica Alba.


    "Yeah," Jessica Alba nodded.


    ...


    At the same time, Charles and Jessica were leaving, three people were chatting in Rupert Murdoch's villa study.


    Besides Rupert Murdoch, there were Les Hinton, head of News International, and Roger Ailes, CEO of Fox News Group. The three bald old guys were talking about acquiring Dow Jones Group.


    Under Roger Ailes' leadership, Fox News had become a formidable rival to CNN and NBC, showcasing his strong capabilities.


    Labeled as lecherous, ruthless, and arrogant, Roger Ailes had also been a campaign advisor for Republican presidential candidates.


    "Charles Capet, Hearst Corporation is also supporting Arianna Huffington in acquiring The Wall Street Journal's ownership. They have already acquired over 8 million shares in the market, holding almost ten percentage of the total shares, and now the Dow Jones' stock price has been driven up to 56 dollars!" Rupert Murdoch's expression was calm, not expecting Charles Capet to make a move when he went after The Wall Street Journal last year.


    Acquiring Dow Jones at its previous price of 35 dollars per share in March would have cost almost 3 billion dollars in market value, but now? The valuation itself is 4.6 billion and considering the premium, one need at least 5.5 billion.


    "Fox News plans to launch Fox Business News Channel. The Wall Street Journal's business news can fill our gap," the most important asset for Dow Jones was The Wall Street Journal, with over 500 reporters in the U.S. and more than 200 overseas, providing top-notch business news.


    Moreover, Dow Jones Newswires had over 2,000 reporters worldwide, supplying news reports every day.


    News Corporation didn't have any significant newspapers in the U.S. apart from the New York Post.


    The lack of business media had always been a shortcoming for Fox News, with CNBC under NBC Universal jointly established with Dow Jones.


    Currently, Dow Jones still held some shares in CNBC's North American channel.


    "As an important financial and commercial newspaper, the Financial Times based in London is The Wall Street Journal's main rival in the world. Owning The Wall Street Journal would be incredibly useful for our business newspaper sector," Les Hinton added, as News International's headquarters were in London, though now News Corporation was a U.S. company.


    The two top executives supported Rupert Murdoch in acquiring The Wall Street Journal. Even though the Dow Jones Industrial Average was globally famous, its 30 companies couldn't compare usage-wise to the Standard & Poor's 500 Index.


    Furthermore, Dow Jones Group created over 3,000 indices worldwide, with only the Dow Jones Industrial Average standing out.


    "A young fellow, not sticking to his Hollywood business, now showing interest in print media, only acquired a small New York Observer. Does he think The Wall Street Journal is just about capital?" Rupert Murdoch shook his head with a smile, perhaps it was time to teach the young man a lesson; experiencing failure isn't bad for young people's growth.


    "Though Capet Entertainment is cash-rich, it's still insufficient for buying Dow Jones Group. We need to speed up our efforts."


    "Roger, head to Washington. I need some political support!"


    Roger Ailes nodded. Rupert Murdoch was determined to get The Wall Street Journal, as News Corporation already owned over 20% of Dow Jones Group's shares.


  




  Chapter 294: Investment Companies


  

    At Charles Capet's beachfront villa in Palisades, Santa Monica, he woke up in the morning and gently moved away the arm draped over him.


    "Mm, Charles, you're awake?" Jessica Alba rubbed her eyes and woke up too.


    Charles nodded, got out of bed, and walked to the large floor-to-ceiling window. He pulled open the curtains, and the warm sunlight immediately bathed him.


    "It's a nice day today," Charles said, satisfied with the current weather in Los Angeles.


    Before long, Jessica Alba, wearing a silk robe, came over and said, "After we freshen up, let's get something to eat."


    "Yeah, there's nothing important today anyway!"


    By the time the two had eaten breakfast, it was already 9 a.m.


    "Do you have anything to do today?" Charles asked while sitting on the couch, flipping through the newspaper.


    "I have a meeting at Lionsgate to discuss the contract for The Eye with my agent at 10:30 a.m.," Jessica Alba had told Charles about this remake last year.


    "I see," the American version of The Eye was produced by Cruise/Wagner Productions and Paramount Vantage, with Lionsgate distributing it.


    "What's your plan for your acting career now?" Charles asked as he saw Jessica Alba approaching.


    Dressed in a sexy black sleeveless dress, Jessica Alba's great figure was shown off perfectly.


    Although both Jessica Alba and Scarlett Johansson were petite beauties, Jessica had a thin, wild elegance, while Scarlett had a more voluptuous appeal.


    "Me? I think my acting career won't go that far. I'm mostly just a pretty face; I don't have much talent for acting," Jessica Alba sat down next to Charles. "I should consider developing other business ventures."


    "Other business ventures?" Charles thought for a moment. "Are you interested in business?"


    Jessica Alba nodded. "I still have some popularity now, maybe I could consider doing business."


    Charles gently caressed her cheek and ran his hand through her long hair. "You're not only beautiful but also have a great figure. You could consider fashion, clothing, handbags, perfumes, and such. You know Lululemon, the high-end yoga brand, right?"


    Jessica Alba nodded. "Of course, I know it. I'm one of their customers and attended their courses in Los Angeles. Lululemon is very popular in the North American market as a yoga brand!"


    Charles picked up Jessica Alba and sat her on his lap. While rubbing her thigh, he smiled and said, "Lululemon is preparing to go public on NASDAQ, it's a great investment. You can invest in this company, and with your Hollywood star influence, Lululemon shouldn't reject you."


    Lululemon was founded in Vancouver, Canada, in '98 and opened its first store there in 2000.


    Now in 2007, it already had more than 50 stores in the North American market.


    Lululemon specialized in yoga clothing and sports bras for women aged 24 to 36, with many Hollywood actresses among its customers.


    The founder was a marketing genius. Currently, its market value might be around 2 billions, but in the future, it could surpass Adidas and reach $50 billion.


    In the world of capital markets, anything is possible!


    "Should I buy a lot of Lululemon stock when it goes public?" Jessica Alba trusted Charles.


    "Buy it boldly. My mother is also a client of Lululemon's. She also bought some Lululemon shares on my advice!" Charles hadn't misled Jessica Alba; Lululemon was indeed a worthy investment.


    Yoga clothing was well-suited for Hollywood actresses to invest in.


    Evelyn had a lot of Hollywood actresses under her wing, and Lululemon welcomed Evelyn owning shares in the company.


    "I'll definitely keep that in mind!" This advice came from the youngest Forbes billionaire in America, so Jessica Alba naturally took it seriously.


    Jessica Alba smiled and whispered into Charles's ear, "Your Dawn Investments is so famous now. Why don't you start an investment company to attract outside capital? You know so many people in Hollywood; surely many would want you to manage their funds!"


    "Investment company, attract capital?" Charles looked at Jessica Alba. It seemed like a pretty good idea!


    Plus, Charles could be selective about his clients. If he didn't know you, why should he make money for you?


    But for women like Britney Spears, Jessica Alba, Anne Hathaway, and Megan Fox, who kept relationships with him, he could certainly use their funds for investments.


    "Dona Williams has always been managing Capet Entertainment's investment business and doesn't seem too busy," Charles rubbed his chin. "Your idea isn't bad. It's worth considering!"


    Moreover, it could let Dona Williams showcase her skills. If the returns on Charles's chosen investments were too high, it wasn't a good thing. Women with too much money might become more ambitious.


    With high-yield investments like Lululemon, he wouldn't worry about other investments losing money. The more he thought about it, the more feasible it seemed.


    "Okay, I'll talk to my assistant to see if she's interested," Charles nodded. It was just for fun, anyway. He didn't plan on making it a huge scale.


    "I have some savings too; I'll support you then," Jessica Alba said, leaning in to kiss Charles passionately.


    After the kiss, Charles smiled. "Are you planning to skip your meeting at Lionsgate?"


    Jessica Alba got up and adjusted her outfit. "Haha, I need to do my makeup!"


    Charles laughed, took out his phone, and called Dona Williams to discuss the idea of starting a small investment company.


    "Uh, boss, I want to try it. Although I'm not as good as Miss Lily, I studied finance too and want to try my hand at it!"


    "Okay then, you can register an investment company first. I'll have Capet Entertainment's Capet Investments transfer $10 million to get you started, and later, I'll introduce you to some clients," since Dona had the idea, why not support her?


    "Thank you, boss!"


  




  Chapter 295: AC Capital


  

    In New York, at the headquarters of The Huffington Post, Charles Capet, who had just arrived from Los Angeles, looked at Arianna Huffington's face filled with helplessness.


    "What happened?" Charles felt there was no good news.


    "The investigation committee has approved News Corp's acquisition of Dow Jones Group," Arianna Huffington said, shaking her head. "Rupert Murdoch and the board members of Dow Jones have made significant progress in their negotiations. It seems News Corp is going to spend 5.6 billion dollars to acquire Dow Jones Group!"


    "So quickly, it's only April!" Charles frowned. The Wall Street Journal was now America's largest newspaper, both in credibility and circulation.


    "Rupert Murdoch's move was really decisive," Charles stood up. Although print media was indeed declining, the political discourse represented by The Wall Street Journal was very useful.


    Weren't they supposed to hold on until the second half of the year or the end of the year when our funds were back? It's just April, and you've almost sealed the deal?


    News Corp, originally a media company founded on newspapers, always intended to acquire Dow Jones Group by waiting for its own funds to recover before seizing the opportunity.


    "Our nearly 10% of the shares are useless. The Bancroft family, who holds more than 60%, agreed, and no one else can object," Now, Dow Jones Group's stock price was already inflated, and you couldn't buy shares from the market since they were all in the shareholders' hands.


    Of course, it was also because Charles didn't have that much capital. Arianna Huffington, a liberal, wanted Capet Entertainment to acquire The Wall Street Journal to increase the media power of the liberal side.


    News Corp represented the conservatives, Arianna Huffington said, glancing at Charles.


    Charles shook his head, "Capet Entertainment does have some liquid assets, but producing and distributing movies every year requires a lot of money. We've already put out all available capital worth hundreds of millions for this acquisition."


    Charles knew Arianna Huffington's intention was to ask if Charles had more funds.


    For 10% of Dow Jones's shares, Capet Entertainment put out 150 million dollars, Hearst Corporation put out 100 million dollars, and Arianna Huffington's partners invested 50 million dollars!


    "Doesn't Hearst Corporation have any interest in The Wall Street Journal?" Charles asked.


    Arianna Huffington shook her head, "Hearst Corporation is seeking electronic transformation for their own paper newspapers. Their business, such as the San Francisco Chronicle, is declining, and they aren't determined to get The Wall Street Journal.


    I also approached Bloomberg. Since they are also in business information, but Bloomberg thinks Dow Jones Newswires overlap heavily with their business, and they believe Dow Jones's asking price is too high!


    As for other investment funds and banks, while they support, the intensity won't be that strong."


    "My funds are all in the stock market," Charles initially planned to use the money earned from the stock market as a base and then collaborate with other companies and banks to acquire Dow Jones Group.


    At this time, where would one find five or six billion dollars?


    "Forget it, News Corp has been rooted in the US for over 20 years, and their political connections in America are deep. The Wall Street Journal is a crucial part of News Corp's newspaper supplement," Arianna Huffington also felt helpless. After all, that was the boss of a national TV station.


    "Let's just sell the shares we have to News Corp. At least, we made some money in these past months," Arianna Huffington smiled again.


    "In fact, I am increasingly optimistic about new media news. The development of internet information will definitely be the grave digger of print media!"


    Charles nodded. Since April, The Huffington Post broke new ground by initiating an online debate for the 2008 US presidential election.


    Now, The Huffington Post's website saw an increase in independent users daily, becoming America's most famous political blog site and one of the most popular news websites.


    Founded in 2005, The Huffington Post was dubbed the "first internet newspaper," setting an industry benchmark. Arianna Huffington was thus listed among Time Magazine's 100 most influential people globally in 2006.


    "This year, I will also invest $20 million to support The Huffington Post's business expansion. With this momentum, it will only get better," Charles was here today to discuss The Huffington Post's financing.


    "Thank you for your support. The Huffington Post will not disappoint you," Arianna Huffington, along with her partners, also needed to raise funds. Otherwise, Capet Entertainment would dilute their shares.


    After leaving The Huffington Post headquarters, Charles got into the car, and Dona Williams, sitting beside him, noticed he seemed unhappy. "Is there a problem with acquiring The Wall Street Journal?"


    "Forget it. I was too naive. Rupert Murdoch's News Corp isn't even sweating over spending five or six billion dollars. Let's start preparing to sell the shares we hold," Charles said with a helpless smile. "At least, we made a little money! It can support you in setting up an investment company. Have you thought of a name?"


    "Yes, Angel City Capital, abbreviated as AC Capital!"


    "Angel City?" Charles smiled, nodding in approval, "AC Capital, the name is good.


    Most of our clients are from Hollywood, so the name Angel City is just right. Lululemon is currently conducting an IPO roadshow across the country, so you might want to pay more attention. This company is worth investing in," Charles had a different positioning for Dona's AC Investment Company. External investors wouldn't all be long-term like himself.


    AC Capital would definitely have most of its business focused on short-term investments.


    "Got it!" Dona said, then offered a kiss.


    At that moment, in Capet Fund, laughter suddenly came from Lily Ying's office. Sitting in her chair, Lily Ying watched the news on CNBC about New Century Financial's bankruptcy.


    Facing $17.4 billion in debts from various Wall Street banks and investment institutions, New Century Financial, the second-largest subprime mortgage company in the US, announced profit warnings in February. Finally, unable to hold on, it filed for bankruptcy protection and laid off 54% of its employees.


    "Ah, it's really starting. This is the first domino to fall," Lily Ying rubbed her face. Finally, she could take a good rest.


  




  Chapter 296: 27 Dresses


  

    New York, Manhattan, Greenwich Street.


    At the Capet Pictures' New York office, Charles leaned back in his chair, smoking a cigarette while talking to Rupert Murdoch on the phone.


    "Charles, we're offering $55 per share for your Dow Jones stocks," Murdoch's voice came through the phone, slow yet authoritative.


    Charles was silent for a moment, and Murdoch waited patiently for his response.


    After half a minute of thought, Charles said, "Alright, but a third of it belongs to the Hearst Corporation, so I can't make the decision for them."


    "The Hearst Corporation has already agreed!" Murdoch replied.


    "Congratulations, Mr. Murdoch. News Corp has completed its business newspaper suite," Charles sighed inwardly. He wasn't really disappointed, just a bit irked.


    "Haha, Charles, this is how the game is played in America. You know just as well as I do how much the Wall Street Journal is worth. My highest offer was $5 billion, but your little maneuver cost me a few hundred million more!" Murdoch chuckled.


    "Mr. Murdoch, gains come with losses. I doubt News Corp would make a losing deal," Charles responded with a smile.


    "Perhaps. I guess our competition in Hollywood will get fiercer from now on. Goodbye, have a great day!" Murdoch ended the call cheerfully.


    At $55 per share, Capet Entertainment held 8 million Dow Jones shares, half of which belonged to them, a third to Hearst, and the remaining sixth to Arianna Huffington's investors.


    In less than six months, Charles' investment had skyrocketed.


    No wonder so many finance companies made so much money!


    Charles then called Anne Depp, the CFO of Capet Entertainment, instructing her to proceed with the handover to News Corp.


    He stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray. News Corp owned film and TV production businesses, broadcast networks, cable networks, satellite TV, a newspaper publishing group, and new media operations - a real behemoth.


    Murdoch already had significant media control in Australia and the UK and was further strengthening his grip on the US market.


    Charles didn't dwell on it much longer and quickly got up to leave the office.


    ...


    Dona Williams was busy setting up Angel City Capital with Charles' support. 


    Phyllis Jones, his personal confidante, stayed by Charles' side, as Amelia mostly managed his personal life.


    "Has the prep work for Thor been completed?" Charles asked.


    "Yep, we start shooting in June. Right now, Marvel Studios is preparing the new Hulk script and also gearing up for Captain America," Phyllis Jones quickly answered Charles.


    Thor's director was young British filmmaker Matthew Vaughn, this being only his third directorial project.


    Matthew Vaughn had previously produced movies like Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels, Snatch, and Mean Machine. In 2004, he directed his first movie, Layer Cake, marking the start of his directing career. Last year, he directed his second movie, the fantasy adventure Stardust.


    Thor's main plot was about the Norse god of war being banished to Earth and growing into a hero.


    Charles's request to Marvel Studios was simple: make it entertaining, for families to enjoy, and stick to a popcorn movie theme without adding unnecessary depth or metaphors.


    ...


    At the end of last year, Capet Pictures released The Pursuit of Happiness, which has now finished its run. It earned fantastic box office results with hundreds of 163 million dollars in North America and 140 million overseas. It achieved both commercial and critical success.


    A biographical film with a production cost of just 55 million dollars managed to achieve a high global box office revenue more than three hundred million dollars.


    Will Smith showcased his dominance in both commercial and artistic aspects of film. Charles Capet always remembered meeting Chris Gardner, the African-American investor and the real-life inspiration for the movie, in Harlem, Manhattan. On his way home, he even encountered a mugging incident.


    Starting in mid-April, the Tribeca Film Festival in New York would last for over ten days. 


    Charles had no actions planned. However, while in New York, Charles wasn't idle. At this moment, he sat on the sofa in his Hudson River-side villa, pondering over a script project.


    Ivanka Trump, dressed in pajamas, casually walked over and hugged Charles from behind, saying, "Didn't expect you to be working so hard, reading scripts even now?"


    Charles looked up and kissed Ivanka, putting down the script. He smiled and said, "Hollywood produces so many movies every year, and only less than 20% make money. Choosing the right project is crucial!"


    Ivanka sat down beside Charles, curiously flipping through the script. She read, "It's called 27 Dresses!"


    Hugging the attractive Ivanka, Charles explained that this script was submitted by a writer who had adapted The Devil Wears Prada. The female lead is a "professional bridesmaid" who has attended 27 weddings of friends and family but has never found her own happiness. Until a columnist named Kevin appears, after a series of misunderstandings, they finally get together. It's a romantic comedy.


    The film, 27 Dresses, directed by Anne Fletcher, who was a choreographer before directing last year's Step Up, was ready for production.


    Charles was previously focused on a sports novel published last year, The Blind Side: Evolution of a Game. He had the production department acquire the adaptation rights. It's based on the real-life story of African-American football player Michael Oher.


    Now, the company had also received this 27 Dresses project and naturally proceeded with its development. The script for The Blind Side, however, still needed adaptation work.


    "You brought the script home, so you're planning to invest, right?" Ivanka easily flipped through the script and put it down.


    Charles nodded, "An investment of less than 30 million dollars, I'm pretty optimistic about it!"


    After all, the plot reminded Charles of his previous film Wedding Crashers. It could be said that 27 Dresses is like a female version of Wedding Crashers with the added fashion elements of The Devil Wears Prada.


    Ivanka lifted her legs onto the sofa and leaned into Charles's arms, sighing, "I've been researching some golf clubs recently, but there doesn't seem to be anything suitable for acquisition. Unless we increase the investment to buy them from the original owners at a premium."


    "Then let's wait a bit, no rush," Charles said, running his hand along Ivanka's long legs, "Those are some beautiful legs, no wonder you used to model."


    "Many people think there's a crisis in subprime loans in the US, the real estate market is cooling off, and house prices will drop," Ivanka, whose family owned a real estate group, was very interested in these matters.


    "Prices are definitely going down. The bubble is quite serious," Charles laughed. Back then, many people knew the property market was heading for a low, but few believed the stock market would crash as well.


    Ivanka turned around and straddled Charles, "Many banks and funds that invest in subprime mortgage financial derivatives are experiencing losses. You're waiting for the real estate slump to acquire golf clubs?"


    Charles nodded, his hands sliding into Ivanka's nightgown to feel her 34C curves, "By then, when the golf clubs are discounted, it'll be the perfect time for us to strike."


    With that, Charles pushed Ivanka onto the sofa and kissed her neck.


    Soon, moans echoed from the sofa.


    Not only did Charles have the statuesque Ivanka to ride in New York, but he also had the seductive Britney Spears.


    Of course, he didn't forget business. Capet Pictures directly invested in 27 Dresses with a budget of 30 million dollars, which wasn't a small amount.


    "For the female lead, contact Blake Lively to come in for a screen test," Charles said. She's also a blonde beauty. Another suggestion was Katherine Heigl, who starred in Knocked Up, another comedy that Capet Pictures was releasing this year.


    However, Blake Lively was also starring in the upcoming first season of Gossip Girl this year, which would increase her popularity significantly.


    With the boost from Gossip Girl, 27 Dresses' performance was expected to be better. Although Katherine Heigl was good, Blake Lively seemed more appealing.


    Phyllis Jones, sitting beside them, nodded, "I will notify the director, Anne Fletcher, and Blake Lively to come in for the screen test."


  




  Chapter 297: Blake Lively


  

    "Hey, how do you think Blake Lively did?" After watching a performance, Charles asked Annie Fletcher for her opinion.


    After all, Annie Fletcher was the director of the movie 27 Dresses.


    Annie Fletcher smiled and said, "No problem. Besides, she has a great sense of style. Her performance in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants was also pretty good!"


    Just kidding, Blake Lively was personally selected by the big boss. How could she not be good enough?


    As a new Hollywood female director, did she have any other choice?


    Charles smiled. There were already few female directors in Hollywood, and someone like Anne Fletcher, who didn't come from a professional background, was even rarer.


    She was very suitable for directing rom-coms featuring female leads.


    The movie's marketing could use angles like "A sister film to The Devil Wears Prada" or "A female version of Wedding Crashers" to attract attention.


    Blake Lively was 20 years old at the time, radiating unbeatable youth and beauty. With her blonde hair and blue eyes, she was another stunning blonde in Hollywood.


    In 2005, she starred in the school romance comedy The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants alongside Megan Fox and others.


    In 2006, she co-starred with Max Minghella in the teen romance Elvis and Anabelle and also appeared with Justin Long and Jonah Hill in the campus comedy Accepted.


    At that time, Blake Lively was filming the first season of Gossip Girl in New York with Odette Annable.


    No matter what, Blake Lively's resume was stronger than Odette Annable's, even though Odette Annable had also been Charles's assistant and was equally stunning.


    In the lounge, Charles took some time to chat with Blake Lively about Gossip Girl. In her black low-cut dress, she looked even more charming.


    "The shoot is ongoing. The set in uptown Manhattan is already built. Everyone is looking forward to the series," Blake Lively said. She and Megan Fox were friends and had known about the Gossip Girl project for a long time.


    Of course, Capet Television Company was also highly reputable. Shows like Prison Break, Mad Men, and The Big Bang Theory, all led by Capet Television, showed the high quality of their series.


    Charles nodded, looked at Blake Lively, noticing the mole by her nose, and smiled, "How about we grab dinner tonight?"


    Blake Lively nodded with a gentle smile and agreed, "Sure, I also want to thank you properly, Mr. Capet!"


    "Just call me Charles. I'll pick you up tonight," said Charles, as he still had other things to attend to.


    ...


    The Conrad Hotel building situated on the side near the Hudson River in downtown West Street, Manhattan, housed a famous upscale Italian restaurant on its upper floors.


    In the evening, the street was already lit with colorful neon lights. A black Mercedes SLR car pulled up at the hotel entrance.


    Charles Capet and Blake Lively walked into the hotel hand in hand and headed straight to the restaurant.


    The huge floor-to-ceiling windows of the restaurant offered a magnificent view of the Hudson River. After giving the girl a kiss on the lips, Charles smiled and said, "The steak and cheese here are pretty good!"


    "Thanks," Blake Lively smiled at Charles while glancing at the Hudson River, "The view here is great too. You can enjoy the beautiful scenery of the Hudson River while dining."


    Charles nodded. From here, they could also see the Statue of Liberty on Liberty Island in Upper New York Bay. Though Liberty Island is in New Jersey waters, it was still managed by New York.


    Speaking of Blake Lively, her family had five siblings, and with their parents, they were all involved in the entertainment industry in some way.


    However, they were all just fringe figures in the industry, making a living off it. The youngest daughter, Blake Lively, had been playing around on film sets since she was a child.


    No matter where you are or what you do, you can't get away from family resources. Whether they have it or not, being exposed to it from a young age makes a difference.


    "I heard Warner Brothers is going to shoot The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 2?" Charles suddenly asked.


    "Ah, yes, it should start filming at the end of the year and be released next year," Blake Lively was a bit worried Capet Pictures might not let her star in 27 Dresses due to scheduling conflicts. She added, "My schedule is clear. The director said it should start filming in August and wrap up by October!"


    "Don't worry, the lead role in 27 Dresses is yours, you won't miss it," Charles whispered into Blake Lively's ear with a smile.


    With that, Charles poured two glasses of champagne for the two of them to enjoy their food and drinks.


    After dinner, Charles took Blake Lively back to his riverside villa. As soon as they entered the room, they embraced and started kissing passionately.


    "Hmm, didn't you drink too much?" Charles asked with a smile as he held the girl while sitting on the sofa.


    Blake Lively took off her jacket, revealing a low-cut dress underneath. She bit Charles' ear seductively and asked, "Do you want me to get drunk?"


    With her blonde hair, blue eyes, and fiery red lips, the sexy and alluring Blake Lively stared at Charles, causing a surge of heat in him.


    Charles slid his fingers across Blake Lively's cheek, pausing over the mole near her nose, then lifted her chin and said admiringly, "Sweetheart, you are truly gorgeous!"


    With a murmur, Charles leaned in for a kiss, and Blake Lively cooperated by removing her obstructive clothing.


    ...


    While Charles was enjoying romantic moments with his new partner in New York, on the West Coast, Marvel Studios was busy preparing for the upcoming release of Iron Man.


    Marvel Entertainment also launched a series of character toys for the soon-to-be-released movies like Spider-Man, Iron Man, Fantastic Four, and Ghost Rider.


    Even though Charles Capet's decision played a big part, Marvel Studios chose Iron Man after conducting research. Following the loss of the rights to the Spider-Man and X-Men series, the remaining characters were not as well known.


    However, in the children's market research, Iron Man figurines were the most popular. The allure of Iron Man toys was immense for kids.


    Iron Man's executive producer Kevin Feige, director Jon Favreau, and the lead actors Robert Downey Jr. and Kate Beckinsale had already started promoting the movie on TV.


    They planned to attend San Diego Comic-Con, various talk shows, and even travel to Europe and Japan for promotions.


    Marvel Entertainment owned a toy factory that Charles had initially planned to sell. But David Maisel, the head of Marvel Entertainment, convinced Charles that if Iron Man broke even, its influence would significantly bolster Marvel's standing in the toy and comic markets.


    Charles, who always valued the market for movie merchandise, heeded the advice and also emphasized developing new customer relationships to license the thousands of Marvel characters.


    Marvel had gone through tough times in recent years. It only regained confidence after Charles acquired it.


    Marvel Studios focused on developing films related to Marvel characters, while Marvel Entertainment handled comic book publishing, animation, toy promotion, and licensed consumer products.


    Charles's idea to develop Thor even before Iron Man was released made many people nervous.


    However, Capet Pictures was wealthy enough to support such ventures.


    Of course, if Iron Man this year and Thor next year did not perform well enough, Marvel would lose its influence and become a burden for Capet Entertainment.


    Compared to Iron Man, Sony Columbia's Spider-Man 3, set to be globally released, garnered much attention.


    With villains like Venom, Green Goblin, and Sandman, and Peter Parker's new love interest Gwen Stacy joining Mary Jane in a love triangle, the movie was highly anticipated.


    Charles envied Spider-Man not only because it was Marvel's most popular character but also because Sony owned all the related characters.


    Similar to 20th Century Fox owning all the X-Men characters, Sony owned about 900 Marvel characters.


    Characters like Silver Sable, Black Cat, Silver Sable, Kraven the Hunter, and Morbius, all related to Spider-Man, were lucrative.


  




  Chapter 298: Investing in Hong Kong


  

    27 Dresses, directed by Anne Fletcher, was formed with a budget of only $30 million and no big-name actors.


    Blake Lively had been hanging out with Charles lately, and their relationship was growing quickly, but Charles was preparing to leave New York.


    Since New Century Financial Group on Wall Street declared bankruptcy and reorganization, many in the financial circle knew the subprime loan crisis was surfacing.


    The tense atmosphere on Wall Street made Charles uncomfortable, as it felt like the calm before the storm.


    The stock market hadn't crashed yet, but the pressure was immense. Charles sent Lily Ying on a vacation to the Caribbean, accompanied by Dona Williams. As for her Angel City Capital company, there was no rush. They just needed to buy stocks when Lululemon went public.


    The stock prices of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac would fluctuate, but there was no need to worry. Patience was required to gain more profits.


    ...


    After leaving New York, Charles flew directly to Hong Kong, and revisited the Deep Water Bay mansion he purchased last year.


    He reunited with Gao Yuanyuan in Hawaii after just under three months. Gao Yuanyuan moved directly into Charles's mansion in Deep Water Bay.


    "Do you like it? If you like it, you can stay here whenever you come to Hong Kong," Charles said with a smile, looking at Gao Yuanyuan sitting on the sofa.


    Gao Yuanyuan shook her head, "This place is known for its wealthy residents. Deep Water Bay's price per square foot exceeds 40,000 Hong Kong dollars!"


    "Don't worry, I've already instructed my assistant to invest in some Hong Kong properties, all of which are high-end apartments or mid-level villas. Hong Kong's real estate is very worthy of investment," Charles said. 


    Hong Kong's housing prices might drop slightly in 2009, but the increase over the next two years would surely outpace any decline.


    Gao Yuanyuan looked at Charles, "Rich people are really something!"


    "Oh, Red Fruit Entertainment got a quota, and Dead or Alive is scheduled to be released. Will this movie make money? It only made $500,000 at the box office in the US last year, right?"


    Charles chuckled, "Don't worry, the box office here will definitely be higher than in the US!"


    "The Pursuit of Happiness and Die Hard 4 are still under review and applying for quotas at the Film Bureau," Gao Yuanyuan said. Following Charles's advice, Red Fruit Entertainment quickly sent three foreign movies for review after its establishment.


    "Wait for it. Once you get the quota and schedule, you can arrange for the movies to be released," Charles said. He wasn't too concerned about the small box office revenue. Iron Man and Transformers were the major foreign revenue-sharing blockbusters in China that year, with their release dates close to the US.


    Hollywood movie companies weren't too concerned about the Chinese mainland box office revenue because it was too small.


    The imported revenue-sharing film The Devil Wears Prada, released in China at the end of February this year, grossed 15 million yuan.


    What about Capet International Pictures' share? After deducting the film fund and taxes, the share revenue was yuan, and based on the deal, Capet Pictures got 13% of the revenue.


    So, Capet Pictures made 1.95 million yuan, approximately 250,000 USD from The Devil Wears Prada's box office in China.


    This wasn't much higher than the price of a batch film. With China's current film market and revenue-sharing structure, it was hard to attract Hollywood's attention.


    "Okay, I get it," Gao Yuanyuan said, knowing Charles had money and wouldn't care about such small earnings.


    "About the Red Fruit Entertainment company, I consulted Miss Lily Ying. East Asia International holds 49% of the shares, while Lin Chi-ling and I hold 35% and 16%, respectively. The registered capital is set proportionally at 10 million yuan," Gao Yuanyuan explained to Charles.


    "Ha, you guys really follow the rules!" Charles chuckled, "You're really by the book!"


    "All my savings, 3.5 million yuan, went into it," Gao Yuanyuan laughed, "It was the $500,000 you gave me in Hawaii!"


    "Does Lily Ying have any interest in the movie company? If you can team up with her, Red Fruit Entertainment won't lack funds," Charles said. He planned to support Lily Ying in establishing a hedge fund with at least $100 million.


    "Oh, she said to see how Red Fruit Entertainment develops. After all, she's not familiar with the film industry. She came into contact with film investment while managing Dawn Investments," Gao Yuanyuan admitted. 


    "Alright then, if you have any significant projects, Capet Pictures will participate," Charles added. Having Capet Pictures involved made it easier to sell overseas distribution rights or secure financing.


    "If your Red Fruit Entertainment grows, you can establish your own distribution network and collaborate with Capet Cinemas to build theaters!"


    Foreign companies couldn't enter China's distribution system, but Red Fruit Entertainment could form a subsidiary distribution company and partner with Capet Cinemas to build theaters.


    "Distribution? Private distribution companies in China require licenses," Gao Yuanyuan pointed out.


    "Well, take it slow," Charles said. It seemed that it would be best for Red Fruit Entertainment to directly acquire an existing distribution company.


    "Now that I'm here, I'll help you plan which movies to invest in," Charles said, "East Asia International has 25 million yuan in funds. They can lend it to Red Fruit Entertainment for now!"


    "Really?" Gao Yuanyuan's eyes lit up.


    Previously, East Asia International had invested 5 million yuan to establish Red Fruit Entertainment, and Charles had also given three imported batch films.


    Gao Yuanyuan and Lin Chi-ling had gathered 5 million yuan themselves!


    Now, with an additional loan of 25 million yuan, they could repay it once they made money.


  




  Chapter 299: Red Cliff


  

    At present, the Chinese film market is small, the industry chain is underdeveloped, the market lacks regulation, and policy constraints have made movie financing difficult, hindering the development of the movie business.


    Redfruit Entertainment currently had more than 30 million RMB in cash, so developing a regular Chinese movie was not much of an issue.


    "Lin Chi-ling joined the Red Cliff production team. It's the biggest Chinese investment in films this year," Gao Yuanyuan sat on the couch, looking somewhat envious of Lin Chi-ling, who had just arrived from Beijing.


    "It's a movie for men, and I don't have many scenes," Lin Chi-ling explained with a laugh.


    Charles, leaning back on the sofa, pursed his lips. Lin Chi-ling seemed to have good connections. 


    "Red Cliff has started filming?" Charles asked.


    Lin Chi-ling nodded, "Just started, but I'll join the team in July!"


    "The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor has also started filming in the outskirts of Beijing," Charles said casually. 


    "Last year, the low-budget romantic comedy Love is Not Blind, invested by East Asia Media, made 12.6 million RMB at the box office. It probably didn't lose money," Lin Chi-ling's first film appearance was in Love is Not Blind.


    "A 4 million RMB investment and a 12.6 million box office in China, plus the advertising revenue from the movie guarantees a profit," Charles nodded. Although 12.6 million RMB was significant, after revenue sharing, East Asia Media only got 4.5 million RMB.


    "The theme was good, swapping one actress's fee for twelve actresses' guest appearances saved a lot on promotion," Charles valued the male lead, Xu Zheng.


    Looking at Gao Yuanyuan, he reminded, "The bald actor in it is pretty good. If possible, try to sign him and invest in him!"


    "Xu Zheng?" Lin Chi-ling, who had just worked with him, said, recognizing him.


    "Yuanyuan, the director of Love is Not Blind is planning a sequel Love is Not Blind 2: Love All Around, about a woman and twelve men. It's set for a new year's release next year. I recommended you for it," Lin Chi-ling said. She knew Gao Yuanyuan was more professional than her.


    With the success of Love is Not Blind, the advertising revenue for Love is Not Blind 2: Love All Around would be substantial, ensuring profits for Red Fruit Entertainment.


    In summary, Lin Chi-ling's serendipitous discovery found a good movie project for Red Fruit Entertainment.


    Gao Yuanyuan nodded. Lin Chi-ling had a role in Red Cliff and had appeared in Love is Not Blind, making her unlikely for this one.


    "I'll sign Xu Zheng as our company's first contracted artist," Gao Yuanyuan trusted Charles' judgment.


    "And there's Fu Dalong in Painted Skin; his acting is also really good," Charles reminded further.


    "Okay!" Gao Yuanyuan nodded and then asked, "Is there anyone else in Painted Skin that you have high hopes for?"


    "Can you sign them all?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Red Fruit Entertainment was newly established and had no works of its own yet. While Xu Zheng and Fu Dalong were somewhat well known, their commercial value was still low.


    "Take it one step at a time. Start by picking some decent-looking film projects to invest in!"


    "By the way, doesn't Capet Pictures have confidence in Red Cliff? There are many big-name actors, and John Woo used to be a Hollywood director. It's a historical epic war film," Lin Chi-ling reminded.


    "John Woo? Pfft, none of his recent films are profitable," Charles shook his head, "He's just wasting several million in funding!"


    Lin Chi-ling and Gao Yuanyuan were shocked. To them, John Woo was a big shot, but Charles just dismissed him?


    "But don't worry, this is a major investment in a Chinese film, and your role will surely make you famous. No one will really care about your acting skills," Charles pointed to Lin Chi-ling.


    As long as you become famous, you'll continue to be the eye candy in movies!


    "Currently, Chinese films should focus on the local market and cater to the Japanese and other Asian markets. The cultural and ideological differences with the West are too vast, making it very hard," Charles added.


    "Alright, I'm heading back to Beijing. I have a film to discuss with director Wang Xiaoshuai," Gao Yuanyuan said. "While I'm at it, I'll talk to Xu Zheng and Fu Dalong about the management business too!"


    Gao Yuanyuan had already spent several days with Charles in Hong Kong.


    That night, Charles held Lin Chi-ling tightly in the bathtub, kissing passionately. Her 32C figure earned her the title of Taipei's first beauty.


    "Hmm, isn't it enough yet? Gao Yuanyuan has been with you for days, can you still handle more?" Lin Chi-ling joked, feeling a certain part of Charles' body.


    "I'm in good shape," Charles said, then asked, "Why did the Red Cliff team pick you as the female lead? It's such a big film, and you have no acting experience at all!"


    "My film agent contract is with Zhong Huan Group in Taipei. This movie has investment from Zhong Huan, and director John Woo has a lot of power. Using Taipei actors is his way," Lin Chi-ling explained.


    "My agent, Jiang Yi-rong, is also the spokesperson for Catwalk Modeling Agency, a subsidiary of Zhong Huan Group. Last year, when Capet Pictures' films were distributed in Taiwan, Zhong Huan was managing it. My agent knew I knew you, so they promoted me!"


    Charles' eye twitched. That sort of made sense. It was clear she got the opportunity due to knowing many Taipei tycoons.


    Charles, removing his hand from her 32C figure, lifted Lin Chi-ling's chin and smiled, "As long as you behave, you won't lack for anything. The shares in Red Fruit Entertainment will make you enough money."


    "I know. My agent business in China has already shifted to Red Fruit Entertainment. Japan is managed by East Asia Japan. Only Taipei and Hong Kong remain under Zhong Huan Group. But once the film contracts expire, they will transfer to Red Fruit Entertainment too," Lin Chi-ling wasn't stupid. She knew who the golden ticket was and wouldn't attend those tycoon parties carelessly, risking Charles' displeasure.


    "Good girl," Charles said approvingly.


  




  Chapter 300: Luxury Properties


  

    In May, the North American summer box office season began. Spider-Man 3 was the first big film of the season and, being a global release sequel, it stood out among the competition.


    It premiered in 4,250 theaters in North America, raking in more than one hundred and fifty million dollars in its opening weekend and an equally impressive amount in the overseas market.


    In its first week globally, Spider-Man 3 earned $400 million at the box office.


    On a yacht in Deep Water Bay, Charles Capet lounged with three bikini-clad beauties: Lin Chi-ling, Phyllis Jones, and Amelia Caldwell.


    On the deck, Charles read a Hong Kong newspaper while listening to Phyllis Jones's report: "There's a 7,000 square foot villa in Repulse Bay priced at 200 million HKD."


    She continued, "A 6,000 square foot villa on The Peak costs 350 million HKD."


    "In Kowloon Peninsula, there are two luxury high-rise apartments in Tsim Sha Tsui and Mong Kok, each over 4,000 square feet, priced at 400 million HKD!"


    Charles sniffed, "800 million HKD - it's over 100 million dollars. Including my largest villa in Deep Water Bay, my property in Hong Kong is nearing $200 million!"


    Charles's villa in Deep Water Bay was originally purchased for $67 million, with construction spanning feet and gardens adding up to even more square footage. The current value exceeded $90 million.


    "Enough, that's enough. This time, I'm planning to spend $200 million," Charles said. The cash came from Capet Pictures, with more to be invested in multi-screen theaters in China.


    "Notify Robert Capone, the head of Capet International Cinemas. Continue seeking support from local Chinese banks for new theater constructions. The plan for at least ten new cinemas annually can't change!"


    With funding from Capet Pictures, capital from local partners, and bank loans, a high-tech multi-screen cinema could be built.


    "Got it. Mr. Bill Kong from Edko Films invited you to a soiree tonight to discuss film cooperation," Phyllis Jones reminded.


    "I know," Charles replied. Edko Films was the distributor for Capet Pictures' movies in Hong Kong. This year, Capet had commercial blockbusters like Iron Man and Transformers.


    After Phyllis arranged the work, Charles looked at Lin Chi-ling sunbathing nearby on the deck.


    She had a great figure. Charles walked over and sat next to her. Lin Chi-ling sat up, "What's up, all done with your work?"


    "Almost. Come with me to the film company soiree tonight. You've already stepped into showbiz; meeting more people will be good for you," Charles said, thinking he'd prefer bringing Gao Yuanyuan, but she had returned to Beijing.


    "Sure. I'd love to meet more people from the Hong Kong film industry," Lin Chi-ling agreed. It could mean resources in the future.


    "By the way, I heard Taiwan's richest man, Terry Gou, wants to invest in movies. Interested in collaborating?" Lin Chi-ling suddenly asked.


    "Terry Gou, chairman of Foxconn?" Charles was surprised but shook his head, "Does that guy know movies?"


    "It's his son, Gou Shouzheng. He started a company called Mountain Water Entertainment to enter the entertainment industry," Lin explained.


    "Is it to make movies?" Charles's tone was mocking, "Are you familiar with him?"


    "My agent got a message. Terry Gou wants me to perform at Foxconn's year-end event, but I declined. No time."


    Lin wasn't foolish. She knew some things couldn't be done or they'd embarrass Charles, unless she planned to part ways with him and give up this golden opportunity.


    Charles smirked and patted her thigh, "Seems like the old man's interested in you!"


    "You can go if you want."


    Lin shook her head, "No interest. I just want to break into the film industry. Modeling required staying sexy all the time, which I didn't enjoy. This kind of career doesn't last long. I need my own thing."


    "Fair enough," Charles stood up. There was no real honesty in entertainment; it was all about mutual benefits.


    But by following Charles, her prospects were much brighter.


    Additionally, the young and handsome Charles was a huge plus.


    "Charles, I'm all yours!" Lin stood up and hugged him.


    Holding her waist, Charles kissed Lin and undid her bra.


    "Let's go inside the cabin," Lin suggested, looking around. It was all ocean, but it was daytime.


    "Let's go," Charles agreed, not wanting the paparazzi to see them heading to the cabin. Hong Kong's paparazzi were all-pervasive.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles Capet's yacht docked at the Star Ferry Pier in Tsim Sha Tsui, Kowloon Peninsula. He then took Lin Chi-ling to attend a cocktail party at the Hong Kong Intercontinental Hotel on Salisbury Road, Tsim Sha Tsui.


    "Charles, welcome, welcome," Jiang Zhiqiang greeted Charles warmly upon seeing him arrive with the beautiful Lin Chi-ling. "Miss Lin, you truly are Taiwan's number one beauty!"


    "Thank you," Lin Chi-ling replied politely, which was one of the reasons Charles liked to bring her along.


    "Quite a crowd," Charles remarked as he saw many familiar faces, including celebrities like Aaron Kwok, Carina Lau, Rosamund Kwan, Jackie Chan, Nicholas Tse, and Louis Koo.


    There were also many directors and movie company executives at the party.


    "Everyone wants to collaborate with Hollywood film companies," Jiang Zhiqiang said with a smile.


    "Isn't The Forbidden Kingdom already in production? The investing company Relativity Media has been doing well in Hollywood these past years," Charles chatted with Jiang Zhiqiang.


    Soon, Jackie Chan approached them, accompanied by actresses Liu Yifei and Li Bingbing.


    "Good evening, Charles, welcome to Hong Kong!"


    "Good evening, Jack," Charles had met Jackie Chan earlier at the Venice Film Festival.


    "Good evening, Miss Lin," Jackie Chan greeted Lin Chi-ling as well.


    "Oh, Brother Jackie, you're the idol of us Chinese! I'm so excited to meet you!" Lin Chi-ling said excitedly.


    Jackie Chan laughed, "Charles, these two beside me are famous actresses in China, and they're in The Forbidden Kingdom."


    "The Forbidden Kingdom will have an opening event in Hengdian in July. Right now, the director and crew are setting up the scenes; we have quite a few outdoor locations."


    Jackie Chan basically answered the question that Charles had just asked Jiang Zhiqiang.


    Charles looked at Liu Yifei and Li Bingbing, nodding with a smile, "Very beautiful. It's great to see more cooperation between Chinese actors and Hollywood. The exchange is beneficial for everyone."


    Lin Chi-ling suddenly whispered to Charles that she saw someone familiar and wanted to say hello.


    Charles nodded, then Lin Chi-ling walked towards producer Zhang Jizhen, a long-time collaborator with John Woo.


    "Jet Li is filming The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor right now, so he's not in Hong Kong. Otherwise, you'd get a chance to meet him too," Jiang Zhiqiang joked.


    Li Bingbing, who had been quiet for most of the conversation, took the opportunity to hand Charles a drink, surprising him with her keen sense of timing.


    "Cheers!" Charles said, looking at Li Bingbing and the others.


    Jackie Chan and the others all laughed and raised their glasses. 


    After a while, Jackie Chan and his group left Charles's side; many other filmmakers wanted to meet Charles.


    After chatting for a bit, most people indeed seemed to be looking for collaboration or investment opportunities.


    "They're all veterans from Hong Kong's golden age," Jiang Zhiqiang remarked, shaking his head as he and Charles sat down in the lounge after Wong Pak-ming left.


    "Currently, Oriental Films' Wong Pak-ming is preparing a kung fu movie, a biographical film about Bruce Lee's master, Ip Man," Jiang Zhiqiang said with a sigh.


    "He invited Jet Li, who demanded a fee of 100 million RMB. Wong Pak-ming then approached Jackie Chan, who asked for 70 million RMB, but it's still too expensive."


    "Wong Pak-ming's Ip Man doesn't have such a high budget!"


    Charles laughed, "You guys can try having a profit-sharing model, where actors get a share of the box office revenue. This way, you can save a lot of money for production and deeply tie the actors to the movie!"


    Jiang Zhiqiang shook his head and laughed, "Charles, you don't quite understand the situation here in China. This model is hard to implement here."


    "Maybe in the future!"


    Charles realized this must be the Ip Man movie starring Donnie Yen, who had lowered his fee to 3 million RMB to get the role.


    Why hasn't the lead actor been finalized yet? Charles thought he should inform Gao Yuanyuan to consider investing in this film.


  




  Chapter 301: Stephen Chow


  

    After leaving the soiree, Charles took Lin Chi-ling back to the luxury villa in Deep Water Bay.


    "Let's get some rest," Charles said and kissed her, continuing their business from earlier in the day.


    "Charles, let's take a shower first!" Lin Chi-ling responded and reminded.


    "Alright, but call Yuanyuan first and tell her to contact Mr. Raymond Wong from Hong Kong Eastern Film Company. Red Fruit Entertainment will fully invest in his Kung Fu movie Ip Man."


    Charles himself wasn't interested, but it would at least give Red Fruit Entertainment some fame and earn some money!


    "Ip Man? Got it!"


    ...


    The next afternoon, Charles had an appointment with someone in Central. Lin Chi-ling had left that morning to prepare for her role in Red Cliff.


    In a high-end restaurant in Central, Stephen Chow stood to welcome Charles Capet and his entourage as they entered.


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Capet!"


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Chow," Charles responded warmly, shaking Stephen Chow's hand. Among all the people in Hong Kong, Charles was most interested in Stephen Chow.


    "Mr. Capet, what business brings you to meet with me?"


    Due to the success of Kung Fu Hustle, many Hollywood film companies had developed an interest in Stephen Chow. 20th Century Fox had even considered him to direct the live-action Dragonball movie.


    "We want to collaborate. Capet Pictures has long hoped to work with you to create a kung fu film," Charles smiled. 


    "Of course, you will have significant control over the film. We won't be like 20th Century Fox, arbitrarily directing the process," Charles expressed his confidence in Stephen Chow.


    Columbia Pictures had invested in Kung Fu Hustle, fully allowing Stephen Chow to showcase his talent, with Columbia Pictures' Asia division supporting the production.


    Stephen Chow spoke up, "Will Smith recently invited me to remake the 1984 American classic, The Karate Kid, and he hoped I could take on the roles of producer, director, and actor."


    "Will Smith and The Karate Kid?" Charles furrowed his brows. Wasn't this the future Karate Kid movie with Jackie Chan and Will Smith's son?


    So Stephen Chow was initially approached. Will Smith had good taste.


    "Have you agreed?" Charles inquired.


    Stephen Chow shook his head. "I need to see the script and the collaboration terms. Columbia Pictures also has plans to remake The Green Hornet and has considered me for the role of director as well as playing Kato. The script and creative ideas need to be communicated well before we can start cooperating. After all, Sony and Columbia are still preparing for The Green Hornet, including developing the script."


    Charles nodded, fully understanding that Hollywood wouldn't easily accept Stephen Chow's ideas and suggestions for script adaptations.


    "Capet Pictures isn't like them. We are very sincere about this. You will have significant control over the script and casting," Charles continued after some thought.


    "However, we must consider the American market. Hollywood actors will be indispensable, so we'll need to listen to our input in that area," Charles added.


    Stephen Chow looked at Charles Capet. Ever since he knew the Hollywood newcomer wanted to meet him, Stephen Chow had researched the news about him.


    "A Sino-American co-produced kung fu film?" Stephen Chow had always liked kung fu movies, idolizing Bruce Lee.


    "Yes, a Sino-American co-produced kung fu film. You would be the director and lead actor, paired with a big Hollywood actress and supporting actors. For the Chinese cast, you can make suggestions," Charles offered generous terms.


    "As for the script, it can certainly be refined by you, and we can work on it together," Charles added.


    After leaving the restaurant, Stephen Chow was still a bit dazed, but he had no time to dwell on it.


    CJ7 was set to release and was currently in post-production. Dragonball's shooting preparations were underway by 20th Century Fox. Although he wouldn't direct, his role as producer required his involvement.


    ...


    After the meeting with Stephen Chow, Charles met up with Phyllis Jones and Amelia Caldwell at the Deep Water Bay Yacht Pier.


    Deep Water Bay Yacht Club was one of the three major private yacht clubs in Hong Kong. The sheltered harbor between Deep Water Bay and Repulse Bay served as the yacht docking berths.


    Annoyed with renting yachts in Hong Kong, Charles bought one.


    "88 feet long, 21 feet wide, the latest flybridge yacht from Sunseeker in the UK, worth 55 million Hong Kong dollars!" Phyllis Jones had become very efficient in solving issues for Charles.


    Charles casually looked around, noting the spacious and exquisitely appointed living space, with the main lounge connecting to an aft entertainment platform. Outside, the amenities included a well-equipped bar, ice maker, fridge, barbecue grill, and sunbathing area.


    Named Starlight, though not quite as grand as the Star docked at the Los Angeles King's Harbor, it was sufficient for Charles' vacationing needs in Hong Kong.


    "Boss, if you come here once a year, that'll be lucky!" Phyllis Jones laughed.


    Charles smiled back, "You know, I don't like renting things!"


    Amelia Caldwell pondered that this was the life of the wealthy, living recklessly.


  




  Chapter 302: Chapter 302


  

    In Deep Water Bay, Charles' yacht Starlight floated on the water. Charles sat on a beach chair, reading a newspaper article about Disney's blockbuster Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End's global release.


    Johnny Depp, Orlando Bloom, and Keira Knightley were heavily promoting the movie in Japan.


    Suddenly, Charles' phone rang. It was Gao Yuanyuan calling. "What's up?"


    "I've contacted the boss of Mandarin films. The Ip Man project is still in negotiations. Their budget investment is 50 million RMB, and it looks like Donnie Yen might be the lead. His pay is only 3 million RMB. How much should Red Fruit Entertainment invest?" Gao Yuanyuan asked for Charles' opinion over the phone.


    "25 million RMB. You'll need the rest of the money for other expenses, like the promotion for imported films," Charles knew Red Fruit Entertainment had about 35 million RMB on hand right now. "Investing 25 million RMB should be enough."


    As for the production cost of Mandarin films, not many people would know. The total budget might be 50 million RMB, and selling half of the investment quota for 25 million RMB seemed normal for Wong Bak-Ming's Matrix Pictures.


    It's possible the actual cost could be less than 40 million RMB; it's all business.


    "They said I can play the female lead," Gao Yuanyuan sounded quite excited.


    "Go for it. If the movie does well at the box office, it will increase your popularity," Charles had no objections. It was mainly a male-centric film.


    Once Painted Skin is released, Gao Yuanyuan might not even want these "trophy" roles anymore.


    "By the way, I've also talked to Fu Dalong and Xu Zheng. Fu Dalong seems keen, but he has high standards for scripts and won't take on any project easily. Xu Zheng can join us after his contract expires next year. Signing him will depend on the situation."


    "Do what you think is best, or find a good professional manager," Charles suggested, knowing he didn't have the time to manage these matters personally.


    "Will do. Right now, my company has only a handful of people. We'll grow slowly," Gao Yuanyuan seemed eager to expand.


    After hanging up, Charles thought about it. Donnie Yen only asking for 3 million RMB likely meant he was eager for the role!


    ...


    By the end of May, Spider-Man 3 had grossed over $300 million in North America and more than $500 million overseas.


    Disney's worldwide release of Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End also achieved impressive first weekend earnings in North America.


    This year's Cannes Film Festival had ended, but it was rather lackluster. Charles Capet sat on a beach chair by the pool in his villa in Deep Water Bay, flipping through the newspaper.


    Phyllis Jones reported on work: "Our blockbuster Iron Man will be released next Friday, half a month after Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End. Our competitor at the same time is Warner Bros.' Ocean's Thirteen, directed by Steven Soderbergh! 


    This weekend, there will be a grand global premiere in Los Angeles, followed by promotional tours in Japan, Europe, and other regions."


    Charles nodded. "Finally, it's getting released!"


    If he were in the US or Europe, he would want to attend the movie premiere, as it was Marvel Studios' first rising film.


    "By the way, La Vie en Rose has grossed over 50 million euros in Europe, 33 million euros just from the French market! The movie has been both a critical and commercial success," Phyllis Jones continued.


    "Isn't it going to be released in North America?" Charles asked with a smile.


    La Vie en Rose's main market was indeed Europe.


    "Promotion is underway in different regions, and limited screenings in North America are expected to start next month due to the film's good reputation," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "Oh, it will have premiere at the Shanghai International Film Festival next month", she added.


    "Shanghai International Film Festival," Charles mused, though it was an A-list international film festival, its global influence was relatively small.


    Globally, there were 15 A-list international film festivals.


    The three major European film festivals, Venice, Cannes, and Berlin, were very prestigious, along with the Montreal International Film Festival in Canada and the Karlovy Vary International Film Festival in the Czech Republic. These were considered the top five international film festivals in the world.


    "Last year's Shanghai International Film Festival chairman was Luc Besson," Charles recalled.


    "Tell the main cast of La Vie en Rose to attend the Shanghai International Film Festival to promote the movie, especially Marion Cotillard!"


    "Boss, are you going to Shanghai?" Phyllis Jones asked.


    As for the boss inviting Marion Cotillard to the Shanghai festival, that was a minor task Phyllis didn't consider noteworthy.


    "Yeah, I want to see it. Our Mandarin film Painted Skin also needs promotion," Charles wanted to help out.


    "Okay, and Capet International Japan Co., Ltd.'s productions Departures and Crows Zero will be released in Japan in September and October!"


    Charles waved his hand. "With Masami Takahashi there, I don't need to worry about these small things. Remind him to properly promote Iron Man and Transformers; otherwise, I'll throw that sleazy fatso into Fukushima's nuclear waste!"


    These low-budget films could be developed directly by East Asia International Films, while Capet Japan would handle the distribution.


    Like with Cyborg She, East Asia International also managed a lot of artists as an agency.


    Capet International focused on investment and distribution with no time to produce films. After all, Charles mainly targeted the Hollywood market for Capet Pictures.


    As for East Asia International, Charles would sometimes give them a reminder; otherwise, it would depend on the abilities of East Asia International's management.


    They already had a head start; if they didn't do well, too bad for them.


    "How's the construction of Capet Japan headquarters in Shibuya, Tokyo?" Charles asked. After all, it was a 5 billion yen investment.


    "It will be ready by the end of the year. Last year we made the comprehensive plans, and this year we demolished the original property!" Phyllis Jones remembered these important details very well.


    Charles nodded. Not bad. The headquarters in Burbank, Los Angeles, was almost fully operational, and the Japanese headquarters would be ready by the end of the year.


    Capet Group owning more real estate was unquestionably beneficial!


  




  Chapter 303: There Is No Regret Medicine


  

    In early June, Charles Capet left Hong Kong and flew directly to Beijing. He stayed in a 900-square-meter traditional courtyard home in the Shunyi District that he had bought the previous year.


    Shunyi District was close to the international airport, making it convenient for Charles to travel. Sitting on the sofa, Charles was on the phone with Han Sanpin, the chairman of China Film Group Corporation.


    "For the Shanghai International Film Festival, I had Marion Cotillard attend the opening ceremony. In a few days, Iron Man will be promoted in Asia, and I can get the lead actress, Kate Beckinsale, to come to Shanghai," Charles said, offering help.


    "If you need a headliner and Marion Cotillard isn't enough, how about Sophie Marceau? She has been to China before to attend the Shanghai International Film Festival!"


    "That's fantastic!" Chairman Han was exited.


    After that, Charles called Sophie Marceau, who was in France, and invited her to come to China.


    "The Shanghai International Film Festival? I did get an invitation from the organizers but wasn't planning to go. But since you're there, I'll confirm my attendance! By the way, we can also discuss the adaptation of your autobiography The Second Breath."


    Sophie Marceau didn't hesitate much. Spending a few days in Shanghai wasn't a big deal, and Capet Pictures' film La Vie en Rose was well-received in France.


    Sophie Marceau was keen to join The Second Breath adaptation, especially after her self-directed and self-starred movie Trivial had a poor reception last year. This year, she also finished filming a World War II female spy movie, Female Agents, so she had available time.


    "Alright, I'll be waiting for you here," Charles said.


    After hanging up the phone, Charles looked at his newly purchased Maserati GT downstairs, which cost 2.2 million RMB. Luxury cars were indeed expensive in China.


    In the evening, Gao Yuanyuan came to Charles's traditional courtyard home, still full of admiration.


    "That car is amazing!" she remarked. "Big house and sports car - are you planning to live in Beijing permanently?"


    Charles shook his head. "It's convenient for travel. Driving here is similar to the U.S. If you like the car, you can take it for a ride."


    Unlike the U.K. and Hong Kong, which have right-hand drive cars and left-side driving, this arrangement suited Charles just fine.


    "Investing 25 million in Ip Man? Are you sure it's okay?" Gao Yuanyuan asked, still a bit concerned it was too much.


    "Didn't we already finalize the deal?" Charles laughed, pouring her a glass of red wine.


    "By the way, I followed your advice and bought the rights to some online novels for adaptation into TV series. We won't lack resources moving forward," Gao Yuanyuan reminded.


    Charles nodded, wrapped his arm around the woman's waist, and asked with a smile, "The apartment at Park Hyatt is almost ready. Do you want to move there?"


    "There are too many people there," Gao Yuanyuan put down her wine glass and wrapped her arms around Charles's neck. "If the reporters find out, it wouldn't be great."


    "There are two 300-square-meter apartments on the 52nd floor," Charles whispered in Gao Yuanyuan's ear. "In a few years, Red Fruit Entertainment's growth will allow you to buy whatever you want!"


    "Okay, I'll follow your lead! Carry me to the bedroom..."


    ...


    The Marvel adaptation film Iron Man, distributed by Capet Pictures, had its global premiere, debuting simultaneously in multiple countries according to American Western Time.


    The release of Iron Man immediately ignited the summer box office, opening in 4,100 theaters in North America and grossing $99 million in its first weekend.


    It perfectly continued the hot streak from Spider-Man 3 and Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End.


    Iron Man scored 10 on Metacritic, had an 8 rating on IMDb, and earned a 91% approval rating on Rotten Tomatoes.


    Iron Man's success made Marvel Studios an overnight sensation. Those who doubted Capet Pictures' 140-million-dollar investment in this film were now speechless.


    Compared to the poor reviews of the Marvel adaptation Spider-Man 3, Iron Man shone even brighter.


    Both the former Marvel shareholder and producer of the Spider-Man trilogy, Avi Arad, and former major shareholder and CEO, Ike Perlmutter, felt deep regret upon seeing Iron Man's success.


    Ike Perlmutter, especially since he was a major shareholder. If he hadn't sold Marvel to Capet Entertainment, the profits from Marvel would have been substantial.


    But alas, there's no such thing as regret medicine, and the biggest beneficiary was Charles Capet.


  




  Chapter 304: Xu Xiaoling


  

    The luxury apartment, which was 365 square meters, cost 20 million RMB when he bought it last year. It was the smallest property Charles owned in Shanghai.


    A fragrant breeze blew by, and Marion Cotillard hugged Charles from behind. "I'm leaving tomorrow, back to France first, then the U.S.!"


    Charles turned around, holding Marion as they sat down in the living room. "You've been working hard, staying in Shanghai for so many days."


    Marion shook her head. "It's nothing. These past few days felt like a vacation, and it's my first time in China!"


    Charles touched Marion's face. "La Vie en Rose is getting great reviews in America. Your performance is unique and striking. You should do well at next year's Oscars!"


    "The Oscars aren't always welcoming to foreign actors, especially non-English-speaking actresses," Marion had understood the challenges she faced in Hollywood long ago.


    "Don't worry, keep your confidence!" Charles said, patting her shoulder.


    "I get it. What about you? Aren't you planning to go back to America? The success of Iron Man has increased attention to Marvel Entertainment. Capet Pictures is also getting a lot of buzz. You should go back and enjoy the accolades!"


    "Accolades?" Charles smirked. America was on the brink of a major crisis.


    He needed to wait, at least until the subprime mortgage crisis fully erupted before going back to watch America's spectacular rooftop diving landscape.


    ...


    "The fans here are really enthusiastic. Yesterday at the airport, I encountered many enthusiastic fans," Kate Beckinsale said with a smile to Charles as they sat in a business vehicle on Renmin Avenue, Huangpu District.


    "Well, you are a vampire lady, and now you are Pepper Potts," Charles smiled. The box office for Iron Man in the Chinese mainland market should finally achieve the target of surpassing 100 million RMB.


    Kate Beckinsale's presence would surely help with some promotion.


    "I won't stay long. I'll fly back to London tonight. The European promotion is much more crucial," Beckinsale said. Charles had asked her come to Shanghai International Film Festival; otherwise, she wouldn't have come specially.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Just walk the red carpet, take a few photos, attend the press conference, and you'll still have time to stroll around Shanghai!"


    The success of Iron Man finally helped Kate Beckinsale walk out of the shadow of Pearl Harbor. With her significant influence, Beckinsale was definitely the biggest international star at the Shanghai International Film Festival.


    After all, the famous Sophie Marceau would only arrive in Shanghai tomorrow afternoon to attend the awards ceremony two days later.


    "Charles, will Underworld: Evolution, scheduled for release in September, be the last chapter?"


    Beckinsale had starred in this series, and Charles had been involved as well.


    "Haha, we originally planned it as a trilogy," Charles laughed and said. "But who knows, maybe in a few years, Constantine and Screen Gems might want to develop sequels, which wouldn't be unusual, right? Why, are you reluctant?" Charles said, teasing her by touching her leg.


    "Not at all. The Underworld series is just a genre film," Beckinsale said, glancing at Charles, "With the success of Iron Man, I'm getting more project offers, more choices. I'm even in The Departed. If you're interested in continuing the Underworld series, I'll definitely listen to you!"


    Charles shook his head, "I won't waste my time on such movies anymore. Besides, my own film company keeps me busy enough. Where would I find the time to participate in other companies' films?"


    Just getting a producer title and earning two to three million dollars didn't mean much to Charles.


    When they arrived at the Shanghai Grand Theatre, as soon as Kate Beckinsale appeared, she was surrounded by reporters from all over.


    The Shanghai Grand Theatre occupies an area of square meters, with a total construction area of square meters, and a total height of 40 meters. It has 8 floors above ground and 2 floors below ground.


    It has large, medium, and small theaters, a ticketing center, a ballet rehearsal hall, an orchestra rehearsal hall, a VIP hall, exhibition halls, an art shop, a coffee bar, banquet halls, and various other facilities.


    La Vie en Rose, after Marion Cotillard's promotion, was directly sold as a batch film because it had already participated in the Berlin International Film Festival and could not compete again at the Shanghai International Film Festival.


    However, the Japanese film Departures, produced by Capet Pictures, was nominated for Best Picture, Best Actor, and Best Director at the Golden Goblet Awards!


    Charles talked about the current Chinese market with Xu Xiaoling, the head of Capet International for Greater China, in the cafe of the Shanghai Grand Theatre.


    Xu Xiaoling was previously the vice president in charge of Sony Columbia's Asian business and became the head of Capet International China after leaving.


    "What do you think about the Korean market? I've been paying attention. Korean films seem to be rising," Charles said with a smile.


    Xu Xiaoling nodded, "Indeed, some high-quality films have emerged in the Korean market. However, Hollywood movies still hold a significant market share!"


    "In the Korean market, we previously relied on local film companies for distribution. Now with Capet International Korea in charge, you will also manage the Korean market," Charles intended to support Xu Xiaoling to become the head of Capet International for the entire Asia-Pacific region.


    Xu Xiaoling was a native of Shanghai, graduated from Fudan University's School of Journalism, and had been the vice president at Columbia International (Asia). She was quite capable.


    Charles didn't mind entrusting Xu Xiaoling with the Asia-Pacific business of Capet International, including China, Korea, Japan, and even Southeast Asia and South Asia.


    At that point, Xu Xiaoling could definitely become an executive vice president at Capet Entertainment.


    "I understand," Xu Xiaoling felt relieved to be trusted by Charles. Xu Xiaoling looked at Charles, "Thank you!"


  




  Chapter 305: Chapter 305


  

    That evening, after the closing award ceremony of the Shanghai International Film Festival, Charles made special arrangements for a grand banquet at the Shanghai Oriental Riverside Hotel in Lujiazui, Pudong New Area.


    Organized by Xu Xiaoling, nearly 200 people attended the cocktail party. Sophie Marceau, an international film star, had only been in China for two days and had already participated in several press conferences.


    Gao Yuanyuan, being close by, was able to get a photo of Sophie Marceau while promoting Painted Skin, and had also met with Marion Cotillard and Kate Beckinsale.


    The cast of Painted Skin and the main creators of Departures were certainly present at the event.


    In particular, Departures won big with Takita Yojiro and Masahiro Motoki taking home the Golden Goblet Award for Best Film and Best Actor at the Shanghai International Film Festival.


    "Though the audience might be small in China, the acclaim for Departures is really high," said Xu Xiaoling.


    Charles smiled and said, "The Shanghai Film Festival is an international award, so there'll be some good publicity for its release in Japan!"


    "I have confidence in Painted Skin, not just because of the theme, but also the special effects. I believe it will do well during the National Day holiday," Xu Xiaoling, well-versed in the Asian market, knew the Chinese market best.


    Painted Skin was, of course, a co-production similar to Kung Fu Hustle, with overseas film companies commissioning domestic companies for production.


    "The director of Painted Skin is excellent. We might have more opportunities to collaborate in the future. Capet Pictures (China) surely won't invest in just one film," Charles said with a smile as Sophie Marceau approached.


    Xu Xiaoling, being the head of operations here, was responsible for promoting Capet Pictures' films and TV shows in China, as well as business cooperation in the video and audio market.


    Products like DVDs and VCDs of Capet Pictures' productions were exclusively distributed by the China Audio-Video Publishing House. However, China didn't emphasize copyright much, leading to low revenue from DVDs and VCDs.


    After a few exchanges, Xu Xiaoling went on to chat with other local stars.


    "I didn't expect your company to invest in Chinese and Japanese films!" Sophie Marceau was initially surprised but then felt it made sense considering Capet Pictures also invested in European films.


    "International film markets are also a key battleground for us Hollywood studios," Charles shrugged casually, as Capet Pictures was now on a par with the Big Six in Hollywood.


    "The Lives of Others and La Vie en Rose are non-English films and were wildly successful!" Sophie Marceau was interested in participating in high-acclaimed films.


    "Do you have any thoughts on adapting The Second Breath into a biographical film?"


    "The idea remains the same: combining the autobiography of The Second Breath with themes from the documentary Serendipity, focusing on the protagonist's psychological and physical transformation, and daily life with their black nanny; 


    The film's theme is touching, inspirational, and centers on uplifting friendship. A wealthy disabled white man and a poor black nanny becoming inseparable friends is attractive in itself!


    With this script adaptation, filming shouldn't be too difficult," Charles commented, still wary of French films' typical themes of sex, romance, and neurosis.


    "When you return to France, you can get someone to start on the script adaptation. Once I review it, I'll invest in its production!"


    After saying this, Charles leaned closer to Sophie Marceau. "Let's go back to our room and rest. You have a flight back home tomorrow!"


    Sophie Marceau smiled at Charles, "Wasn't last night tiring enough?"


    Nevertheless, Sophie Marceau returned with Charles to the high-floor suite of the Oriental Riverside Hotel.


    Near the Huangpu River and the Oriental Pearl Tower, the hotel offered direct views of the beautiful Bund nightscape and Shanghai's night scenery.


    By the suite's window, Charles embraced the scantily-clad Sophie Marceau from behind, both appreciating the stunning view of the Huangpu River.


    With her head against the floor-to-ceiling window, Sophie Marceau turned and kissed Charles. "You called me here to attend the film festival. Is there another collaboration brewing?"


    "There are always collaborations," Charles held Sophie Marceau tightly. 


    Releasing his grip on her chest, Charles pointed outside to the night view of Shanghai, "This place is developing rapidly. I've also made some investments."


    "I know, Capet Cinemas has been investing heavily in new cinemas in China. There are about 20 theaters open now!"


    "I'm talking about personal investments. Last year, I bought a few properties here. This year, I've bought over ten riverside mansions worth around 25 million euros in total!" Charles had Phyllis Jones busy managing these investments, totaling over 200 million RMB for properties ranging from 240 to 450 square meters each.


    Including last year's three properties, Charles now owned the most properties in Shanghai.


    "So many?" Sophie Marceau was taken aback. He was very optimistic about this place. There was no way he bought so many properties for himself.


    "Nothing major," Charles smiled, recognizing that real estate investments here were a pillar industry of the future.


    There wasn't much more to say about real estate as a pillar industry.


    "When are you going to Paris again, Charles?"


    "Paris? Soon," Charles responded, as Sophie Marceau turned completely towards him.


    Outside was the beautiful night view of the Huangpu River, inside was the French Rose, Sophie Marceau. It was indeed wise to have her come over.


  




  Chapter 306: Marvel's Summar


  

    As Charles prepared to return to the US, the blockbuster season in Hollywood was in full swing.


    This year saw a Marvel extravaganza with several Marvel Comics adaptations hitting theaters.


    First was Ghost Rider released by Sony Columbia in February. Starring Nicolas Cage, the film had a production budget of $110 million and earned $115 million domestically and $228 million globally.


    Spider-Man 3, with a budget of $258 million, brought in $337 million domestically and $895 million globally at the box office, though its reviews were terrible.


    Then there was Iron Man from Capet Pictures' Marvel Studios and Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer from 20th Century Fox.


    After nearly a month in theaters, Iron Man pulled in $220 million domestically and $130 million overseas, with high praise and a budget of $140 million.


    In contrast, Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer, with a budget of $130 million, was released a week after Iron Man. After more than a month, it grossed only $110 million domestically and $240 million globally, with declining reviews.


    When Charles returned to Los Angeles, he faced the situation where Iron Man had emerged victorious in the Marvel melee.


    In Burbank, near the Los Angeles River, Capet Group's new headquarters had been completed, symbolizing the true rise of Capet Entertainment.


    Charles Capet's office was on the top floor, a large and luxurious space with everything one could need. Standing by the window, he felt a sense of command over the world.


    "News Corp successfully acquired Dow Jones, right?" Charles asked without turning his head.


    Phyllis Jones, dressed in professional attire, stood beside Charles, her figure fully displayed. "Yes, now News Corp owns The Wall Street Journal. However, the editor-in-chief of The Wall Street Journal, along with many branch editors and journalists, oppose News Corp's management. They might go on strike."


    "Strike?" Charles scoffed. "They don't know that Rupert Murdoch is looking for an excuse to lay people off, do they?"


    "Still, News Corp's stock price has dropped by 8% after the acquisition, and a reform of The Wall Street Journal is inevitable." Listening to Phyllis Jones' analysis, Charles nodded.


    Internet news was indeed developing rapidly, but print media's importance was still significant, especially prestigious papers like The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, and The New York Times.


    These papers had strong political influence because their readers were the policy-makers.


    Internet and new media still needed time to catch up!


    "The company has already arranged a grand celebration tonight, and our comedy movie Knocked Up in theaters is doing well, with domestic earnings of $100 million. It's expected to reach $150 million domestically."


    "And Iron Man is also expected to reach $320 million domestically!"


    Charles smiled. "Marvel Studios has made its mark. Kevin Feige won't feel so much pressure now."


    "This, is just the beginning!"


    ...


    In the evening, at the Peninsula Beverly Hills hotel, the third-floor banquet hall was bustling with the clinking of glasses, music, fine wine, and beautiful women.


    "Charles, since acquiring UFC, you haven't really paid much attention, right?" Evelyn asked her son while holding a wine glass.


    "Let Dana White manage it. UFC needs to attract more viewers and sponsors, increase merchandise sales, and bump up TV broadcasting fees," Charles shrugged.


    "I'm not interested in this kind of sport. I even find football too rough. I really can't appreciate mixed martial arts!"


    "Oh, you don't like it? Then why did you buy it?" Evelyn widened her eyes.


    "Well, because it makes money," Charles glanced over at comedian Seth Rogen and director Judd Apatow across the hall.


    "You see, I don't watch their gross-out comedies either, but Americans love them. Knocked Up made over a hundred million at the box office in North America alone and has made over 40 million dollars overseas. It'll easily surpass a global box office of 200 million dollars.


    The cost of Knocked Up was what? Production costs of 30 million dollars and 16 million for marketing!"


    Evelyn nodded, patted her son's shoulder, and said, "This year, even though you failed to acquire the Wall Street Journal, your competition was too strong."


    "Oh, by the way, that dirt on Harvey Weinstein I gave you earlier, did you have someone organize it?" Charles leaned closer and whispered to his mother.


    Evelyn nodded discreetly and whispered back, "I am still having people investigate. If you want to use it, mom can have someone expose it anytime!"


    "No rush, no rush. I said it before; Harvey Weinstein is no longer qualified to be my opponent. Meanwhile, our Democratic candidate Barack Obama still has his biggest rival in the party, Hillary," Charles chuckled and continued, taking another sip of his drink.


    "Look, the subprime mortgage crisis has erupted, and the real estate market collapse is already affecting the real economy. The government is devaluing the dollar, and the Federal Reserve is beginning another round of interest rate cuts to cope with it.


    Obviously, an economic crisis is looming. The weak dollar policy is indeed draining blood from the world, but the U.S. is also in recession. People will not continue to support Republican governance. Next year's election will have the Republicans just as spectators.


    But if the Democratic win is too easy, how will Barack Obama realize our importance?"


    Evelyn understood, "If Harvey Weinstein's dirt gets exposed, it will definitely cause an earthquake in Hollywood, which will affect the Democratic party as allies. And Hillary's faction has deep ties with the Jewish Hollywood forces represented by Harvey Weinstein. It's bound to splash onto her!"


    Charles laughed, "By then, Obama, supported by Silicon Valley and the black community, will also get the support of feminists under my strong backing. Hollywood's assist will also be added to him. We had discussed using this incident to control the direction of feminism. 


    The only concern was the internal pressure from Hollywood. But now, a bigger crisis has come, enough to cover up Hollywood's purification actions."


    "The economic recession triggered by the subprime crisis?" Evelyn obviously knew what Charles meant. Charles had shorted Fannie Mae for a while, and its stock price hovered between 50 to 60 dollars. The stock market persevered because the government publicly guaranteed to boost public confidence.


    But with falling house prices and accumulating bad debts at the banks, how long could the government words stabilize the stock market?


    "Just wait, then we will be seen as the embodiment of justice, the messengers of cleansing, the saviors of Hollywood women!" Charles continued to smile.


    "You, no wonder you decided so promptly to let News Corporation acquire your Dow Jones shares," Evelyn laughed too.


    "You were planning to use the Wall Street Journal under News Corporation to send Harvey Weinstein to hell!"


    Evelyn sighed inwardly, her son seemed to have changed a lot over the past few years, becoming more complex as his status rose.


    News Corporation's TV channels and newspapers were the most important voice for Republicans in Hollywood. Thus, the Wall Street Journal would be very willing to use this dirt to strike a blow at the Democratic party's key Hollywood figures.


    "What has that got to do with me? That's the reporters' investigation. I would only call for Hollywood to respect women and stay away from sexual harassment," Charles wore an innocent look.


    "Over the past few years, Capet Pictures has developed quite a few female-led films, with female directors, actresses, and writers, working with us a lot!"


    "True, the Hollywood Women's Club is basically in our hands now. I have a bunch of actresses who joined, and Columbia Pictures Chairwoman Amy Pascal and your prominent assistant Donna Langley are now the chairwoman and vice-chairwoman," Evelyn said, glancing at her son.


    "When the time comes, we'll establish a support group for the club to help those powerless and voiceless women."


    Charles wasn't stupid. Help with what? Of course, with legal and media voice channels.


    "Mom, I have to remind you, everything has its pros and cons. Feminism can be our sharp weapon within limits, but it is a double-edged sword. 


    If it's too sharp, it can hurt ourselves. Hollywood male dominance has been strong for many years; it's hard to change. When feminism crosses the line and affects my interests, I will stand on the side of my interests!"


    Evelyn smiled, "Don't worry, the top women in the club are seasoned veterans, not brainless starlets. They know it's safest to hold the handle.


    A weapon uncontrollable by them won't be allowed to exist by everyone!"


    Charles nodded, "Indeed, women are harshest to other women."


    "Did David Beckham transfer to the LA Galaxy Club?" Charles asked.


    This January, David Beckham announced that after his contract with Real Madrid ended, he would move to Major League Soccer's LA Galaxy.


    "He officially joins next week, and his wife has already bought a mansion in Beverly Hills. He signed a 32 million dollar five-year contract with LA Galaxy," Evelyn wasn't very happy since David Beckham's U.S. agency was CAA.


  




  Chapter 307: Dick Cook


  

    The success of Iron Man not only made Marvel Studios famous but also solidified Kevin Feige's position as the president of Marvel Studios.


    Simultaneously, the male actor playing Iron Man, Robert Downey Jr., experienced a career revival, while Kate Beckinsale, playing Pepper Potts, also saw a significant rise in her popularity.


    "Congratulations, Charles, Marvel has really changed under your leadership," said Dick Cook, the chairman of Disney's movie group, as he entered the banquet hall.


    "Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End earned $300 million in North America and over $600 million overseas!"


    After clinking glasses with Dick Cook, Charles continued, "Even Pixar has changed since joining Disney."


    Dick Cook smiled, "Disney's performance in live-action films has been lackluster, but Capet Pictures has really made people envious over the past few years!"


    Saying that Dick Cook leaned closer to Charles, "Disney is interested in Marvel, you know that, but you previously turned us down. 


    Now, Disney is extremely sincere in wanting to acquire the entire Capet Group. With stocks and cash, you would directly become the president of the Disney Group, managing the entire film and entertainment division!"


    Charles looked at Dick Cook, "How much do you think the Capet Group is worth? Is it $10 billion?"


    "It shouldn't be that much," judging by Dick Cook's surprised expression, "One Pixar was worth $7.4 billion. Do you think Marvel is worth less than Pixar?"


    "Sure, Pixar's animated rights filled Disneyland's coffers, but Marvel's rights are inexhaustible, and now, only one Iron Man has succeeded, and it still can't compare with Pixar.


    But you know how much revenue my Capet Pictures' live-action films generated last year? More than Disney and 20th Century Fox combined!


    Go back and tell Robert Iger that the Capet Group will never join Disney but may have a chance to acquire Disney in the future!"


    Hearing Charles Capet's arrogant words, Dick Cook was speechless. The Capet Group aiming to acquire Disney in the future?


    Disney had never been acquired in Hollywood history.


    "Charles, with Disney's resources, your future development will be faster, and Disney's future will also be in your hands!" Dick Cook was a strong supporter of chairman Robert Iger's big IP strategy.


    Pixar and Marvel were targets, but it seemed the Capet Group didn't have that kind of thinking.


    Charles smiled, "Alright, let's just have a drink for now. This happy night isn't the time to talk about this."


    Taking a sip of his drink, Charles patted Dick Cook on the shoulder and left.


    It wasn't that Charles looked down on Disney; he just didn't see eye to eye with Disney's movie chairman Dick Cook.


    At the end of 2005, Mel Gibson directed an adventure action movie about the end of the Maya Empire called Apocalypto. After Gibson's anti-Semitic incident in mid-2006, Disney didn't dare to aggressively promote Apocalypto, and it only grossed $50 million in North America.


    Disney's live-action films were now just relying on their collaboration with star producer Jerry Bruckheimer's Pirates of the Caribbean series and the two National Treasure movies.


    Losing the Weinstein brothers' Miramax was also in a precarious situation.


    In live-action films, Charles didn't even think of comparing himself with Disney. If one were to exclude animated features, Disney is definitely the last among the top six studios every year!


    "Downey, your performance was great," Charles said, coming up to the male lead Robert Downey Jr., complimenting him.


    "Thanks, also big thanks to the company for giving me the chance to play this role," Robert Downey Jr. was definitely on cloud nine, having gone from being down and out to now being everyone's darling.


    Charles smiled and raised his glass to clink with Robert Downey Jr. again, "It's your honor, Hollywood is just like that!"


    Later, Kate Beckinsale also received Charles' blessings, "Iron Man was pretty successful. The role of Pepper Potts has brought me more and more scripts."


    Kate Beckinsale was filled with emotion. Since the failure of Pearl Harbor, aside from Underworld being a success, Van Helsing had also flopped.


    She had almost been relegated to starring in low-budget horror films like Vacancy. Joining The Departed and Iron Man turned things around for her.


    "Don't worry, this is what you deserve. When Iron Man 2 is released the year after, I'm sure your popularity will spike again," Charles patted her shoulder.


    "I saw Eva Green appear at the end of Iron Man, is that a tie-in with Thor?" Kate Beckinsale asked.


    Charles nodded, "Yes, it will lead into it. Thor is still filming and will be released next year!"


    "Oh, that's great. After playing in Iron Man, I've gotten into Marvel's comic stories and even bought some to read at home."


    Kate Beckinsale then thought of something and asked, "Did Capet Pictures sell the rights to Angels & Demons to Universal to exchange for the rights to Hulk?"


    "It was part of the reason. Marvel previously sold off too many hero rights, and it's been tough getting them back," every time Charles thought of Spider-Man, he felt anger building up.


    "Iron Man, Thor, Hulk, and so on, it seems Capet Pictures has quite a few Marvel movies to develop," Kate Beckinsale, as a part of the Marvel Cinematic Universe, wasn't privy to Capet Pictures' plans for the Marvel series.


    The new Hulk project is currently in the scripting stage, and Charles had set the tone for a family-friendly popcorn movie, avoiding political metaphors or deep human insights on screen.


    What they wanted was a commercial popcorn movie, not an art-house drama.


    "Come over tonight, last time we were in Shanghai it was too rushed," Kate Beckinsale reminded Charles as she moved closer.


    "Of course, I miss you too!"


  




  Chapter 308: Iron Man 2 Troubles


  

    In July, Capet Pictures released the highly anticipated live-action special effects blockbuster Transformers the day before Independence Day in the United States.


    The movie was screened in 4,000 theaters across the country, earning $70 million on its opening day!


    Hasbro had started designing related toys since the previous year, and the first batch of Transformers toys hit the North American market in May of this year.


    At the same time, Hasbro had reached agreements with about 200 companies, participating in movie promotions in over 70 countries.


    Capet Pictures also integrated product placements for General Motors, Panasonic, Burger King, AT&T, and PepsiCo in the film.


    For male audiences, watching the live-action Transformers brought back childhood memories. The explosive scenes, dazzling Autobot transformations, and the presence of the hot and sexy Megan Fox left the fans craving for more.


    The total first-week box office for Transformers in North America reached $100 million, with another $100 million from overseas.


    "Charles, the momentum of Transformers is even stronger than that of Iron Man," Donna Langley said excitedly, "At this rate, the global box office will definitely surpass that of Iron Man."


    Three and a half months later, they would release the DVD and high-definition DVD versions, followed by pay-TV, VOD online streaming, and more.


    Additionally, Hasbro promised a percentage of toy sales revenue.


    "J.J. Abrams seemed to have fewer product placements in the movie," Charles tapped his pen on the blank paper on the table. "If it were Michael Bay, the number of product placements would be astounding."


    Donna Langley shook her head, "Charles, we can't have too many; the audience would complain if it disrupts the story and breaks the immersion."


    "Alright," Charles nodded. "J.J. Abrams' plot tension is stronger than Michael Bay's, not to mention, the large-scale scenes don't rely solely on explosions."


    "We need to start preparing for the sequel. The Transformers series has become one of our flagship series!" Charles was quite satisfied with director J.J. Abrams, believing that maintaining a working relationship with his production company Bad Robot Productions was a wise choice.


    "This summer, there's one last big blockbuster to be released, and that's Warner Bros.' fifth Harry Potter movie, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, which premieres next Friday," Donna Langley pointed out, considering it the biggest competitor to Transformers.


    "What are we worried about? With the Transformers series and the Marvel Cinematic Universe series, Capet Pictures has already established an unbeatable position in Hollywood," Charles said, looking at Donna Langley.


    "Proceed with the acquisition of Netflix. They have just separated their DVD rental business and encountered the stock market credit crisis. It's the perfect opportunity; their stock price has dropped significantly!"


    "TPG Capital, Bridgewater Associates, and Bank of America have all expressed their support," Charles said as he stood up. The success of Iron Man had more than doubled Capet Group's valuation, and with the success of Transformers, various investment banks, insurance companies, and hedge funds had shown confidence and support in Capet Group.


    Acquiring Netflix would not be short of money, and Charles believed that Netflix's board would not reject Capet Group's acquisition offer.


    At the end of last month, the U.S. stock market pulled back from its high, with the Dow Jones Index falling by 5%, the S&P 500 Index by 4%, and the Nasdaq Index by 6%.


    Yesterday, the S&P directly downgraded the credit rating of subprime mortgage bonds, causing a global financial market shock; Bear Stearns, Lehman Brothers, HSBC, and Citibank all reported hedge funds being dragged down by subprime mortgages and on the brink of closure.


    "I heard from Kevin that there seem to be some issues with Iron Man 2?" Charles asked.


    Donna Langley nodded, "Our plan is to tie it into The Avengers, but director Jon Favreau seems to want to focus on developing the Iron Man trilogy as the main framework. We included Black Widow and S.H.I.E.L.D in Iron Man 2, but the actors are a bit worried about signing ten-picture deals!"


    "What are they worried about? Afraid we won't continue the series?" Charles chuckled, "Is it Samuel L. Jackson, who plays the S.H.I.E.L.D. director?"


    Scarlett Johansson was already set for the role of Black Widow by Charles, and she herself was eager to play the character, so there should be no issues.


    Donna Langley laughed, "Don't worry, I'm not concerned about Samuel L. Jackson. With the success of Iron Man, they know the sequel, Iron Man 2, is a great opportunity. Now it's all about Director Jon Favreau and the lead actor Robert Downey Jr.'s paycheck!"


    "Paycheck? Robert Downey Jr.'s salary for Iron Man 2 has already been raised to $10 million, with the potential to go up to $20 million in the future. What more does he want?" Charles questioned. They developed Thor before Iron Man was even released to avoid giving Robert Downey Jr. too much power.


    They had previously signed a comprehensive contract; was Marvel Entertainment relying solely on the Iron Man series?


    "Director Jon Favreau is asking for a high price for the sequel!" Donna Langley explained, "Moreover, he's an unconventional director who doesn't like working with scripts and doesn't understand our interconnected universe."


  




  Chapter 309: Chapter 309


  

    Los Angeles, Malibu Point, Pointe Dume.


    Charles and his mother Evelyn came to check out their newly purchased mansion, which covered 2 acres with a living space of 950 square meters.


    "This place is nice, quite peaceful," Evelyn said, her taste had improved greatly, and she had no objections to Charles investing in some real estate properties.


    "I also bought a beachfront villa near Little Dume Beach on the east side, a two-story glass villa with a private beach right at the front door, 870 square meters," Charles said as he pointed in that direction. "You know, if you don't like Beverly Hills, you can stay here."


    "Aren't house prices dropping? Why are you buying now?" Evelyn, who had been living in the affluent area of Bel Air near the ETA headquarters, only a few minutes' drive away, asked.


    "Not too expensive, they've been dropping for a few months, and waterfront luxury homes don't drop much. Because the seller urgently needed cash, I paid $15 million in cash for these two houses," Charles explained.


    "Alright, I'll come here to stay on weekends; it's indeed quieter," Evelyn said, forming a favorable impression of Pointe Dume.


    Actually, Evelyn had also bought three properties in recent years, but unlike Charles, who often paid tens of millions in cash, Evelyn loved old houses with historical feel, which she would then renovate in her own style, whereas Charles preferred modern architecture, especially glass and stone styles.


    "Mom, I just can't understand how you spent $2 million on that big wooden house in Simi Valley," Charles said, perplexed about some stones and wood materials.


    Evelyn sighed, "Charles, you know, it's been just over a year, and guess how much my place is worth now? $4 million; someone offered me $4 million to buy that villa!


    Forget it, I guess if you don't like it, you won't like it no matter what. Your mother personally supervised the renovation to match the style with the surrounding rocks and tree scenery."


    In the afternoon, Charles enjoyed afternoon tea in Malibu with his mother.


    "Isn't your company facing a lot of debt crises among its employees?" Charles asked.


    Evelyn nodded, "Directors and actors are relatively better off; many screenwriters are indeed having issues!"


    "This year, the Producers Guild and the Writers Guild's agreements are expiring," Charles said, sipping his coffee. "Economic recession, rising unemployment, the writers will likely make a move."


    Evelyn laughed, "The Writers Guilds on both coasts in Hollywood now have over registered writers; most have low incomes and many are unemployed. Even so, 40% of the writers hired by your major film companies are non-union members. Now, many writers are demanding increased shares from the Internet and new media, as well as higher DVD royalty agreements."


    The Writers Guilds on both coasts combined cover about 55% of the nation's employed writers, so there definitely was power.


    Hollywood film companies liked hiring non-union members for cost-saving and easier management.


    Charles tapped the table, remembering the Hollywood writers' large strike from late 2007 to early 2008.


    "The Writers Guild has gone on strike six times now, the biggest being the 1988 strike for VCD and videotape share profits!" Charles shook his head, remembering when the Writers Guild covered over 90% of working writers.


    "The DVD profits are highly valued by the Producers Alliance. For the Writers Guild to increase their actual profits here is like taking a bite from the meat held by the Producers Alliance," not just Capet Pictures, all film companies were preparing ahead.


    Many projects needed to complete their scripts quickly to avoid disruptions from the likely writers' strike.


    After all, a lot of big budget movies and popular TV shows used star union writers, who would certainly support the strike.


    "Actually, it's inevitable; the increasing use of non-union writers by film companies is leaving more union writers unemployed. The income disparity within the union is enormous too. The average annual income for a writer is $60,000, yet 80% of writers earn less than $40,000 annually. Ten percent earn relatively more, and 1% are the top earners, with annual incomes ranging from $300,000 to $500,000."


    Evelyn was well aware of the stalemated negotiations between the Writers Guild and the Producers Alliance.


    Charles merely smiled; currently, it was Writers Guild versus Producers Alliance. In the future, it would be Writers Guild against talent agencies and the Artists' Manager Association.


    "What about Capet Pictures? Capet is now recognized as one of Hollywood's Major Seven," Evelyn always supported her son wholeheartedly. "You should get the scripts for upcoming projects ready."


    Charles nodded, "Don't worry, I know what to do!"


    "However, Capet Pictures, Capet Television has quite a few projects in the works, including movies, TV shows, and reality shows. Not sure if we can handle it all."


    Especially TV shows, which require longer use of writers, isn't predictable.


    Capet Television's long-running series produced for USA Network, ABC, and CBS had already gained significant reputation.


    "Alright, but Capet Entertainment can't match the number of programs produced by the other six majors. The Producers Alliance will undoubtedly focus on the major six, and so will the Writers Guild," Evelyn reminded.


    "Relax, it's just labor agreements; they always get signed eventually. Hollywood doesn't value writers as much as Europe and Japan, there's always a way!"


    The Hollywood Producers Alliance's main targets were the three major unions - the Directors Guild, the Actors Guild, and the Writers Guild.


    Perhaps Charles' Capet Entertainment would need to hire more non-union writers for projects, at least increasing the proportion of non-union members in their writing teams.


    As a capital side, unions are really a pain!


  




  Chapter 310: Coppola's Youth Without Youth


  

    The capital of California, Sacramento International Airport, Charles walked out of the airport with Scarlett Johansson, who had just finished filming Vicky Cristina Barcelona in Barcelona, Spain.


    Francis Ford Coppola, who had not released a film for ten years, returned to the film industry with his philosophical meditation film Youth Without Youth.


    "Is Coppola's movie screening going to be held in Sacramento?" Scarlett Johansson asked. She rose to fame with Lost in Translation, directed by Coppola's daughter, Sofia Coppola.


    "Yes, it's being held at the Hall of Fame in Sacramento," Charles replied, having also been invited by Sofia Coppola.


    However, things were not so simple. Francis Ford Coppola's return to the film world was drawing considerable attention.


    A movie like Youth Without Youth was not something Charles would normally pay attention to, even if it was a Francis Ford Coppola film.


    1990's The Godfather Part III and 1992's Bram Stoker's Dracula were the last glories of Francis Ford Coppola, and The Godfather Part III didn't even have a great reputation.


    Youth Without Youth was his comeback film after a ten-year hiatus from 1997 to 2007.


    Sacramento city is divided by the Sacramento River and its tributary, the American River.


    After arriving at the Courtyard Hotel at the confluence of the Sacramento River and the American River, Charles and Scarlett Johansson met with Sofia Coppola.


    "Charles, Scarlett, long time no see!" Sofia Coppola warmly embraced them both.


    "Sofia, good afternoon, and congratulations on your baby boy!" Scarlett Johansson knew that Sofia Coppola and her boyfriend had just welcomed a son this year.


    "Thank you," Sofia Coppola responded, clearly pleased.


    "It has been a while. The last time was at last year's Cannes Film Festival. I guess you got pregnant during the festival," Charles said with a smile. Sofia Coppola's film Marie Antoinette had also been shortlisted for the main competition unit at the Cannes Film Festival last year.


    At that time, Charles was unaware that Sofia Coppola was pregnant, but since she gave birth in May this year, it must have been around that time.


    "Unfortunately, the box office and reviews for Marie Antoinette were just average," Sofia Coppola shook her head, somewhat disappointed. Marie Antoinette only won the Oscar for Best Costume Design this year.


    "Alright, let's rest first. We'll chat more tomorrow," Sofia Coppola said, patting Scarlett Johansson's shoulder.


    As Sofia Coppola left the hotel, she looked incredulous. She recalled when Evelyn Capet introduced her son, Charles Capet, back then - just a small-time role player on the set.


    One movie, My Big Fat Greek Wedding, earned him his first gold mine. Investing in Lost in Translation earned his second.


    In just six years, Capet Pictures had become one of Hollywood's seven major studios, ranking fourth in market share.


    Now, at 25, Charles Capet was a household name in Hollywood. The summer hits Iron Man and Transformers kept Capet Pictures strong at the box office.


    Charles didn't think much about it; Sofia Coppola's skills were well-known, but as an artsy filmmaker, there weren't many opportunities for collaboration.


    Lost in Translation was thought to be just the beginning but turned out to be her most successful film.


    After taking Scarlett Johansson to the high-end suite of the hotel, Charles sat on the sofa, holding the sexy Scarlett Johansson as they chatted.


    "Next year we start filming Iron Man 2. You'll have some action scenes. Black Widow is a top agent, and she's very skilled," Charles reminded her.


    Scarlett Johansson kissed Charles on the cheek and laughed, "I know. I'll make time to learn various weapons and melee combat. I really like the role of Black Widow!"


    "Next month, I'm heading to the UK to shoot Mamma Mia! at Pinewood Studios' 007 stage. They had a fire there after filming Casino Royale," she added.


    "Pinewood Studios' 007 stage? Sony and MGM are preparing the sequel Quantum of Solace, scheduled for next November, right? Last year, they started filming in January and released it in December. Quite daring. Can't believe they're doing it again this year," Charles said, recalling the timeline.


    "That stage is huge, covering almost two acres. It will serve all the bright Greek scenery for our movie, including musical and dance elements!" Scarlett Johansson, who could also sing, was excited to be part of this musical adaptation.


    "Alright, after Coppola's screening tomorrow, let's head to Lake Tahoe for a few days to cool off," Charles suggested, and then they started kissing, feeling the heat of Scarlett Johansson's voluptuous body.


    "Lake Tahoe sounds good," Scarlett Johansson agreed, hoping to spend more days with Charles.


    "Yep, I had a 1,800-square-foot mountain lodge built near South Lake Tahoe. It's right by the lakeside in the mountains; we can visit anytime!" Charles said as he picked Scarlett Johansson up onto his lap, removing her white tee and kissing her chest.


    Scarlett Johansson held Charles' head, enjoying the moment. Soon, her bra was tossed aside.


    ...


    Meanwhile, Sofia Coppola and her father, Francis Ford Coppola, left the Hall of Fame building, recently awarded by the California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and wine mogul Robert Mondavi.


    "Dad, do you think Capet Pictures isn't interested in your new movie either?" Sofia Coppola asked.


    Francis Ford Coppola smiled, "Honey, I've been out of the game for ten years. Today's movies are all about blockbusters with special effects. Most of the funding for Youth Without Youth came from our Coppola Winery."


    "Sony Pictures Classics is handling the North American release, and 20th Century Fox Home Entertainment only bought the UK DVD rights. People aren't very optimistic. Of course, given your relationship with Charles Capet, if you asked, he would definitely help," Francis Ford Coppola said, patting his daughter's shoulder.


    "But you should know my new idea isn't low-budget like this one. It's a big-budget film. Capet Pictures focuses on commercial films; they wouldn't be interested."


    Sofia Coppola opened her mouth but couldn't deny it. Charles wouldn't invest tens of millions or even a hundred million dollars in a project he didn't believe in.


  




  Chapter 311: Metropolis Remake?


  

    Francis Ford Coppola's new film Youth Without Youth left Charles completely uninterested and untouched after watching it.


    If it wasn't for Sofia Coppola's invitation, Charles would never have wasted his time on this type of film.


    In the evening, Charles and Scarlett Johansson went to Coppola's estate in Napa Valley. As a famous wine-producing region in California, Napa Valley was well-known.


    Napa City, located between San Francisco and Sacramento, was just a small town. Francis Ford Coppola started purchasing land and vineyards in the valley back in the 1970s.


    Now, Coppola Winery had become an American wine brand. Through over thirty years of development, the entire Coppola estate owned more than 2,000 acres of land, with over 300 acres dedicated to vineyards.


    The Coppola estate displayed many props from Francis Ford Coppola's previous movies, including posters and costumes from the Godfather series, and prop guns and theater photos from Apocalypse Now.


    "Remake the 1927 German silent film Metropolis?" Charles was astonished hearing this idea from Sofia Coppola at the Coppola estate.


    The 1927 Metropolis, a classic sci-fi film from the silent era, was considered the peak of expressionism. But by today's standards, the story wasn't that novel anymore!


    It told the story of humans divided into two classes living in two completely different worlds. However, a great change began when the son of the ruler of Metropolis fell in love with a girl from the underground city.


    "How about you take a look at the proposal? Maybe you'll like it?" Sofia Coppola, of course, hoped Charles would invest. After all, her father had this idea for Metropolis for over a decade, but unfortunately, couldn't find investors.


    Charles nodded, "I'll take the proposal back and look it over!"


    No matter what, Charles couldn't directly embarrass Sofia Coppola.


    After chatting for a bit with Francis Ford Coppola, Charles left Napa with Scarlett Johansson and returned to Sacramento.


    Francis Ford Coppola was living off the perks from the success of the Godfather series. Other than Apocalypse Now, he didn't really produce any notable works.


    "Sofia, get some rest early. This Metropolis idea has been around for years, and no one wanted to invest in it to begin with. We can't force it," Francis reminded his daughter.


    Sofia smiled and nodded. From the look on Charles' face after reading the summary, it was clear that he had no interest in the project.


    The Coppola family's glory all stemmed from the high status of the Godfather series in film history!


    After returning to the Courtyard by Marriott in Sacramento, Charles called Phyllis Jones in Los Angeles.


    "Francis Ford Coppola's project? The company received the proposal but eliminated it in the first round!" Phyllis Jones responded after checking. Despite being a renowned director, Francis Ford Coppola's project was discussed by a dedicated team at the company.


    "Hollywood film companies and producers don't see much potential in his Metropolis project. The initial funding was his own, but when he couldn't secure further investments, he stopped. Then he made this low-budget film Youth Without Youth," said Phyllis.


    "Alright, I understand. Metropolis indeed doesn't seem worth investing in; the story's a mess," Charles acknowledged, though he respected Coppola for creating the Godfather. But you couldn't just ignore business because he's the Godfather's director; business is business.


    In reality, Charles held more respect for directors like Ridley Scott and Christopher Nolan over Francis Ford Coppola, Peter Jackson, and George Lucas.


    Because the latter three rested on the laurels of a single series, producing mostly failed works otherwise, while Scott and Nolan continuously delivered quality films, with more than just one or two renowned works.


    At night, after his tussle with Scarlett Johansson, Charles cuddled with her to keep warm.


    "Seems like there weren't many people at Coppola's estate tonight!" Scarlett Johansson remarked, always having thought of Coppola as a big figure.


    "It was just a private screening. How many people would be there? Coppola's more like a winemaker now than a Hollywood director," Charles said while caressing her sleek body.


    "Pity though!" Scarlett Johansson sighed.


    "Pity? Coppola's winery is worth at least $200 million now. With further development, it's not any less prestigious than some directors and big stars," Charles said, squeezing her chest a bit.


    ...


    Spending a few days vacationing at Lake Tahoe, Charles was sure not to be bored.


    About 100 kilometers from Sacramento, Lake Tahoe, nestled between the Sierra Nevada and Carson Ranges, is the largest alpine lake in America and the second deepest. It's shared by California and Nevada, with two-thirds in California and one-third in Nevada.


    The water in Lake Tahoe is crystal clear and a deep blue. It's renowned as a skiing and summer resort with a unique dual character: luxury casino hotels on the Nevada side and the rustic charm of the California side's Paradise Resort.


    South Lake Tahoe City, located on the southern shore, is the largest city around Lake Tahoe. At the end of the lakeside road in the suburbs sat Charles' new vacation villa in the woods.


    With a 1,500-square-meter lot, the three-story building faced Lake Tahoe directly. A pier stretched into the lake, and the clear blue water was mesmerizing.


    "In winter, you can come skiing. There are countless ski resorts nearby and several casino resorts to the east. It's definitely the perfect weekend getaway for folks from the Bay Area," Charles lay on a deck chair on the pier, enjoying the sun and breeze from Lake Tahoe.


    Scarlett Johansson, wearing a green bikini, came over with two glasses of champagne, sat down beside Charles, handed him a glass, and then took off her sunglasses with a sigh.


    "What's the matter? The scenery here is lovely," Charles took a sip of champagne. Scarlett seemed unhappy.


    "Sigh, I got a call from my agent. I need to shoot an ad for Moet Champagne!" Scarlett Johansson said, giving Charles a playful scolding glance.


    "Well, I'm just a small shareholder of LV, rarely involved in LV affairs," Charles laughed. Moet Champagne is an LV brand.


    Then, Charles cuddled Scarlett Johansson and kissed her, leaving more indulgence for next time!


  




  Chapter 312: Support for Blu-ray DVD


  

    Scarlett Johansson had to leave to shoot a commercial for Moet & Chandon. Charles didn't stay at Lake Tahoe and play alone either.


    They left Sacramento together and returned to Los Angeles.


    At the same time, Capet Pictures began the process to acquire Netflix. Netflix's stock market value had fallen below $2 billion, and Capet Pictures already owned a significant percentage of Netflix's shares.


    With support from Texas Pacific Group and Bridgewater Associates, Capet Pictures didn't lack funds. However, Netflix's board of directors would likely prefer a stock swap for the acquisition.


    Netflix was splitting its DVD rental business to focus on online streaming, requiring capital to expand while building a rich content library.


    Charles preferred a cash acquisition, but he knew the other party wasn't foolish. A stock swap was inevitable, and Charles was open to using Capet Pictures' stock.


    "In the future, the DVD market will obviously be impacted by streaming services. Otherwise, Netflix wouldn't be making a big push into streaming right now," Charles chatted with president Donna Langley while sitting in his chair at Capet Pictures' Burbank headquarters.


    "True enough, Hollywood's major home entertainment groups are keeping a close eye on streaming's impact. However, they remain confident and attentive to the DVD market, which still represents a significant profit source in film entertainment," Donna Langley said, still optimistic about the DVD market.


    Charles smiled, "Don't worry. Netflix's unique internet algorithm will be a great asset for our foray into streaming!"


    "What's the update on talks with Sony? If we support Blu-ray high-definition DVDs, all they need to do is help us set up distribution channels in Latin America, excluding Mexico and Brazil. That's not asking much."


    Donna Langley laughed, "John Calley has verbally agreed to cooperate with us, but he wants the Transformers series and Iron Man series to be released exclusively on Blu-ray high-definition DVD."


    John Calley was the chairman of Sony Pictures Entertainment, with Amy Pascal serving as co-chairman of Sony Pictures Entertainment and CEO of Columbia Pictures.


    "An exclusive Blu-ray high-definition DVD release?" Charles tapped the table. Initially, they only needed to release Blu-ray high-definition DVDs first, and then they could release high-definition HD-DVDs six months later.


    "Fine, we'll do an exclusive Blu-ray high-definition DVD release," Charles agreed, knowing that Toshiba would announce the discontinuation of the HD-DVD format early next year anyway.


    Regular DVDs, coupled with Blu-ray high-definition DVDs, were sufficient for the home entertainment market. After all, releasing high-definition DVDs in two formats simultaneously increased costs.


    Even stepping back, Capet Home Entertainment primarily focused on the North American or Western European DVD market. Many other regions sold DVD and television rights outright, so if local companies wanted to release HD-DVDs, it was their choice.


    "Alright then, for certain regions in Central and South America, we'll form Capet-Columbia International Films to handle our respective film distributions!" Donna Langley's main task over the last couple of years was expanding Capet Pictures' international distribution network. In top markets, they aimed to establish an exclusive distribution system.


    However, in many secondary or tertiary markets, they either partnered with local distributors or teamed up to create distribution systems.


    This was simply to save costs. In contrast, the joint venture Universal Pictures and Paramount formed, United International Pictures (UIP), which even covered European markets, was obviously not viable.


    Otherwise, Paramount wouldn't have left UIP to set up its exclusive overseas distribution system.


    Yet small markets still saw Hollywood studios partnering to form joint ventures. For instance, there was Paramount-Capet International (Netherlands) Films in the Netherlands and Capet-20th Century Fox International (Ukraine) Films in Ukraine.


    Belgium had Buena Vista-Columbia International (Belgium) Films, and Sweden had Buena Vista-20th Century Fox International Films, among others.


    For major markets like the US, Canada, Mexico, the UK, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Japan, South Korea, and Australia, Hollywood studios had their own distribution subsidiaries.


    "By the way, with the dollar's current depreciation, let's avoid using it for international business transactions. Euros, pounds, and yen are all suitable currencies," Charles reminded.


    "Don't worry, Anne already instructed the finance department. Euros and pounds are our primary foreign exchange currencies right now!" With the dollar weakening, the US stock market was down. The Nasdaq, S&P 500, and Dow Jones indexes were all dropping. As the Chief Financial Officer of Capet Pictures, Anne Depp wouldn't overlook this.


    Charles nodded, "And regarding our animated feature division, get Chris Meledandri on board to head it!"


    Hasn't Chris Meledandri already left 20th Century Fox? Capet Pictures now had the capital and channels; they needed a piece of the animation movie market.


    In 2007, Capet Pictures achieved great success in movies and had new TV series premiering: Breaking Bad and Gossip Girl.


    Following the hit shows Prison Break and The Big Bang Theory, these new series were highly anticipated.


    Also this year, internet celebrity Kim Kardashian, who garnered widespread attention due to her sex tape, partnered with Capet TV for the reality show Keeping Up with the Kardashians.


    Beyond movies, TV, and reality shows, Capet Records spent big to sign pop icon Britney Spears after her contract with Sony ended.


    Additionally, country singer Taylor Swift, who released her first album last year under Capet Records, released two singles from her album this year. Her debut self-titled album Taylor Swift received a 5x Platinum certification from the Recording Industry Association of America!


    With the onset of the subprime mortgage crisis, the final format war between HD-DVD and Blu-ray high-definition DVDs, and the looming threat of online streaming, the future seemed anything but stable for the DVD market.


    Hollywood's biggest backers were Wall Street's capital investments. Economic downturns naturally led to decreased funding for Hollywood.


    The importance of international markets was growing, and Capet Pictures' challenges were increasing!


  




  Chapter 313: Chapter 313


  

    Charles Capet had been making a ton of money thanks to Capet Pictures' stellar performance over the past two years. He bought new properties in Los Angeles, as well as Lake Tahoe.


    Seizing the opportunity of falling real estate prices in the U.S., he started buying luxury homes in New York. He first purchased a vacation villa covering over four acres near the Gold Coast in East Hampton, Long Island, featuring a modern European-style villa with a floor area of 1000 square meters.


    Next, he bought a four-story, 1280 square meter luxury villa on East 72nd Street, between Lexington Avenue and Park Avenue, in Manhattan's Upper East Side.


    He also bought a Ferrari 430 Spider, a Lamborghini Murcielago, a BMW X5, and a $1.6 million Bugatti Veyron.


    In less than a month after returning to the U.S. from China, Charles spent nearly $80 million. Including his real estate investments in China, he spent a total of $200 million!


    Previously, Charles had discussed the idea of jointly acquiring a golf club with Ivanka Trump. However, after meeting Charles in New York, Ivanka seemed to have abandoned that idea.


    "What's up? Did Trump Organization take some hits too?" Charles asked Ivanka as they sat on a bench in Central Park chatting.


    Ivanka frowned, "Yeah, a lot of houses aren't selling. Even lowering prices isn't helping!"


    Charles smirked, "I noticed your dad wasn't too worried when I ran into him at a golf resort in South Lake Tahoe the other day. He had a pretty lady with him."


    "He's always with a porn star!" Charles added mockingly.


    Trump had his third wedding the year before and had a baby boy last year. Pretty impressive stamina for a sixty-year-old.


    Ivanka awkwardly shook her head. She knew her father's tendencies all too well - cheating was as normal as eating and drinking for him.


    "Enough about that. You're buying property in New York; aren't you worried about losing money?" Ivanka knew Charles had bought luxury homes in East Hampton and Upper East Side Manhattan, areas for top-tier wealthy people.


    "Losing money? How much could I lose? Villas in these prime locations will always have a market," Charles replied nonchalantly. He was confident prices would rise in a couple of years.


    "Come join me tonight for the ball News Corp is hosting to celebrate their successful acquisition of Dow Jones," Charles nudged.


    "This is a big event. I read that Capet Pictures was also involved. Are you interested in the Wall Street Journal?" Ivanka was clueless about businesses outside of real estate, like the multi-billion-dollar merger involving Dow Jones.


    "Many people are interested in the Wall Street Journal, including me. Do you think I'd limit my vision to a small weekly newspaper like the New York Observer?" Charles said, standing up and looking at the artificial lake in front of him.


    Moreover, the Huffington Post was developing better than the New York Observer. After all, it was just a weekly newspaper.


    Ivanka nodded thoughtfully. Charles Capet was quite famous now. He had built Capet Pictures from scratch, turning it into a new power in Hollywood thanks to his exceptional instinct for movies.


    Likewise, his investment sense was sharp. For instance, he had bet against the real estate market, borrowing billions and winning his bet on the falling prices.


    Years ago, he made a fortune betting on the World Cup, and now with his stock market investments, Charles Capet's star was shining even brighter.


    Fortunately, the public didn't know Charles was leveraging. If people found out he used $1.2 billion to leverage $12 billion for shorting, jaws would drop.


    In the evening at the entrance of the five-star Fasano Fifth Avenue Hotel in Upper East Side, a luxury Lincoln pulled up.


    Dressed in a deep blue tailored Italian suit, Charles entered the hotel, arm-in-arm with Ivanka, who was wearing a light yellow Dior low-cut evening gown.


    "Charles, Ivanka, welcome!" Rupert Murdoch greeted warmly, hugging Charles intimately.


    "Congratulations! With the Wall Street Journal, News Corp's media influence in the U.S. has reached a new level," Charles offered his congratulations.


    "Charles, Mr. Murdoch, I'm going over to chat with Mrs. Murdoch," Ivanka said, intending to give them space.


    "Go ahead, Wendi misses you!" Rupert Murdoch replied with a smile.


    As Ivanka left, Charles and Rupert Murdoch each picked up a glass of wine from a waiter's tray and clinked them together.


    "Iron Man and Transformers have blown up this summer. Capet Pictures is getting stronger," Rupert Murdoch noted with a knowing look at Charles.


    "Sony's Ghost Rider and our 20th Century Fox's Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer didn't match up to Iron Man's success!" Murdoch added.


    "Didn't you complete the script for X-Men Origins: Wolverine last year? Why hasn't it started filming?" Charles inquired.


    "The main actor, Hugh Jackman, isn't available, and both Zack Snyder and Bryan Singer, the directors we had in mind, turned down the role," Rupert Murdoch explained candidly. "Well, we have Gavin Hood signed on as the director now."


    The X-Men franchise had so many characters. After developing the first X-Men trilogy, it was obvious 20th Century Fox would expand further.


    But who would be the final boss in this X-Men Origins: Wolverine film? Deadpool's rights were still with Marvel; they hadn't been sold to Fox.


    ...


    On the other side, Kushner Group executives, Charles Kushner and Jared Kushner, were chatting because of their $1.8 billion acquisition of 666 Fifth Avenue.


    Charles Kushner, who was just released from prison last year, had significant concerns about his successor, Jared Kushner.


    "That's Charles Capet. He's close with Ivanka. He also acquired the New York Observer, as you may know," Jared noted, glancing at Charles Capet, who was laughing and chatting with Rupert Murdoch.


    "Is he one of those Hollywood stars blessed by God?" Charles Kushner had briefly researched Charles Capet.


    After all, the Kushner Group was in real estate and had no dealings with Hollywood.


    "Now, Capet Group is the seventh largest film group in Hollywood. Its scale far surpasses Kushner Group," Jared noted. He had become a laughingstock in the real estate circle due to his high-leverage loan to acquire 666 Fifth Avenue during the subprime mortgage crisis.


    "Stay confident. One or two failures don't mean much. Hollywood's relationships are very complicated," Charles Kushner reminded his son.


    "Ivanka's family has a significant presence in New York's real estate sector. Your marriage would benefit both our groups. So, give it another shot!"


  




  Chapter 314: Chapter 314


  

    This time, The Wall Street Journal hosted a party that seemed to attract many senior executives from News Corp., including those from Fox TV and 20th Century Fox.


    Jeffrey Godsick, the President of Production at 20th Century Fox, was also a part of Hollywood's film industry like Charles Capet. As such, they had more to talk about compared to people from the newspapers and media.


    "Marvel Studios really surprised everyone with Iron Man, with over $300 million domestically and over $550 million worldwide!" Jeffrey Godsick was taken aback. None of the X-Men trilogy movies had achieved such high box office numbers.


    "It's okay, but it's a bit late. Sony's Spider-Man trilogy, as well as your 20th Century Fox's X-Men series and two Fantastic Four movies, are already well established. Capet Pictures is merely catching up," Charles said, having come to terms with the fact that various companies were already developing Marvel Comics characters. He knew Marvel Studios wouldn't offer any great advice.


    Now, it was Marvel Entertainment that dealt with the movie companies externally owning Marvel characters. Their primary goal was to leverage the films to promote Marvel Entertainment's comics, toys, and merchandise.


    "Too bad we originally invited Zack Snyder to direct X-Men Origins: Wolverine, but he preferred to direct R-rated movies and chose Warner Bros.' DC comic adaptation Watchmen!" Jeffrey Godsick had a deep impression of Zack Snyder, the director who helmed 300.


    "Watchmen!" Charles did remember that movie. It seemed to have earned critical acclaim but lost at the box office.


    "Was Bryan Singer's refusal to direct because he was set to direct the World War II movie Valkyrie for MGM and United Artists with Tom Cruise?" Charles asked.


    Jeffrey Godsick nodded. Yes, that was the reason. Bryan Singer, who directed the first two X-Men films, went on to direct Superman Returns for Warner Bros. Otherwise, last year's X-Men: The Last Stand would not have had a different director.


    "Next year, Warner Bros. and DC Comics are release The Dark Knight, directed by Christopher Nolan. Is Marvel Studios confident about Thor?" Jeffrey Godsick smiled as he looked at Charles.


    Charles shook his head, saying, "Unless there's another Spider-Man sequel, I doubt it. Nolan's first Batman Begins already had high praise, and The Dark Knight has fans even more eager."


    Even as confident as Charles was, he wouldn't dare claim that Thor could compete with Batman. They were simply not in the same league.


    "Has Disney offered to buy Capet Group again?" Jeffrey Godsick suddenly changed the topic.


    "Haha, the news travels fast, but I don't have time to entertain such offers. Capet Entertainment is priceless to me," Charles remained calm about other companies wanting to acquire his.


    Not to mention that Disney had been considering it for the past two years. Even 20th Century Fox showed interest, and Rupert Murdoch had twice expressed a desire to buy it. Paramount did the same earlier.


    "Haha, worthy of a toast," Jeffrey Godsick said, clinking his glass with Charles'.


    Charles took a sip of his drink. What's worth toasting here?


    However, News Corp's geographical business range spanned Europe, America, Asia, and Australia. Their core business included films, TV productions and distribution, radio, satellite TV, cable TV broadcasts, newspapers, magazines, book publishing, digital broadcasting, and encryption and subscription management system development.


    For Charles, News Corp was indeed a giant. As the world's most vertically integrated company, News Corp produced movies and TV programs in Hollywood through the 20th Century Fox Entertainment Group and distributed them globally.


    They had Fox TV in America, STAR TV in Asia, and Sky TV in the UK. News Corp's information network was genuinely globalized.


    America, as the largest consumer market, contributed 75% of News Corp's revenue. Its influence there was the most significant.


    After finishing his chat with Jeffrey Godsick, Charles met Roger Ailes, the chairman of Fox News TV, to have another round of conversation.


    After all, the unspoken rules within Fox TV were shocking. Roger Ailes treated the female anchors as his personal mistresses.


    Charles was also quite interested in this nearly 70-year-old bald, fat man. After taking a sip of red wine, Charles began, "Roger, do you think next year we'll either have a female president or a black president?"


    "Really? John McCain from the Republican Party isn't without a chance," Roger Ailes, of course, understood that Charles was referring to the two leading Democratic candidates, Hillary and Obama.


    "Do you believe America needs a woman or a black person as president? Aren't you worried about losing everything with such strong support?" Roger Ailes commented lightly, knowing that Charles Capet's support for Obama wasn't a secret.


    Charles looked at Roger Ailes and responded undaunted, "People like us, do we really care who the president is? Even if you put a pig in the White House, with our system, it'd still be the world's only superpower."


    "True, everyone cares about interests!" Roger Ailes hesitated, but quickly understood and laughed, initially thinking Charles was young and supportive of the Democrats since he was from Hollywood.


    "So that's how it is. You really are a businessman," Roger Ailes said, patting Charles on the shoulder.


    "No matter what, we'll definitely have opportunities to collaborate, right?"


    Interest exchanges require support from those in power. As long as profits are involved, capitalists don't care about who's in power.


    Currently, Charles was supporting Democrats but could switch to support Republicans, just like most capitalists who bet on both sides.


    Charles nodded with a smile, saying, "Of course. Mr. Ailes, your connections in Congress are indeed enviable."


    "Charles, in the future, you must take some time to play golf with us old folks!"


    Roger Ailes finished, sharing a knowing smile with Charles.


  




  Chapter 315: Sweeping the Globe


  

    "Darling, shall we go back?" Charles Capet found Ivanka Trump at the party and noticed she was conversing with Jared Kushner.


    "Sure!" Ivanka, seeing Charles finally by her side, kissed him on the cheek, then turned to Jared with a smile, "Let's have dinner together another time. I need to head out now!"


    Charles also acknowledged Jared with a nod and smile, "Congratulations on the record-breaking purchase of 666 Fifth Avenue. The Kushner Companies sure is a big player."


    Jared, despite some discomfort, smiled back, "If Capet Group ever needs office space in Manhattan, we can work something out."


    "Is that so? We'll think about it. See you!" Charles said as he wrapped his arms around Ivanka and prepared to leave.


    Leaving the hotel, they returned to Trump World Tower on Park Avenue, where Ivanka had a small studio apartment. It was a two-bedroom unit, not large, remodeled in 2004 as Ivanka's personal space, though she didn't use it much.


    Back in the apartment, Charles admired Trump's various properties in New York, "Fifth Avenue's Trump Tower, 40 Wall Street in the Financial District (formerly the Manhattan Bank Building), Trump International Hotel and Tower at the southwest corner of Central Park, and Trump Park Avenue on the Upper East Side!"


    "Only partial ownership, and a lot of the Trump International Hotels are just brand licensing," Ivanka, in her silk nightgown, with an enticing allure, walked over to Charles on the sofa, straddling him in his robe, "You seemed quite chatty tonight?"


    "News Corp executives, other TV and newspaper execs, and many politicians and bankers were there. Of course, I needed to network!" Charles said, caressing her thighs, "What's up, though? You seemed eager to leave Jared Kushner's side."


    Ivanka, now aroused and breathing heavily, replied, "It's my father, trying to matchmake me with Jared Kushner for marriage!"


    "Didn't they consider that their family is deeply traditional in Jewish beliefs? They ideally want a Jewish match, right?" Charles pointed out.


    "Well, both our families have major real estate holdings in New Jersey and New York. A marriage alliance does seem practical," Charles remarked as a bystander, seeing the larger picture clearly.


    "Yeah," Ivanka pouted, "Would you want your woman to date other men?"


    "Of course not," Charles laughed, reminding her, "But do you only want to be a pampered bird in a gilded cage? Haven't you thought about having your own career?"


    "I do have my own businesses - jewelry, accessories, shoes, and handbags under my name," Ivanka retorted.


    Charles shook his head, "But they're all subsidiaries of the Trump Group. You know your father's style. The Trump brand has its pros and cons!"


    "Not utilizing this platform would be a waste," Ivanka looked at Charles, "What do you suggest? Running a golf club needs a lot of investment!"


    "Can you handle managing a private resort or a golf club?" Charles asked.


    Ivanka thought for a moment and responded, "I can try. We already have a private golf club and manage hotels. Plus, my father plans to expand hotel operations - new ones in Chicago and Soho, Manhattan."


    "I actually want to create Capet Picture's own theme park and resort, like Disneyland or Universal Studios," Charles admitted with a shake of his head, "But it's a huge challenge!"


    "Wow, that's ambitious," Ivanka said, kissing Charles, "I'll help you when the time comes."


    Charles nodded, kissing her back passionately. For now, the future could wait; it was time to enjoy the present!


    ...


    After August 2007, the subprime mortgage crisis swept through the U.S., the EU, and Japan, impacting major financial markets globally.


    On August 1, 2007, Australia's Macquarie Bank announced a 25% loss for investors in two of its high-yield funds. 


    On August 3, Bear Stearns, one of America's top investment banks, declared the U.S. credit market was at its worst in 20 years, leading to continued stock market crashes in Europe and America. 


    On August 5, Bearn Stearns' President Warren Spector resigned. 


    On August 6, the real estate investment trust company American Home Mortgage filed for bankruptcy protection. 


    On August 8, BNP Paribas, France's largest bank, admitted to involvement in the U.S. subprime mortgage issue, causing a global drop in stock indices and a severe drop in metal, oil futures, and gold prices. 


    On August 10, the European Central Bank intervened due to the spreading crisis. 


    On August 11, central banks worldwide injected more than $326.2 billion into the markets within 48 hours, while the Federal Reserve injected $38 billion three times in one day to stabilize the stock market. 


    On August 13, companies like Walmart and Home Depot announced significant losses due to the crisis, leading to a sharp decline in U.S. stocks to multi-month lows. 


    On August 14, the central banks of the U.S., Europe, and Japan injected over $72 billion again to support the market. 


    On August 16, the largest commercial mortgage company in the U.S. faced a stock price collapse and potential bankruptcy as the subprime mortgage crisis worsened, affecting Asia-Pacific markets profoundly.


    Charles, at his newly purchased estate in East Hampton, Long Island, heard the daily reports of the stock market's disastrous performance and found it to be music to his ears.


    After a passionate aria of O Sole Mio by Luciano Pavarotti ended, Dona Williams turned off the record player and smiled at Charles, "Boss, Freddie Mac's stock is down to $50 a share!"


    "Oh, why?" Charles pretended to be perplexed, "Why must I make so much money?"


    "Come on, let's go surfing at the beach, ha-ha!"


  




  Chapter 316: Chapter 316


  

    In the White House, Washington D.C., with Ben Bernanke, the Chairman of the Federal Reserve, Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson, and the then 46-year-old, rising star New York Federal Reserve Bank President Timothy Geithner at the helm, formed the team to tackle the financial crisis in the United States.


    Federal Reserve System, the central bank of the United States, with power derived from Congress, consists of the Board of Governors located in Washington D.C., and 12 regional Federal Reserve Banks distributed across major cities nationwide.


    The New York Federal Reserve Bank was the most significant and influential among them, responsible for the Second Federal Reserve District and holding a pivotal position in the U.S. financial sector.


    In addition, the New York Fed was distinct from the other 11 regional banks as it was situated in the financial capital of the U.S., directly executing central government monetary policies, conducting extensive foreign exchange transactions, and managing a substantial portion of the U.S. Treasury's debt.


    Two years ago, Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson was the CEO of Goldman Sachs, the most powerful investment bank on Wall Street. Leading the effort alongside Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke and New York Fed President Timothy Geithner to address this economic crisis demonstrated the gravity of the situation.


    However, for Hollywood, the party never stopped, the galas were never absent, and the red carpet fashion remained just as dazzling.


    Dona Williams invested the 35 million dollars she raised through AC Capital into Lululemon, which had just completed its IPO, buying 1.45 million shares at an opening price of 24 dollars per share.


    Nevertheless, AC Capital was engaging in short-term investments primarily for profit, and they planned to sell once Lululemon's stock price surged.


    Charles was fully aware that as the subprime crisis unfolded, the global financial tsunami that followed would sweep away everything, regardless of whether it was real economy or not.


    Though it was August, and summer still lingered in New York, Wall Street felt a noticeable chill.


    ...


    On Route 27 in Long Island, a white Lamborghini Murcielago convertible sped towards the Montauk Point lighthouse.


    The driver was none other than Charles, with the currently on-fire Megan Fox from Transformers, enjoying the sunshine, beaches, sports cars, and beauty.


    "This place is way more peaceful compared to crowded Manhattan," said Megan Fox, wearing denim shorts and a white T-shirt, as she stepped out of the car, took off her sunglasses, and embraced the Atlantic breeze near the Montauk Point Lighthouse.


    Charles, in a black T-shirt and black casual trousers, leaned against the car, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses watching the waves crashing against the shore one after another.


    "Charles, now Transformers has crossed 300 million dollars at the North American box office, and the overseas market is the same, over 300 million dollars. Aren't you happy?" Megan Fox wrapped her arms around Charles, unable to contain her excitement, having tasted stardom this year.


    Men's Health, Empire, GQ - all these prestigious fashion magazines' August issues featured her on the cover, calling her the "America's Nerd Dream Girl" and "The Sexiest Woman Alive"!


    Just with one movie, Transformers, Megan Fox showcased her unparalleled sexiness and beauty.


    "Of course, I'm happy. Many media are saying you're the next Angelina Jolie. But I think Angelina Jolie is no match for you!"


    "Oh, but Angelina Jolie is the dream girl of countless men, isn't she?" Megan Fox, although reluctant to compare with other women, acknowledged Angelina Jolie's worldwide sex appeal.


    "Charles, I will soon be going to Miami to shoot an ad. But Mrs. Capet said I've been overexposed lately, so she got me a few European ads."


    "Europe is fine too. But you have indeed been in the American news a lot these past months," Charles had no objections to stars doing ads, but it should be a consideration when choosing film roles.


    Actresses typically do ads and endorsements, but it's different for Hollywood actors. Once they make it big, they rarely do ads.


    Because playing ads too frequently diminishes an actor's mystique. Big names like Tom Cruise, Nicolas Cage, Leonardo DiCaprio, and Johnny Depp wouldn't consider it.


    Doing ads is for stars and idols; real actors remain mindful of this.


    Many actors who do take on ads sign contracts sharply limiting their use, including bans on airing them in the U.S.


    At least nowadays, the top Hollywood male stars mentioned are Tom Cruise, Brad Pitt, Johnny Depp, Leonardo DiCaprio, and Will Smith.


    "Listen to my mom. She knows the ins and outs of managing ETA. Besides, the hype for Transformers won't fade that quickly," Charles, far from such considerations himself, detested being snapped by photographers.


    Megan Fox snuggled closer to Charles, "Mrs. Capet also said I need to improve my acting skills and not just rely on Transformers to maintain my fame. What should I do? I already signed up for acting classes at your suggestion; isn't that enough?"


    Charles glanced at Megan Fox, considering that a movie like Transformers didn't require much acting prowess and was essentially comedic.


    "Alright, I'll see if I can find a decent art film script where you can hone your acting skills," Charles pondered. Megan Fox, who had been honing her craft in various films while staying by his side for years, might well be ready to lead in some drama films.


    "That's good," Megan Fox smiled and then whispered seductively into Charles's ear: "Let's try the ice and fire when we get back tonight!"


    "Mmm," Charles leaned in and kissed Megan Fox. Indeed, who doesn't like a sensuous and enchanting beauty like Megan Fox?


  




  Chapter 317: Reed Hastings


  

    Early morning, New York, Long Island, East Hampton.


    Charles watched as Megan Fox left and glanced at his watch. He had an appointment today with Reed Hastings, the chairman and CEO of Netflix.


    Not long after, Dona Williams brought Donna Langley, the CEO of Capet Pictures, and Annie Depp, the CFO, into the room.


    "Reed will be here in a bit. Why don't we have some coffee first?" Charles smiled, inviting the two to sit on the second-floor balcony. They chatted while enjoying the beautiful view of the Atlantic Ocean.


    "Charles, if Capet Group acquires Netflix now, we can go public through a backdoor listing. Are you interested?" Annie Depp inquired.


    "A backdoor listing?" Charles shook his head. "Capet Entertainment is a quality asset right now. Besides, everyone understands the economic situation over the next few years. There's no rush to go public. We'll definitely do it once this economic crisis blows over."


    Charles was not opposed to going public, but doing it now was unwise. Capet Entertainment was not short on money at the moment.


    Annie Depp nodded. Capet Entertainment was entirely Charles' property, and his decisions dictated its future.


    "And Netflix? Their stock is only $15 now, with a total of just over 63 million shares, valuing them at less than $1 billion. We already own a certain percentage of Netflix's shares," Charles smiled. "It looks like their transition has caused the market to lose a lot of confidence! 


    So, direct cash purchase of Netflix, and Reed still doesn't agree?"


    Donna Langley shook her head. "He seems quite confident in Netflix's move to streaming. However, we've signed tender offers with many shareholders."


    "Eventually, we'll own over 40% of Netflix's shares, but Reed Hastings still controls the company."


    Some shareholders' stocks lacked complete voting rights, whereas Reed Hastings, with almost 30% of shares, controlled over 67% of the voting rights.


    "What about a stock swap? Is he willing?" Charles asked again.


    "Of course. Netflix is undervalued right now. Joining us is a good choice," Annie Depp explained.


    "Alright, given the current situation, giving up some of our shares isn't a big deal," Charles didn't care. He could dilute others' shares anytime by injecting more capital.


    Capet Group had three major independent entertainment divisions. The primary one was Capet Pictures, which comprised Capet Film Company, Capet TV Company, Marvel Studios, and other production and distribution companies.


    Next was Capet Investment Company, now termed Capet Holdings Entertainment. It owned Pacific Theaters, Capet International Cinemas, a percentage of Netflix, Dolby, IMAX, the New York Observer, the Huffington Post, among others.


    Lastly, there was Capet Music Entertainment Company, with Capet Records, Big Machine Records, and Japan's King Records.


    The acquisition of Netflix was undertaken by Capet Pictures, which could give up part of its shares and later dilute others' shares by further investment from Charles.


    "Boss, Reed Hastings is here!" reported Dona Williams shortly after.


    "Great!"


    Reed Hastings, as the founder of Netflix, was certainly capable. The company's shift to streaming was mainly influenced by YouTube.


    "Charles, I want to..." Reed Hastings began but was gently interrupted by Charles. "Hold on, let me start."


    "Reed, I also believe in the growth potential of streaming. Faster internet speeds and higher video quality will eventually be available on mobile devices. Apple's new phone just proves that smartphones are the future. So, streaming will inevitably eat into the DVD market. I support Netflix's shift to online streaming!"


    Reed Hastings nodded, "I think so too."


    "However, while Netflix has its recommendation algorithm for content, all its content is externally licensed," Charles continued. "Currently, those of us who create content mainly select TV networks because the sale prices are much higher."


    "Netflix's subscriber base cannot compare to that of cable TV networks, so we can only aim to collaborate with more companies, gaining in quantity," Reed Hastings acknowledged Netflix's weaknesses. New movies or popular ones always hit pay and cable TV before streaming platforms.


    "Netflix needs more subscribers, that's undeniable. Capet Films and Netflix have done well with online DVD rentals these past few years," Charles said to Reed Hastings.


    "Join us, and in the future, I'll make sure Netflix has its exclusive, original series. Imagine if Prison Break and Big Bang Theory were only available on Netflix. What would that look like?"


    Reed Hastings' eyes lit up but then dimmed. "Netflix subscribers are limited, and there's no ad revenue. Which series would premiere on Netflix first?"


    Netflix currently had around 15 million subscribers. Bringing more users and converting them into paying streaming subscribers was challenging.


    "Of course, it will take time. The internet develops very quickly. Someday, everyone will watch movies on their smartphones just like they listen to music on iPods," Charles smiled. "At the very least, by joining Capet, our movies and TV shows can prioritize cooperation with Netflix or be exclusively online through Netflix!"


    "Exclusive streaming?" Reed Hastings was surprised. Movie companies usually preferred multiple licenses because many were pay-per-view and authorized to many platforms.


    "I get it," Reed Hastings was tempted. Joining forces with a large company had its benefits.


    "However, I don't want all cash. I want part of Capet Pictures' shares in a swap," Reed Hastings proposed.


    "No problem! Capet Pictures will also help Netflix negotiate online streaming agreements with other movie rights companies!"


    With the current low cost of online streaming, Charles wanted to secure streaming contracts with movie libraries ahead of time.


    Securing the subscriber bonus before others noticed, Netflix had thrived as the first to seize opportunities in the past!


    With Capet Entertainment's support, Netflix's growth was bound to be smoother.


  




  Chapter 318: Twilight


  

    Netflix's acquisition intentions had been confirmed, and next was the negotiation over the acquisition price. Professionals would handle this; after the merger, delisting would be a straightforward process.


    Texas Pacific Capital and Bridgewater Fund were willing to provide guarantee funds, and Capet Entertainment wanted to cut through the chaos quickly. The negotiation was progressing smoothly.


    The upheaval on Wall Street did not affect Hollywood's film production and releases. 


    The Twilight project, acquired from Paramount's dominance last year-end, had been in preparation for half a year but hadn't started filming.


    Returning from New York to Los Angeles, Charles immediately focused on this project.


    "Eclipse, the third book of the Twilight saga, is already published, and our script is finished, right?" Charles had been out of country earlier, and then the subprime crisis garnered his attention away from Capet Pictures' projects.


    "The adaptation is complete. Director Catherine Hardwicke and screenwriter Melissa Rosenberg have finished the script. However, we have several budget constraints," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "The Twilight books sold very well, but no one expects this kind of story to succeed in the box office. Warner Bros.' adaptation of The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants had high book sales, with a production budget of $25 million and North American box office under $40 million! Our production department told Director Catherine Hardwicke that the production budget for Twilight must be kept under $40 million!"


    Charles smirked with a hint of pride. Female directors can indeed control budgets; Hollywood's gender discrimination should not be underestimated.


    When Capet Pictures negotiated the adaptation rights of the Twilight saga with author Stephenie Meyer, they even drafted a contract: They assured Ms. Meyer that the film adaptation would stick faithfully to the original content, including "The vampire characters' canine or incisors in the movie would not be longer or more noticeable than that of humans!"


    "Female author, female director, female screenwriter," Charles truly supported women filmmakers in Hollywood, perfectly aligning with feminist advocacy.


    "Let's give a production budget of $40 million then," Charles said. "I've read the script; otherwise, the director will have to cut the limited special effects and action scenes. I still can't fathom why this book adaptation would turn into a phenomenon series.


    Start casting as soon as possible. I hope it can be released in next year's summer slot," Charles understood Hollywood directors very well. They needed pressure to deliver on time.


    "Set a meeting with Director Catherine Hardwicke and author Stephenie Meyer at the company. I want to hear their thoughts," Charles instructed again. Without producing the movie, how could he make money?


    The next afternoon, at a cafe near Capet's headquarters in Burbank, Charles saw his pre-selected female lead, Kristen Stewart.


    At 17 years old, Kristen Stewart was already a seasoned actress who had appeared in many films since her child star days.


    With long, light brown hair, jeans paired casually with a white T-shirt, she looked calm, but the lollipop in her mouth showed her rebellious streak.


    "Kristen, do you know the Twilight books?" Charles, casually dressed, asked. Young people didn't fuss about such things.


    "Ah, Mr. Capet, I've read it. The novel is very interesting," Kristen nodded in response.


    Charles looked at Kristen Stewart for a few seconds, "Capet Pictures plans to adapt this novel. I want you to play the lead role of Isabella Swan!"


    "Uh? Really?" Kristen Stewart was a bit taken aback. Since when was getting a lead role in a movie so easy?


    "In a few days, Director Catherine Hardwicke will organize an audition. Make the most of it," Charles said, handing her a script.


    "Here, take the script home and study it well. If the director is still not satisfied by then..."


    Charles shrugged, and Kristen surely got his drift.


    "Just call me Charles. I'm young like you," said Charles, standing up and stretching, ready to leave.


    Kristen Stewart, holding the script, seemed puzzled, "Is that it? No more questions?"


    "What questions? I'm not the director or production manager. I'm the movie producer and the company owner," Charles responded. "I earn tens of thousands per minute. I don't have time to discuss a movie role at length."


    "Ah?" Kristen Stewart, usually outgoing and somewhat arrogant, was stunned by Charles Capet's bluntness.


    But Charles made a lot of sense!


    "Hehe," Kristen Stewart laughed, "You're really different from other movie company owners. Everyone says that Capet Pictures' movies are the most likely to succeed, especially those personally overseen by Charles Capet!"


    "Well, go home and prepare well," Charles glanced at the lollipop she had when she walked in, wondering where it went,


    "Do you have any more?"


    "What do you mean?"


    "The lollipop you were eating just now!"


    "I threw it in the trash. Do you want one? I have plenty in my car," Kristen Stewart responded, exiting the cafe with Charles.


    Kristen Stewart grabbed two lollipops from an old Ford Mustang parked nearby and handed one to Charles.


    A blue lollipop, which Charles unwrapped and popped into his mouth, "Oh, thanks, it's great to be young!"


    "Ahaha, Charles, the weather is great today. Want to go for a drive by the beach?" Kristen Stewart found Charles Capet to be the perfect friend.


    "Speeding?" Charles hardly ever drove fast since his previous car accident, and even if he did, it was on less crowded highways.


    Damn, Charles genuinely worried about another car accident. With a net worth of tens of billions, he hadn't enjoyed life enough yet.


    "Come on, I don't drive fast," Kristen Stewart saw Charles's conflicted expression, pulled him into the car, and sat him in the passenger seat.


    "Don't worry. Young people need to be a bit crazy. We'll just cruise down the Pacific Coast Highway," Kristen Stewart said, starting the engine.


    "Alright, a seafood dinner at a restaurant by the sea wouldn't be bad," Charles relented, thinking that if a 17-year-old girl wasn't afraid, why should he be?
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    In the evening, Charles Capet's Ford Cobra pulled up in front of his villa in Palisades, Santa Monica.


    Inside the car, Charles was kissing Kristen Stewart passionately, their lips and tongues intertwined, and his hands were inside her T-shirt as he was about to take the next step.


    "Charles, it's getting late. I need to go home now!"


    Kristen Stewart said with a smile as she pushed Charles's mouth away with her hand.


    "Do you really have to go?" Charles asked.


    Kristen Stewart nodded. "I still need to go back and read the script you gave me."


    Charles's hands, still inside her T-shirt, gave a playful squeeze, and he nodded. "Next time, let's drive straight to Santa Barbara!"


    "Sure, I love road trips," Kristen Stewart agreed cheerfully.


    After that, Charles and Kristen Stewart separated and straightened their clothes.


    "See ya, bye-bye!" Kristen Stewart leaned out the window, kissed Charles on the cheek, waved, and drove away.


    ...


    In the following days, Charles focused on the Twilight movie project.


    The novel's author, Stephenie Meyer, had ideas early on about the male lead and wanted the British actor Henry Cavill to play the role.


    But not only did director Catherine Hardwicke think he was unsuitable, Capet Pictures also didn't think he was right for the role now.


    "That actor from this year's British series The Tudors? He's too old to play a 17-year-old high school student," Charles disagreed as well.


    Director Catherine Hardwicke and author Stephenie Meyer understood Charles's meaning: they needed a young and handsome new actor.


    "I want to make the vampire family multiracial, with Asian, African-American members..." Catherine Hardwicke's idea left Charles speechless.


    "I disagree with that. In the novel..." Author Stephenie Meyer was unhappy with such a significant change.


    Director Catherine Hardwicke tried to persuade Stephenie Meyer, but Meyer seemed unmoved.


    "Let's talk about the leads," Charles knocked on the table. "Catherine, do you have anyone in mind?"


    Author Stephenie Meyer's opinion wasn't that important as long as the adaptation roughly adhered to the original work and contract.


    After all, Stephenie Meyer was busy writing the fourth book Breaking Dawn and didn't have much time to be involved in the film. Director Catherine Hardwicke's opinion was what Charles valued.


    "There's a young British actor named Robert Pattinson, 21 years old, who has good looks and had a role in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. I think he's suitable," said Catherine Hardwicke, who, considering the film's budget, didn't dare to hire big-name actors and had to choose affordable and practical ones.


    "As for the female lead, I think Kristen Stewart is good. Let's give her a try," Charles didn't want to waste time either.


    "Kristen Stewart?" Catherine Hardwicke was surprised. "Someone did recommend her to me not long ago. She has a film called Into the Wild coming out. I saw the finished version, and Sean Penn, who wrote and directed this biographical film, did a good job!"


    "Kristen Stewart's look and acting style in the film match our Twilight well," Catherine Hardwicke explained.


    "That's great. Assemble the cast and crew as soon as possible and start shooting. We need to release it next year," Charles said, standing up from his chair. No wonder the project was progressing so slowly.


    "Stephanie, write the fourth book well. Catherine directed Thirteen before, and she has experience with teen films. I'm confident in Twilight. Trust the director," Charles reminded Stephenie Meyer.


    Stephenie Meyer smiled and said, "I understand. I get along well with Director Catherine Hardwicke. We've talked several times before, and I'm happy she's directing Twilight."


    After all, the adaptation of the Twilight novel into a film brought considerable benefits to Stephenie Meyer.


    It was already September, and Catherine Hardwicke needed to hurry up, or the film wouldn't be delivered to Capet Pictures on time.


    As the subprime mortgage crisis fully erupted, there were daily news reports about it.


    On August 20, 2007, the Bank of Japan injected 1 trillion yen into the banking system, and the European Central Bank also stepped up efforts to stabilize the market.


    On August 21, 2007, the Bank of Japan injected another 800 billion yen into the banking system, and the Reserve Bank of Australia injected millions of Australian dollars into the financial system.


    On August 22, 2007, the US Federal Reserve injected billions of dollars into the financial system, and the European Central Bank added 40 billion euros in refinancing operations.


    On August 23, 2007, the Bank of England lent billions of pounds to commercial banks to cope with the crisis, and the US Federal Reserve injected another 7 billion dollars into the financial system.


    On August 28, 2007, the US Federal Reserve injected another 9.5 billion dollars into the financial system.


    On August 29, 2007, the US Federal Reserve injected billions of dollars into the financial system again.
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    "$600 million in cash plus 5% of Capet Pictures' shares?" Charles rested against the chair beside his desk.


    "That works. Right now, Netflix's market value is under $1 billion, it's about right. They see the potential growth of Capet Pictures," Charles was satisfied with the price they discussed.


    Anyway, continuing to acquire other entertainment industries was part of the plan, and once Capet Music and Capet Holdings are included in the future listing, he would still be the largest shareholder.


    "Bridgewater Associates and Texas Pacific Group issued us $500 million in convertible bonds," Anne Depp explained from the other side.


    "They didn't suffer greatly from this subprime mortgage crisis?" Charles asked.


    "Yes, they had losses, but not significant ones. Like Citibank didn't invest much in subprime mortgages, their losses were insignificant compared to their prior profits," Anne Depp laughed.


    "Did Blackstone complete the leveraged buyout of Hilton Hotels?" Charles suddenly asked while leaning back in his chair.


    As Capet Pictures' CFO, Anne Depp would know about this kind of thing. She wondered why her boss was asking.


    "Yes, it was a $26 billion acquisition. You know Blackstone, a private equity firm, went public in June this year. Last year, Blackstone led the $39 billion acquisition of America's largest office property group EOP, then quickly split and sold it for a profit of at least $4 billion. It's not surprising they made such a big move like acquiring Hilton right after going public this year!"


    "Private equity firms can even find ways to go public," Charles shook his head. A significant part of Blackstone's business was real estate investment funds, which constituted over a third of their total capital.


    U.S. law didn't allow private equity firms to go public, but Blackstone somehow changed its fund's nature and went public.


    But essentially, Blackstone was still a darn private equity firm!


    "Alright, I was just asking. Acquiring Hilton might cost them heavily for years."


    "In the past two years, the real estate market has been sluggish. Look if there's good land in Manhattan. I want to build a skyscraper as a headquarters for our group in New York," during economic recession, the government provided tax support. Capet Pictures' business was booming, so it was the perfect time to acquire more real estate.


    Anne Depp nodded, "Understood, with the economic situation worsening, having cash on hand is our best guarantee!"


    "By the way, tonight, representatives of the Royal Bank of Canada want to discuss building a new film studio in Toronto. You guys have a good talk. Compared to the U.S., Canada has advantages in film production regarding exchange rates, taxes, rents, talent, and labor," Charles didn't want to worry too much about the initial preparations.


    "Besides, not only does the scenery resemble the U.S., but there are also many European-style buildings. Toronto is an international metropolis with urban vibrancy, bustling markets, financial arts, and fashionable universities - all kinds of locations are available for filming.


    Ontario's policies support the cultural industry a lot. Toronto is indeed suitable for building a large film studio!"


    Capet Pictures had already acquired Netflix, and future film production would increase significantly. Running their overseas studio would save a lot of costs.


    Anne Depp smiled, feeling that Charles seemed less interested in these small businesses now.


    Capet Pictures had previously acquired Atlantis Pictures in Canada, so they were already well-established there.


    With the economic downturn, investing in a factory there would help their economy and solve their unemployment issues.


    If we don't fight for tax exemptions, what's the point? Within the U.S., there's Atlanta, Georgia, which Charles specifically chose as the future main filming location for Marvel movies.


    In the evening, Charles met with Olga Kurylenko after a long time. He wasn't in the mood for drinking with some old men from the Royal Bank of Canada.


    Charles drove a white BMW Z4 with Olga Kurylenko along Highway 101 towards Malibu.


    "So, how do you feel about Hitman and The Mist being released soon?" Charles asked while driving.


    Olga Kurylenko smiled, "It feels exciting, and both movies are being released in November!"


    Charles only cared about The Mist. He didn't expect 20th Century Fox to also schedule Hitman for November.


    "The Mist is a thriller ensemble, while Hitman is just an R-rated action flick, not much acting needed," Charles said casually.


    Olga Kurylenko didn't mind. After all, she was breaking into Hollywood, "Recently, I'm auditioning for the new Bond girl role in the next James Bond movie!"


    "Quantum of Solace? Yes, they're indeed casting. Your chances are high. It's a tradition to cast European actresses as Bond girls," Charles said while placing his right hand on her thigh.


    "Really? But I've heard there are over 1,500 actresses competing!" Olga Kurylenko certainly wanted the Bond girl role. Look how big Eva Green got.


    "Of course, you're beautiful and sexy!" Charles smiled.


    Olga Kurylenko's eyes lit up. She looked at Charles driving, "Want to do something thrilling?"


    "How thrilling?"


    Olga Kurylenko giggled, then unbuckled her seatbelt and leaned down.


    "Dang, it really is thrilling!" Charles gripped the steering wheel tightly.


    After driving from Highway 101 to Highway 27 and then onto the Pacific Coast Highway, Charles pulled over at a roadside corner.


    Soon after, Olga Kurylenko adjusted Charles' pants, licked her lips and smiled, "Thrilling enough?"


    Charles leaned back in the seat, catching his breath with a face of satisfaction, "In Quantum of Solace, you are the Bond girl, and not even Jesus can stop it!"
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    In Malibu, at a villa on Little Dume Beach, Charles Capet and Olga Kurylenko had a truly wonderful night together.


    Charles already knew Olga Kurylenko would become a Bond girl in Quantum of Solace, so he wasn't worried about any complications arising.


    If there were any issues, he would just recommend her directly. After all, Olga Kurylenko was perfect for the Bond girl role in every way.


    Back at the company, Charles paid special attention to the recently concluded 64th Venice International Film Festival. Atonement was the opening film and received decent reviews, but it didn't win any awards.


    The Golden Lion for Best Picture went to Ang Lee's film Lust, Caution.


    Best Actor and Actress surprisingly went to Hollywood stars Brad Pitt and Cate Blanchett.


    Atonement opened first in the UK and grossed $3.3 million in its opening weekend. Its North American premiere was set for the Toronto Film Festival a week later.


    That night, at a private party in the Roosevelt Hotel on Hollywood Boulevard, it was the usual scene of debauchery.


    Charles, after dancing with Anne Hathaway, brought her aside for a break. Sipping on fine wine, Anne Hathaway seemed a bit troubled.


    "What's the matter? Been to too many parties?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Anne Hathaway shook her head. "I heard recently that many movie studios are cutting down on projects for the next couple of years!"


    "What does it have to do with you? You're already a big star. Short on movie offers?" Charles said, taking a sip of his wine.


    Last month, Anne Hathaway's British romance film Becoming Jane was also released in North America, but its performance was poor, grossing only about $18 million.


    The overseas release was even earlier, but it also grossed only around $18 million. Combined worldwide earnings for Becoming Jane were just $37 million!


    "Charles, I really admire you. Your French biographical romance film La Vie en Rose grossed over $80 million worldwide. Also, Atonement, another British romance film, made $3.3 million in its UK opening, while Becoming Jane only grossed $6.6 million in the UK!"


    Anne Hathaway, having skyrocketed to fame with The Devil Wears Prada, obviously wanted to maintain her box office allure.


    Moreover, both Becoming Jane and Atonement featured James McAvoy as the male lead.


    "Keira Knightley, starring in the just-released Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End, is riding a wave of popularity. Besides, British period romance films need that British flair, which can feel off when an American girl like you plays a 19th-century British historical figure!"


    Charles knew Anne Hathaway hoped to win awards, as playing historical figures often brought accolades.


    "Also, don't turn down commercial films in favor of too many art films. Take up a few more commercial films while you're young to keep your fame alive!"


    Anne Hathaway nodded, "I did shoot a commercial comedy, Get Smart, this year, you know."


    Besides Get Smart, Anne Hathaway also had two indie films: the family drama Rachel Getting Married and the thriller Passengers.


    "Ms. Wagner is coming over," Anne Hathaway reminded Charles.


    Charles turned around and saw Paula Wagner, Tom Cruise's partner and now MGM executive, approaching.


    "Good evening, Anne, Charles!"


    "Good evening, Ms. Wagner!" Anne Hathaway replied with a smile.


    "Paula, Tom's bald, pot-bellied, hairy chest look in Tropic Thunder was quite the eye-opener," Charles laughed. Tropic Thunder was an action comedy directed and starred by Ben Stiller, featuring a star-studded cast including Jack Black and Robert Downey Jr.


    Of course, the biggest surprise was Tom Cruise's out-of-character appearance in the film.


    Paula Wagner awkwardly shrugged and laughed, "Charles, don't tease. You know it's a Paramount movie!"


    Charles knew that Tropic Thunder was made by DreamWorks, a Paramount subsidiary.


    Despite Tom Cruise taking charge at MGM, his political thriller Lions for Lambs had been a complete failure this year.


    Poor reviews aside, its box office was a new low for Tom Cruise. A $35 million investment returned only $15 million in North America and $63 million worldwide.


    This time, Tom Cruise's unflattering role in Tropic Thunder was a peace overture to Paramount, signifying reconciliation.


    Actors, no matter how skilled, can't defy the larger industry forces. Tom Cruise's bad public image over the years, becoming a laughing stock in America, couldn't have happened without Paramount's backing.


    "Don't worry, I think highly of Tom. His dedication to movies and strict demands for action scenes are all positives," Charles said, no longer a small Hollywood producer but a significant capital force in Hollywood.


    With a different status, Charles's way of speaking and dealing with people had changed.


    Paula Wagner smiled, "Charles, Tom has always wanted to work with you, but there just hasn't been an opportunity!"


    Paula Wagner knew that Capet Group had gained significant power, and Charles Capet was now dubbed by the media as "The Son of Hollywood."


    "Is that so? MGM only has Lions for Lambs this year and Valkyrie with 20th Century Fox next year?" Charles asked, puzzled. Didn't MGM get a $500 million credit line from Merrill Lynch's film fund?


    "The current market isn't great, so investors are stricter about audits, and Tom doesn't want to waste their money. He's being more selective with projects," Paula Wagner explained.


    Charles nodded. Since Tom Cruise had now made a cameo in Tropic Thunder and reconciled with Paramount, the next step would certainly involve media efforts to restore Tom Cruise's image!


    As Paula Wagner walked away, Charles pondered the future Mission: Impossible 4, wondering if he might get a chance to be involved.
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    In the Holiday Inn Express opposite the State Courthouse in Los Angeles, Charles woke up from bed, looked at the still-sleeping Anne Hathaway beside him, and got up to wash up before heading to the floor-to-ceiling window in the living room.


    From the window, he could see the entrance to the State Courthouse, and by 10 o'clock, a group of people had gone in, with some reporters gathering outside.


    Not long after, Anne Hathaway came out of the bathroom, wearing a black silk nightgown and walked over.


    Seeing Charles staring out of the window absentmindedly, she wondered, "What are you thinking?"


    "Ain't it cool being on top of the world? But still, there's a gap compared to Sumner Redstone. The man casually said Tom Cruise was a clown, and the newspapers mocked him for three years."


    In the afternoon, after sending Anne Hathaway back, Charles had the production department of Capet Pictures reject director Francis Coppola's Metropolis script project.


    "Well, so many days have passed, it's a sign of respect to Mr. Coppola," Charles laughed, showing no investment intent despite being friends with Sofia Coppola.


    Donna Langley also laughed, "I read Metropolis's script, totally outdated. According to the budget, it'd need at least $70 million. Seems like Francis Coppola is getting old!"


    "Whether it's directors or actors, I like newcomers. Though risky, as long as we don't use utterly inexperienced ones, the returns are great," Charles invested in so many new directors?


    James Wan was an absolute rookie when shooting Saw;


    But Zack Snyder had just finished the new Dawn of the Dead when shooting 300;


    J.J. Abrams had only directed Mission Impossible 3 before Transformers;


    Jon Favreau had just directed Zathura: A Space Adventure before Iron Man;


    Judd Apatow directed The 40-Year-Old Virgin before Knocked Up;


    Anne Fletcher directed Step Up before 27 Dresses;


    They didn't have much experience but weren't complete amateurs. They were either writers, producers, or had some directing experience.


    "By the way, Warner Bros. announced that George Miller would direct Justice League, with Wonder Woman, Martian Manhunter, Aquaman, and Batman included. Seems they released some concept art," Donna Langley reminded.


    George Miller, the director of the Mad Max series!


    "Justice League? Just concept art, let's see the script first. How many years did they spend preparing for Superman Returns?" Charles seemed uninterested in this potentially doomed movie.


    "Earlier this year, didn't they say they were also preparing for DC's Shazam?"


    "Our Marvel Studios should stick to its own plan; no need to worry about Warner Bros. DC!"


    Besides Superman and Batman, Charles really wasn't afraid of other DC heroes.
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    Although Charles Capet didn't worry about DC, he did think DC's upcoming movies Wonder Woman and Aquaman would do well in the future.


    As for DC's Aquaman Arthur, Marvel also had their own Aquaman, Namor, both born to human fathers and queens or princesses of Atlantis.


    After all, Marvel and DC were always counterpart comic companies, and their heroes had corresponding characters.


    Not long after, Phyllis Jones and Dona Williams came to Charles' office.


    Phyllis came to report that Transformers had grossed 319 million dollars in North American box office sales, and 392 million more internationally, with a total global box office of 711 million dollars.


    Transformers had earned 711 million dollars from its box office, with the combined cost and marketing being $200 million.


    There was also revenue from DVDs, TV stations, the internet, and toy sales from Hasbro.


    "Cash cows are the best," Charles never underestimated Transformers. Even though its North American box office was slightly less than Marvel's Iron Man at 321 million dollars, Iron Man's international box office was only 268 million dollars!


    "Dona, do you have something too?" Charles looked at Dona Williams, who had been handling AC Capital.


    "Boss, I got an investment of $5 million! Now, Lululemon's stock price has risen to $43 per share, but Lily Ying suggested I shouldn't hold it long-term, saying this subprime mortgage crisis in the U.S. is no joke!" Dona Williams' eyes sparkled, thinking back to when she bought the stock at only $23 or $24 a share.


    "Hurry and sell it, I've already said this is a global financial tsunami, the real economy will definitely be affected. The stock price might drop like a roller coaster," Charles reminded her, pointing out that after real estate, banks, and resources like energy and gold would also be impacted.


    It was already September, and though central banks around the world were intervening to save the market, could they really succeed?


    "Do we really need to sell? It's still going up, and our investment was only $35 million, it shouldn't affect us that much," Dona Williams was reluctant.


    "Trust me, this was a short-term investment to make quick money. You have to make choices, otherwise, it will be painful if you get stuck," Charles shook his head.


    "When the financial storm hits, the stock market will be like a hurricane passing through, and there will be opportunities to buy low!"


    It was like a game of hot potato, no one knew who would be left holding the bag. Since they knew there would be a crash, greed was their worst enemy.


    "Better to earn a bit less and keep your money safe!"


    Dona Williams nodded, "I'll sell the stock as soon as possible."


    Since Lululemon's stock price was still climbing, there were plenty of buyers.


    "That's right, and then you can short-sell some of the major banks' stocks. With your investment amount, someone is bound to take a bet against you." 


    Now, with signs pointing to an economic crisis, they might just find someone willing to take the risks. With so many large banks, AC Capital's investment of a few million wouldn't make much of a difference.


    ...


    Meanwhile, at MGM Studios, the head of Danjaq Productions responsible for Quantum of Solace, Michael Wilson, who was also one of the producers, had just reviewed auditions for several Bond girls with director Marc Forster.


    As everyone knew, every James Bond film would have at least two Bond girls. Quantum of Solace had both a main and a supporting Bond girl.


    This time, they were casting the main Bond girl. From the UK to the US, numerous beautiful actresses had auditioned.


    "Both are suitable: young, beautiful, and sexy, and neither are Americans, which gives them an exotic appeal," Michael Wilson said, handing two files to Marc Forster.


    One was Olga Kurylenko, a Ukrainian-French sexy actress and model, with works like The Ring Finger. This year, she also had Hitman and The Mist.


    The other was Gal Gadot, an Israeli model with a tall and beautiful figure, crowned Miss Israel in 2004. She recently entered the entertainment industry through TV series Bubot and had military experience.


    "Each has strengths and weaknesses. Olga Kurylenko has more fame and acting experience, while Gal Gadot is better at action scenes," Marc Forster wasn't too concerned about the choice, as it depended on who had more influence over the producers.


    Michael Wilson thought for a moment, "I still think Olga Kurylenko is more suitable. It's traditional for 007 to pair with European actresses, and she is more famous than Gal Gadot."


    Marc Forster nodded, knowing the choice of a Bond girl wouldn't significantly impact the film, "What I'm worried about now is the script. There's a lot of unrest in the Writers Guild of America!"


    "I just hope Paul Haggis can complete the script as soon as possible," Michael Wilson also worried. Paul Haggis had previously created the script for Million Dollar Baby and wrote and directed Crash.


    He had served as the main writer for Casino Royale and initially wasn't interested in adapting Quantum of Solace. This month, his anti-war movie In the Valley of Elah was released.


    However, Danjaq Productions offered a hefty fee for script adaptation, convincing Paul Haggis to agree to adapt Quantum of Solace.


    "There's a high chance of a writers' strike. If the script isn't finished before the strike, the 22nd James Bond movie will have trouble meeting its release schedule next year," Marc Forster was anxious about the tight schedule for the James Bond series.


    After all, Casino Royale, released last year, only started filming at the end of 2005 and released at the end of 2006.


    "Don't worry, with Paul Haggis leading the writing team, they'll complete the script before the strike. We just need to arrange the actors, locations, and other details," Quantum of Solace required many international locations, which had to be planned in advance.


    Meanwhile, another producer, Barbara Broccoli, was preparing in the UK. The 007 Stage at Pinewood Studios was being set up after filming Mamma Mia!


    Marc Forster nodded, "Hope we make it in time!"


    With the script on track, Marc Forster was confident they could meet the deadline for the film.


  




  Chapter 324: Chapter 324


  

    In a small theater in Inglewood, Los Angeles, Charles Capet and Kristen Stewart were watching a movie.


    The movie, an R-rated action film released last month by Lionsgate called War, was a fierce, bloody modern action movie starring Jet Li and Jason Statham.


    "Charles, why did you think of bringing me to this kind of movie?" Kristen Stewart, who had just landed the lead role in Twilight, asked as she came out for a date with Charles.


    "Because I think these kinds of movies are good," Charles replied.


    Charles thought that Taken, which was being filmed in France, was similar in style but noted that War had very low box office performance.


    "Looks like nowadays, young people prefer movies with special effects or teen dramas," Charles said, holding Kristen Stewart in his arms with a smile.


    "You probably like movies like Iron Man!"


    "They're okay, but I heard Ang Lee's Lust, Caution won the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival. His previous film, Brokeback Mountain, was also good. I liked it a lot!" Kristen Stewart shook her head.


    "You like that kind, huh!" Charles glanced down at the beauty in his arms. She was only 17 this year; she must have been 14 when Brokeback Mountain was released, right?


    It seemed Kristen Stewart not only liked men but also women. Maybe she was already a bisexual icon in the making?


    Lust, Caution is officially going to be released in North America at the end of the month, but I can ask Focus Features to send a copy to you," Charles whispered in her ear.


    "Thanks!" Kristen Stewart said as she kissed Charles.


    ...


    Amidst the escalating tension between the Hollywood Writers Guild and the Producers Alliance, many sensed the smell of gunpowder in the air.


    Stockpiling scripts and rushing to complete movies and TV show scripts became the top priority for all movie and television production companies.


    Under the mediation of the U.S. Department of Labor, both sides finally restarted negotiations for a new labor agreement.


    At a large Hollywood Producers Alliance party, executives and producers from various major and medium-sized film companies were in attendance.


    Donna Langley had just finished chatting with her former boss, Universal Studios President Ronald Meyer, when she ran into Stacy Snider, the current president of DreamWorks.


    "Donna, congratulations," Stacy Snider, who was president of Universal before 2006, was once Donna's superior.


    Now, Donna Langley, who was in charge of Capet Pictures, had risen in status, far surpassing the current DreamWorks.


    After all, DreamWorks was now just a subsidiary of Paramount, having shut down all its distribution systems.


    "At the time, Steven even went to Rhode Island to negotiate with Hasbro executives, trying to get Michael Bay to direct the live-action Transformers. Unfortunately, Charles Capet got there first," Stacy Snider said with a regretful tone.


    Donna Langley smiled and remained friendly with her former boss. "Actually, I also considered inviting Michael Bay to direct Transformers at Capet Pictures, but Charles outright refused. He said that although Transformers is simple, it was intended to be a series of movies. If there was no plot, audiences would get tired of all the explosions by the third film!"


    "Sigh, Charles's eye for selecting projects is truly unmatched. Unknown directors and actors always seem to shine in his movies," Stacy Snider, now mostly helping Steven Spielberg manage DreamWorks, remarked. Most of the movie ideas and productions were still managed by Spielberg himself.


    "Will there be any chance to collaborate? Donna, Steven is still Hollywood's top director!"


    Donna Langley smiled. "Collaboration is definitely possible, but Capet Pictures does not allow directors and stars to take home half of the profits from a movie; We're not against big stars and directors, but if the company invests $100-200 million in making a movie, and finds out that the director and lead actor make more than we do, that's not something that can happen at Capet Pictures!"


    Donna Langley's point was clear: Steven Spielberg, as a director, took too much. Even their own company's movies were like that, let alone those from other companies?


    Paramount's War of the Worlds, directed by Steven Spielberg and starring Tom Cruise, saw the two of them take home half of the profits. Paramount invested $132 million, but earned less than what they made!


    "With Marvel Comics under its belt, Capet Pictures is now focused on special effects blockbusters, reducing the importance of actors," Stacy Snider knew of Capet Pictures' announced film projects. Ordinary directors and new actors could shoot according to Capet Pictures' mechanisms.


    The main focus was on special effects scenes; did the actors' skills matter? Not really.


    "But Donna, do you think these movies have soul?"


    Donna Langley paused and then smiled. "At our level, do we still care about that? Besides, Capet Pictures has won the Oscar for Best Picture two years in a row, and you know how many Oscar nominations we get every year? Our achievements in artistic films can't be easily matched. Charles also supports feminism, isn't this kind of film company enough?"


    Stacy Snider managed a bitter smile, unable to argue. You could say he promoted the development of Marvel's special effects films, but his company's arthouse films were critically acclaimed!


    "Times have indeed changed. Perhaps it's time for another transformation in Hollywood," Stacy Snider sighed.


    "Stacy, Hollywood is evolving, and from now on, it's truly the era for young people like Charles!"


  




  Chapter 325: Crime


  

    Donna Langley attended the Motion Picture Producers Association conference on behalf of Capet Pictures to discuss negotiations with the Writers Guild.


    The old contract between the Motion Picture Producers Association and the Writers Guild had expired. If a new contract wasn't signed, a strike by the Writers Guild seemed inevitable.


    Both sides were firm on their interests, and currently, the minimum pay for an original script costing less than $5 million was $40,760. For an adapted script under $5 million, it was $30,772.


    For original scripts costing over $5 million, the minimum rate was higher at $87,679, and for adapted scripts over $5 million, the rate was $72,662.


    Original scripts were rarely adapted compared to the abundance of adapted scripts. The Motion Picture Association ruled that only writers who contributed 30% to the script would get credit, limiting the number of credited writers to three per movie.


    Those with credit received a portion of the script's earnings, but in reality, many writers contributed to a script. To claim their fair share, they needed to increase the portion allotted to writers.


    At Capet Pictures, the scripts for Iron Man 2, Transformers 2, and The Incredible Hulk were already completed.


    With the earlier adaptations of novels like The Blind Side: Evolution of a Game, Charles felt fully prepared.


    In mid to late September, the youth school drama Gossip Girl, produced by Capet TV, premiered on CTV. The ratings were phenomenal, and the show was highly talked about.


    However, the initial reviews were similar to those of the Gossip Girl novel when it was first published: shallow and fast food literature.


    Despite this, the fresh faces of Blake Lively and the sultry Odette Annable became teen idols.


    Blake Lively also starred in a romantic comedy called The Wedding Planner's Daughter.


    At the same time, J.J. Abrams, head of Bad Robot Productions, submitted a script called Cloverfield to Capet Pictures. It stemmed from an idea Abrams had while promoting Mission: Impossible III in Japan.


    However, he soon got involved in the filming of Transformers and only recently finished adapting it into a complete script.


    Consequently, Capet Pictures' Matrix Pictures invested $20 million for J.J. Abrams' Bad Robot Productions to make the film, casting Gossip Girl's Queen B, Odette Annable, as the lead actress.


    "J.J. Abrams sure is a talented filmmaker!" Charles sat in his office, praising Abrams. Cloverfield was another pseudo-science fictive monster film shot with a handheld camera.


    The pseudo-documentary style invoked memories of the insurmountable success of The Blair Witch Project years earlier. Charles also recalled Paranormal Activity, another family-style pseudo-documentary horror film that made nearly $200 million worldwide in 2009, outdoing Saw and spawning several sequels.


    Such low-budget pseudo-documentaries rarely attracted distributors and often bounced around before finding a willing company. Charles speculated that the film might already be completed.


    He wondered where the film might be gathering dust, whether at the Screamfest Horror Film Festival, a horror film festival, or a fantasy film festival. Such festival types required close attention.


    After all, the original Paranormal Activity was a rough, home-style pseudo-documentary, barely qualifying as a film, probably unfit even for the Sundance Film Festival.


    Thinking about horror films, Charles remembered James Wan and called his mother.


    "Mom, how's James Wan doing this year?"


    "James Wan?" Evelyn seemed to ask an assistant next to her before responding.


    "Not too well. The horror film Dead Silence he made for Universal Pictures grossed only over $16 million in North America and just $6 million overseas. The DVD sold only $18 million. The thriller Death Sentence he made for 20th Century Fox didn't perform well either, grossing less than $10 million in North America."


    Charles chuckled, "Looks like our Matrix Pictures' Saw trilogy was his peak!"


    "When will he return to low-budget horror films? I still have faith in him. We could sign a three-film contract. Matrix Pictures made its name with his Saw series. We owe him something."


    Evelyn Capet laughed, "You owe him? Your Matrix Pictures releases a Saw film every Halloween. You're just upset that last month's Hostel: Part II didn't meet your expectations!"


    "Don't worry. James Wan is indeed going through a rough patch. Supporting him is a good idea since he directed the first three Saw films."


    After hanging up, Charles planned for Matrix Pictures to contact James Wan. Did Wan have the idea for Insidious yet?


    Later, he called Phyllis Jones, instructing her to have Matrix Pictures keep an eye on American horror and fantasy film festivals for standout horror films.


    "Sure, but there are so many horror films, it's hard to choose," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "The pseudo-documentary style, novel horror films," Charles reminded her. The success of The Blair Witch Project had led to countless pseudo-documentary horror films without another major success.


    "Got it!" Phyllis Jones said, handing Charles a newspaper. "Boss, check this out. Last year's crime statistics report in America. It's like a land of crime!"


    "Land of crime?" Charles laughed. That was interesting.


    The FBI's report on 2006 national crime statistics released in September: There were 1.41 million violent crimes nationwide in the U.S. 


    Overall, men committed 60.4 violent crimes per thousand, women 22.2 per thousand.


    White men committed 47.2 violent crimes per thousand, women 18.8 per thousand.


    African American men committed 120.5 violent crimes per thousand, women 45.1 per thousand.


    Hispanic men committed 28 violent crimes per thousand, women 10.6 per thousand.


    For others, men committed 18.1 violent crimes per thousand, women 7.1 per thousand.


    The report indicated a violent crime occurred every second in the U.S. last year: a murder every half an hour, a rape every 5 minutes, a robbery every 2 minutes, and an aggravated assault every 4 seconds.


    "Last year, gun deaths were this high," Charles thought of his home guns and bodyguards, feeling secure.


    "Rest assured, there will be more this year and next!" The financial crisis aftermath made Charles think Matrix Pictures could develop the ultra-violent anti-violence film The Purge.


    Unemployment and economic downturns would provide the context. War movies were full of battles, anti-racism films were rife with racism, and anti-violence films had to be packed with violent scenes!


  




  Chapter 326: Hollywood Accounting


  

    Burbank, Capet Pictures Headquarters, Evelyn suddenly burst into Charles' office.


    "Phyllis, bring two glasses of champagne," Charles called out as he invited his mother to sit down, then asked, "Is this about James Wan?"


    Evelyn shook her head. "I don't have time to handle contracts for small directors. I'm here to notify you about something not-so-good."


    Evelyn took out a brief report from Warner Bros. about Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix from her bag and handed it to Charles.


    "Take a look at this first," Evelyn said as she took the champagne handed over by Phyllis Jones and began to drink.


    Charles glanced at it casually and was about to burst out with an expletive. "This year's Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix has a post-release revenue of 167 million dollars?"


    "Warner Bros.' summer release of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix grossed 292 million dollars at the North American box office, and globally it was 942 million dollars, making it the second-highest-grossing film worldwide after Disney's Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End, which earned 961 million dollars globally."


    "Sony's Spider-Man 3 only made 895 million dollars worldwide, Paramount's DreamWorks Animation Shrek the Third made 813 million dollars globally, my Transformers only made 711 million dollars globally, and Iron Man made even less, at 585 million dollars worldwide!"


    Charles continued reading. "The movie's total revenue was 942 million dollars, with them taking a distribution commission of 30%. 


    The production cost was 150 million dollars, and together with promotion, replication, distribution, exchange settlement, and attorney fees, it's 350 million dollars. 


    The author of the novel and the commissioned production company get 60 million, plus there's another 60 million in interest costs.


    Even billion dollars isn't enough. Warner Bros.' post-release revenue is indeed negative 167 million dollars!"


    "This is so despicable," Charles said, looking at his mother. 


    Warner Bros. really overdid it this time.


    Hollywood accounting was known for ensuring very few films have positive post-release revenues, but making Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix turn out like this was simply too much.


    "The creators from the Harry Potter series have already commissioned their agencies to file a lawsuit against Warner Bros., demanding new sharing contracts for the subsequent films in the series to increase their revenue share," Evelyn said somewhat indifferently.


    "What do you think about all this?" she asked.


    Charles shrugged. "What can I say? Everyone's doing it, but Warner Bros. went too far this time. It's bound to cause panic among other Hollywood stars, and future negotiations for big-budget film actor contracts will definitely factor this in, increasing the share percentages for actors.


    In two years, Warner Bros. Entertainment lent Warner Bros. Pictures money to produce Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, collecting 60 million in interest. They're getting really good at high-interest loans.


    It's fine for the production and distribution companies to be integrated, and a 200 million distribution commission isn't unreasonable. But adding promotion, the author's fee, and the commissioned production company totaling 200 million is over the top.


    This kind of extreme measure to avoid paying creators their post-release revenue is just too much!


    The main creators of the Harry Potter series can share in the marketing income of the movie. Theaters and DVDs are considered part of the movie's marketing revenue, and the DVD share ratio is usually very low. They primarily rely on box office profits for their share.


    But now, with a post-release revenue of negative 167 million dollars, they get nothing.


    As for future TV broadcasts, pay-per-view, and streaming internet, as well as derivative products, that revenue is considered part of the movie's rights income. The main creators of Harry Potter have no right to it.


    Only those with the novel rights, like the British company Heyday Films, which partnered with Warner Bros. on the movie production, get a share."


    "CAA, ICM, and our ETA's big-name actors are all keeping a close eye on Warner Bros.' actions. Future negotiations for actor revenue shares will probably get tougher," Evelyn specifically came to remind her son.


    Charles waved his hand dismissively, "I've always believed in a win-win with actors. I won't shortchange them. Besides, Capet Pictures is now aiming for special effects blockbusters, where we don't rely much on actors.


    If the movie's a huge hit, we won't skimp on pay. But it won't reach the level of Tom Cruise in Mission: Impossible or Johnny Depp in Pirates of the Caribbean.


    Barry Meyer's maneuver here has definitely alerted most Hollywood actors. This guy even dragged us down."


    Barry Meyer was the chairman of Warner Bros. Entertainment.


  




  Chapter 327: NBC Universal


  

    [Note: For those who are concerned of the chapter count compared to the original, this chapter is actually 356th on the original novel. While translating, I deleted some parts of chapters and after that , if the content is not enough, I include the next chapter as well. By doing so, as of now, there is a gap of 30 chapters.]


    In Los Angeles, at the Chateau Marmont Hotel in West Hollywood, Charles Capet was chatting with the new Chairman and CEO of NBC Universal Entertainment, Jeff Zucker.


    This year, Jeff Zucker, who originally managed NBC TV Entertainment, replaced former chief Bob Wright to become the head of NBC Entertainment.


    Before becoming the Vice Chairman of General Electric, Bob Wright oversaw the merger of NBC and Universal, managing NBC Universal Entertainment post-merger.


    "Universal Pictures did well with The Bourne Ultimatum this year, earning a solid $220 million domestically and $440 million globally!" Charles said.


    Jeff Zucker felt a bit embarrassed facing Charles's praise. The Bourne Ultimatum was indeed Universal's most successful blockbuster this year, with a budget of $110 million yielding a $443 million global box office return.


    However, other Universal films like Evan Almighty and American Gangster weren't as successful at the box office.


    American Gangster, with a $100 million budget, only grossed $266 million worldwide.


    Evan Almighty, with a budget of $175 million, earned $100 million domestically and $74 million overseas, a significant loss.


    "Charles, I'm beginning to regret letting go of the Hulk rights to you guys. You've already lined up a new Hulk movie for 2009," Jeff Zucker admitted, feeling a bit helpless with Universal's current slump.


    Capet Pictures had an impressive track record. Besides blockbusters like Transformers and Iron Man, even the $30 million comedy Knocked Up achieved $149 million domestically and $219 million globally.


    "Don't say that. You know what happened with the 2003 Hulk. Plus, I sold you the sequel to The Da Vinci Code, Angels & Demons, which was a global success," Charles replied, suggesting they got the better deal.


    Jeff Zucker sighed as he heard this and said helplessly, "The script isn't finished yet, and with the Writers Guild's situation, the earliest we can release Angels & Demons is 2009!"


    Charles thought to himself, sometimes it's just bad luck. Even Ronald Meyer, the chairman of Universal Pictures, didn't want this.


    As he watched Jeff Zucker leave, a crazy idea took root in Charles's mind. General Electric wasn't doing so well after the financial crisis, leading to NBC Universal being sold to the Doncaster group.


    NBC Network, Universal Pictures, Universal Studios Theme Parks, Syfy Cable Channel, USA Network, and more assets complemented Capet Entertainment perfectly.


    Charles's eyes lit up. If he could merge NBC Universal, Capet Entertainment would become a real media giant.


    The idea made his heart race, growing with excitement.


    Movies had a significant impact on an entertainment group's value. Looking at Universal Pictures' situation, Charles felt confident.


    The Bourne Trilogy concluded this year, and The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor already seemed like a contender for next year's worst movie.


    But what truly caught Charles's attention was the development of Fast & Furious 4 by Universal Pictures, which kickstarted the massively successful Fast & Furious franchise.


    Universal's most valuable IP series would undoubtedly be a steady cash cow.


    NBC Universal wasn't cheap though.


    "Charles," Emily Blunt approached him.


    With red hair and a black dress, this English rose looked more stunning than ever.


    "Emily, long time no see," Charles warmly hugged Emily Blunt, reminiscing about their previous encounter during The Devil Wears Prada.


    "Yeah, it's been a while. You never called me," Emily Blunt sounded slightly resentful.


    "Oh, I've just been too busy," Charles explained, recalling Kevin Feige's plans to cast Emily as Black Widow, though he had already chosen Scarlett Johansson for the role.


    Charles led Emily Blunt to a couch in the lounge area and asked, "What have you been up to lately?"


    "I've been involved in a few independent films. The Devil Wears Prada brought me some attention, and more projects started coming my way," Emily Blunt said, appreciating the opportunities the movie brought her.


    "Your acting is good, and you stand out among English actresses," Charles shared his preference for British actresses, noting their distinct charm compared to American actresses.


    Catherine Zeta-Jones and Kate Beckinsale were epitomes of sexy allure, Kate Winslet's acting skill was undeniable, and Keira Knightley was the go-to lead for British romance films.


    "Universal is speeding up the reboot of The Wolfman after Van Helsing, and they've approached me to play the female lead," Emily Blunt explained.


    "The Wolfman, huh? Universal has a bunch of monster rights like The Invisible Man, Frankenstein, and Dracula. They're planning some Dark Universe thing, right?" Charles was aware of it, recalling the mixed success of Van Helsing, though Kate Beckinsale shined in it.


    "Is The Wolfman a big-budget movie?" Charles asked, suspecting it might not interest him if it resembled the creatures from Underworld.


    Emily Blunt smiled, "It's a $150 million blockbuster, scheduled for release in February 2009."


    "By the way, are you free tomorrow? Let's go sailing!" Charles invited.


    "Sure, it's the weekend tomorrow!" Emily Blunt happily accepted Charles Capet's invitation.


    Charles nodded, planning to pick her up and take her to the King's Dock where the yacht Star was perfect for a date.


    Shortly after, Charles made a call to arrange the outing. Upon re-entering, a tall and sexy woman caught his eye.


    Wasn't that the young Wonder Woman Gal Gadot herself? An Israeli in Los Angeles?


    Could the auditions for Fast & Furious 4 be starting this early?


  




  Chapter 328: Snatching From DC


  

    Near Redondo Beach in the southwest coastal area of Los Angeles, Charles Capet's yacht, the Star, often docked at the King's Wharf.


    At night, after leaving the Chateau Marmont hotel, Charles took Emily Blunt on the yacht and headed toward the Channel Islands near the Los Angeles coast.


    Avalon Harbor, a southern tourist town on Santa Catalina Island, was their destination.


    "We'll spend the night on the yacht, and tomorrow we can have fun at Avalon on Santa Catalina Island," Charles suggested while holding Emily Blunt intimately.


    "Okay, I'll follow your lead," Emily Blunt agreed without much opinion. Santa Catalina Island was a popular weekend getaway for Los Angeles citizens because it's not far from Long Beach.


    Santa Catalina Island boasted pristine crescent beaches, emerald waters, swaying palm trees, and heartwarming sunsets. The white buildings resembled the blue and white architecture of Greece.


    Avalon was the only town on Santa Catalina Island, filled with resorts and culinary delights that attracted tourists from all over.


    "You came to Los Angeles for The Wolfman project, right?" Charles asked, considering Emily Blunt lived most of the time in London.


    "My movie, The Jane Austen Book Club, recently premiered in the U.S., so I'm here for promotional events, and I also have an upcoming independent film, Sunshine Cleaning!" Emily Blunt leaned into Charles' embrace.


    "Got it," Charles smiled. Then, he leaned in to kiss her and couldn't help but place his hands under her top.


    The following day, after the Star docked at the crescent-shaped Avalon Bay harbor, Charles and Emily Blunt went ashore.


    The island's management committee, to protect the fragile ecosystem, banned cars. Thus, only golf carts and bicycles were used for transportation.


    Naturally, Charles and Emily Blunt rode bicycles along the coastal mountain paths. The multitude of Channel Islands along the Southern California coastline provided fantastic spots for recreation.


    "Charles, there's a small bar up ahead. Let's go in and take a break," suggested Emily Blunt, both dressed casually and comfortably.


    "Sure," Charles didn't mind, "You're a star, though, won't people recognize you?"


    Emily Blunt chuckled awkwardly, "I'm just a small-time actress. Many folks in the industry don't know me, let alone the audience. Do you think anyone would notice the assistant next to Anne Hathaway?"


    "You're right," Charles laughed, putting his arm around her shoulder as they entered the bar.


    The bar wasn't crowded; they ordered two beers and some snacks, and soon Charles' phone rang.


    "What's up, Phyllis?"


    "Boss, the woman you mentioned last night is Gal Gadot, 22 years old, an Israeli Jew. She just broke into the film industry. She was a Miss Israel winner and competed in Miss Universe. She served two years in the army and was studying in Tel Aviv before a feature titled Women in the Israeli Army catapulted her into fame. She was modeling at the time.


    After appearing in a TV show, she dropped out to focus on acting. She came to the U.S. to audition for the Bond girl role in Quantum of Solace but lost to Olga Kurylenko. Now, it seems director Justin Lin of Fast & Furious likes her and wants to cast her in a role."


    Charles thought that made sense. Fast & Furious 4 was indeed in the works, but Gal Gadot's role as Wonder Woman was what left a lasting impression on him.


    As for the Fast & Furious series, her involvement wasn't crucial; Hollywood was never short of beautiful actresses.


    "Keep an eye on her. I think she'd be perfect for our Marvel Universe. I'm sure we'll find a role for her," Charles laughed, pulling Wonder Woman into the Marvel Universe sounded intriguing.


    "Understood," Phyllis Jones replied on the phone and then added, "Boss, we got an interesting Sherlock Holmes project from producer Lionel Wigram. Ms. Langley likes it. It's not the traditional Sherlock Holmes detective story but adapted from Lionel Wigram's comic, Sherlock Holmes. The style is entirely different from Arthur Conan Doyle's series!"


    "Okay, I'll take a look when I return on Monday," Charles found Sherlock Holmes interesting, especially since Benedict Cumberbatch's portrayal in Sherlock had become a global phenomenon.


    After the call, Charles looked at Emily Blunt beside him, arm around her waist, and smiled, "Emily, you've been in various genres of movies, right?"


    Emily Blunt nodded, "I started with period dramas, then moved to drama, followed by rom-coms and thrillers. I love trying different styles!"


    "Great, I even considered casting you as Black Widow in Marvel, but we went with Scarlett Johansson."


    Emily Blunt chuckled, "Marvel movies are known for typecasting, aren't they?"


    "Typecasting, but they can quickly make you popular and famous! Wouldn't you want to earn over ten million dollars per movie?" Charles reminded Emily Blunt, getting closer. "Look at Kate Beckinsale. The attention she received as Pepper Potts in Iron Man far surpassed her sexy nurse role in Pearl Harbor!"


    Emily Blunt's eyes lit up. What actor wouldn't want a high paycheck?


    "So, is there a role for me in a Marvel movie? I'm good with action scenes too," Emily Blunt gazed at Charles with pleading eyes.


    "Don't worry. You might not be Black Widow, but there are more powerful roles. Captain Marvel is the strongest female superhero, perfect for you," Charles smiled. "This role suits you. But I'll also develop Ant-Man and Aquaman, all with female roles that could suit you!"


    Cutting off DC's opportunities, Charles found such moves enjoyable. Snatching Gal Gadot wasn't enough; he'd preemptively create Marvel's version of Aquaman!


  




  Chapter 329: Excellent Advice


  

    On Crescent Beach near Avalon during sunset, Charles and Emily Blunt strolled along the beach.


    "Oh right, Emily, it looks like several owners in Premier League clubs have changed again this year, just like last year!"


    At Capet Sports and Entertainment, Charles had only one UFC Ultimate Fighting event, though he favored professional wrestling but couldn't buy it.


    Emily Blunt nodded, "Three clubs changed owners again this year.


    Michael Ashley, the millionaire owner of the UK's sports goods direct sales group, acquired Newcastle in July.


    Thaksin Shinawatra, the former Prime Minister and millionaire from Thailand, also acquired Manchester City in July.


    And American businessmen Tom Hicks and George Gillett jointly acquired the Premier League giant Liverpool in February this year."


    British football culture was deeply rooted, and many people were fans. Emily Blunt also had some understanding of football.


    "Manchester City, Liverpool, what a pity," Charles seemed interested, but unfortunately, Thaksin would soon sell Manchester City to the Middle Eastern conglomerate Abu Dhabi Group. As for Liverpool, Tom Hicks and George Gillett would play around for a year or two before messing things up.


    However, Charles still hoped to acquire a football club in London.


    Not only football clubs but also NBA and NFL teams - Capet Sports and Entertainment had been eyeing the market.


    "Charles, if you like football, you might want to consider London's Arsenal Club. They've built a new stadium and incurred massive debts. They sold their team captains both last year and this summer," Emily Blunt explained, looking at Charles.


    "Arsenal's vice-chairman and one of the shareholders, David Dein, also left the club. He had disagreements with the board, and they're currently considering foreign investment!"


    "Arsenal?" Charles touched his chin. He hadn't really thought about acquiring a top-tier club before.


    It's likely that Arsenal's board was negotiating with Russian capital and American billionaire Stan Kroenke.


    "Seems possible," Charles thought, believing it was a chance worth taking. "Isn't it just money?"


    Charles checked his watch and immediately called his mother. "Mom, have your people get in touch with Arsenal. I want that team!"


    "Arsenal? Charles, they've just built a new stadium, which left them with a high debt of no less than a hundred million pounds!" Evelyn's ETA agency had been helping Capet Sports and Entertainment monitor the Premier League clubs and North America's NBA and NFL markets.


    "No worries, I got this," said Charles confidently. "You know I'm not short on cash!"


    Evelyn was silent for a moment before responding, "Alright!"


    What was Charles afraid of? Freddie Mac's stock price had dropped below $40, now down over 40%. Charles had shorted $12 billion on it, earning over $5 billion from closing the trade now!


    Being short on cash? That's a joke.


    "Charles, you..." Emily Blunt, on the side, was wide-eyed. What kind of move was this?


    Buying Arsenal Club so directly?


    "Sweetheart, your advice is excellent!" Charles said, lifting Emily Blunt's face and kissing her firmly on the lips.


    Monday morning, Charles and Emily returned to King Wharf Marina in Redondo Beach from Avalon on the yacht Star.


    After washing up, Charles went back to the office and asked Dona Williams to inform Lily Ying to head straight to London and wait for him.


    Charles needed to borrow money again, directly using those stocks, almost as good as cash, to borrow pounds from British banks or investment funds.


    Meanwhile, Capet Sports and Entertainment quickly contacted Arsenal's board and also approached former vice-chairman David Dein, who also had left Arsenal.


    David Dein owned a percentage of Arsenal shares and left the club in April. He's now the chairman of G-14 (a private organization composed of Europe's top clubs). However, G-14 was on the brink of dissolution under pressure from FIFA and UEFA.


    David Dein had been one of the key figures in Arsenal's rise, but since the millennium, Arsenal had incurred debts to build a new stadium, and with Chelsea leading the way with big-money football, many clubs had come under capital control.


    In addition, David Dein did not get along with many board members and had been in contact with Russian billionaire Alisher Usmanov, planning to let a Russian investor control Arsenal, similar to Chelsea.


    ETA, one of the three top talent agencies in Hollywood, had been expanding into sports business and consistently watched the commercial alliance of the Premier League.


    After receiving Capet Sports and Entertainment's commission, they immediately began executing the plan.


    At Capet Pictures, Charles looked at the script for Sherlock Holmes and smiled. Lionel Wigram's adaptation from the comic book project seemed interesting.


    "Guy Ritchie as the director? Not bad, but Robert Downey Jr. doesn't have the schedule. He's filming Iron Man 2 next year for our Marvel," Charles said, smiling ruefully.


    But even if Robert Downey Jr. were available, he couldn't play the role. Aside from the successful Marvel movies, he couldn't be cast in another series.


    He should honestly stick to playing Iron Man.


    "$90 million investment, and there hasn't been a Sherlock Holmes film released in the American market in the past 20 years. The last one was Holmes & Watson in 1988, a comedy starring Michael Caine!"


    Though Donna Langley believed in the project, Robert Downey Jr.'s Iron Man 2 was undoubtedly more important.


    "This year's Iron Man indeed raised Robert Downey Jr.'s profile greatly!"


    Charles pondered for a moment, "Have Christian Bale play Sherlock Holmes. His Batman 2: The Dark Knight will be released next year and will have a significant impact!"


    Christian Bale performed well in The Departed. With the influence of Batman, joining Sherlock Holmes would be no problem.


    "As for the female lead, let Emily Blunt, the supporting actress from The Devil Wears Prada, play the role!"


    Donna Langley nodded. The female lead wasn't that important; the main thing was the lead actor. With Christian Bale on board, they could listen to the director and producer's suggestions for Dr. Watson.


  




  Chapter 330: Determined to Buy


  

    A black Mercedes SL600 sports car drove along North Hollywood Avenue and stopped in front of a recently renovated two-story villa in the Hollywood Hills.


    Charles Capet leaned back in his chair, holding a phone with his left hand while soothing himself with his right hand.


    "Granada Venture Capital Group owns 17% shares of Arsenal Holdings, offering a price of PS78 million!" On the other end of the call was Charles' mother, Evelyn Capet.


    "So expensive?" Charles took a deep breath, unsure whether he was surprised or excited.


    "There's no choice, Granada Venture Capital Group initially had around 14% shares of Arsenal. Once they knew you wanted to buy, they gathered more shares. Our ETA has many collaborations with them," Evelyn explained. "And it's not just you; Stan Kroenke's sports investment company is also negotiating to acquire those shares!"


    "Stan Kroenke, I knew it," Charles guessed instantly. "It's because David Dein has been in contact with the Russian billionaire Alisher Usmanov, and the Arsenal board is looking for American allies. These shares, I want them. Let's do a direct cash transaction," Charles decided.


    This deal would value Arsenal at nearly PS460 million, not to mention Arsenal's debt exceeding PS200 million.


    This year, Tom Hicks and George Gillett bought Liverpool for little more than PS200 million. Since Arsenal had the new Emirates Stadium, it seemed a worthy deal.


    "Charles, the pound to dollar exchange rate is 1:2 now. Are you sure?" Evelyn reminded.


    "Absolutely, I will own Arsenal for under PS500 million, tell David Dein and other board shareholders that I'm buying their shares directly with cash. Also, inform Arsenal's audit committee that I can repay PS200 million of debt ahead of schedule!" Charles was determined. After all, borrowing pounds meant repaying pounds. When the financial crisis hit, the dollar would strengthen, and the exchange rate would fall below 1:2.


    Charles asked Dona Williams to seek loans worth 600 million pounds from British capital institutions, planning to profit from the exchange rate.


    "Also, warn Stan Kroenke, if he keeps trying to buy Arsenal, I might just buy the St. Louis Rams!" Charles finished.


    "Alright, I'll handle it," Evelyn said before ending the call.


    After Charles put down his phone, there was a rustling sound, and Britney Spears, who had been busy, raised her head and sat back up.


    "Phew," Charles enjoyed a moment of relaxation before patting Britney's golden hair.


    "Charles, it's awesome that you're buying Arsenal," Britney commented, impressed by the figure of hundreds of millions of pounds.


    "Not as awesome as you, not even a drop escaped your lips," Charles laughed out loud.


    "You're so bad; let's go inside," Britney giggled, gave Charles a little slap, and opened the car door. The villa in front of them belonged to Britney.


    ...


    At ETA headquarters, after talking to her son, Evelyn Capet made a few more calls.


    She looked at the documents on Stan Kroenke's KSE investment company, which owned the Denver Nuggets, the Colorado Avalanche (hockey), and the Denver Pepsi Center arena.


    As for the NFL's St. Louis Rams, when the Los Angeles Rams moved to St. Louis in Missouri in 1995, Stan Kroenke acquired a 40% stake, along with a right of first refusal to buy the remaining 60% from the club's owner, Frontiere.


    Although Stan Kroenke was married to Ann Walton, one of Walmart's heiresses, his net worth was still under $2 billion, certainly not as substantial as Charles'.


    Knowing her son, if Stan Kroenke tried to sabotage Charles's acquisition of Arsenal, Charles was sure to make a move on the 60% stake in the St. Louis Rams.


    After all, the right of first refusal depended on the price offered by other buyers!


    Three days later, Capet Sports Entertainment signed an agreement with Granada Venture Capital for the transfer of the 17% share in Arsenal.


    ...


    In Colorado, Denver, inside Stan Kroenke's luxurious mansion, the 59-year-old Stan Kroenke hung up the phone with a blank expression.


    His mustache twitched slightly. KSE had already been in touch with Granada Venture Capital, but suddenly, Hollywood tycoon Charles Capet swooped in and bought those Arsenal shares with cash without hesitation.


    "Mr. Kroenke, Capet Sports Entertainment seems determined to get Arsenal. They've prepared a lot of funds, not just to buy Arsenal with cash but also to repay the debts from the new stadium," his assistant sighed. The asset gap was clear; Stan Kroenke's estimated net worth was about $1.5 billion.


    But how much was Charles Capet worth? Just Capet Entertainment alone was hard to value, not counting his investments on Wall Street!


    "Forget it, these young people!" Stan Kroenke, often called "Silent Stan" for his low profile, was admittedly worried. If Charles did get involved with the St. Louis Rams, Kroenke wasn't confident he could compete.


    Currently, the Rams' majority owner Frontiere's health was poor, clearly not long for this world, and his children had no interest in running the team.


    On Friday, Matrix Pictures, a Capet subsidiary, released Saw V. On its opening weekend, across 3,060 theaters in North America, it grossed $30.5 million!


    At the same time, ETA convinced David Dein to transfer his 14.6% shares of Arsenal to Capet Sports Entertainment for PS67 million.


    Capet Sports Entertainment Group acquired a substantial stake in the Premier League giant Arsenal, becoming the club's largest shareholder.


    Charles didn't care about the massive stir in the Premier League; he knew he needed to head to London personally to deal with Arsenal's board.


  




  Chapter 331: Seems Difficult


  

    London, England, near Knightsbridge, at Charles Capet's villa.


    Evelyn Capet had followed Charles to London with her people, and was currently meeting with former Arsenal vice-chairman David Dein at the villa.


    "The one who played the biggest role in Arsenal's rise, bringing Wenger to Arsenal ten years ago was just the beginning," Charles smiled and shook hands with David Dein.


    Evelyn sat on the sofa, looking at how Charles was still relaxed, and remarked, "You're still so laid-back, even though the Arsenal board has banded together to oppose your acquisition. You only own nearly 32% stake. If they want, they can completely block you out of the board!"


    The 64-year-old David Dein, with a shrewd air, also explained, "It's entirely possible."


    David Dein was now Charles' advisor for acquiring the Arsenal Club and would continue managing Arsenal for Charles if the deal succeeded.


    Charles glanced at David Dein. "It seems these old-timers aren't easy to deal with."


    David Dein shrugged. "Since the new stadium project began, the club has faced a financial shortfall. The undefeated title in 2004 was our last hurrah. 


    In the last two years, we've only made it to fourth in the Premier League to keep our Champions League spot, with no other titles. 


    The club doesn't have extra funds for new signings. Expanding market influence requires results, and now we need capital to drive that!"


    "This season, after 12 rounds, Arsenal is doing quite well. Wenger's youth storm is performing well, sitting at the top," Charles also offered his praise.


    "But with this lineup, they can't win the title, nor can they dream of the Champions League!"


    This season, Henry had also gone to Barcelona. The beautiful attacking football from the young guns faced considerable problems with defense and goalkeeping.


    "Let's not even mention others. Goalkeeper Lehmann made continuous mistakes and got injured at the season's start, leading to Almunia taking over as the main goalkeeper, but he hasn't performed well. Although defenders like Gallas and Kolo Toure have experience, younger ones like Clichy, Sagna, and Eboue remain unstable."


    "However, Arsenal's combination of Fabregas, Hleb, Rosicky, and Flamini's quick, fluid, and sharp passing attacks is still good."


    David Dein, shocked after hearing this, looked at Charles. "It seems you really love football!"


    Charles gave David Dein a glance. "Our main striker, Eduardo, is performing well, along with the developing Van Persie. What about backups? What if the main players get injured? You know how intense Premier League matches are and how squad depth impacts winning the title!"


    David Dein immediately explained, "Charles, I share your thoughts. I hope to bring in external capital to counter Manchester United and Chelsea. 


    Stan Kroenke was who I contacted, but the conservative forces on the board, led by chairman Peter Hill-Wood, oppose American capital, fearing Arsenal would become a tool for profit, losing the purity of football like Manchester United with the Glazers. 


    My differences with the board members are irreconcilable. But I didn't expect Stan Kroenke to lack resolve, siding with the board, so I planned to partner with Russian billionaire Alisher Usmanov.


    Then you found me. Compared to Russian capital, American capital is more acceptable, so I am confident choosing to work with you!"


    Charles nodded. "Who knows if Stan Kroenke might be roped in by the board to counter me?"


    Evelyn chimed in, "I've already warned Stan Kroenke. If he competes with you for control of Arsenal, Capet Sports Entertainment will fight for control of the St. Louis Rams!"


    "David, the Hill-Wood family has chaired Arsenal for three generations. Although he no longer holds much stock, his leadership in opposition makes operation difficult," Charles sighed. Peter Hill-Wood currently owned only a percent of Arsenal's shares, but his family's three-generation rule over Arsenal couldn't be underestimated.


    Charles wasn't worried about Stan Kroenke's actions, having ample funds himself.


    But Arsenal, being a top club, had a board that greatly resented foreign capital controlling the club.


    "I'll reach out to other shareholders to see if we can persuade them to sell shares," David Dein knew this was tough, having been directly ousted from the board himself.


    "Tomorrow, let's first visit the training center and meet them," Charles shook his head. It was bound to be a lengthy process, but Charles hoped to resolve it before the winter transfer window next year.


    As the acquisition of Premier League giant Arsenal steamed ahead, British newspapers thoroughly investigated the background of Charles Capet, the mainstay of Capet Sports Entertainment.


    The Times: The Hollywood Son Strongly Lands on the British Isles, Eyeing Premier League Giant Arsenal.


    Sports Gazette: A New-Type Hollywood Mogul Wants to Play Football?


    The Independent: Maybe the Hollywood Prince Can Bring Hollywood Beauties to Shine on the Pitch!


    Arsenal club chairman Peter Hill-Wood stated in an interview with The Guardian: "A U.S. investor thinks they can make money off Arsenal? We don't need such people."


    Conversely, Capet Sports Entertainment's spokesman directly told The Mirror: "A debt-ridden Arsenal has won no title for three years. But the board wishes to reject a leader who can propel Arsenal to the pinnacle of Europe. This is irresponsible to Arsenal fans worldwide!"


    At night, Arsenal coach Arsene Wenger returned to his villa in North London, Totteridge. His wife, Annie, seeing Wenger distressed, consoled him, "Let the board worry about the club's acquisition. Why trouble yourself?"


    "Today, I met David. He's helping that young American acquire Arsenal. He genuinely loves football. He promises to help the club repay debts and bring in world-class players to lead Arsenal to the Champions League title!" Wenger and David Dein were friends. Though Dein had left Arsenal, Wenger remained grateful for Dein bringing him from the J-League to the Premier League ten years ago.


    "What can you do? We can only watch as capitalists clash," his wife, Annie, poured Wenger a cup of coffee.


    "Tomorrow, the new shareholder will attend the training base's shareholders' meeting. Who knows what will happen?" Even though Wenger had been at Arsenal for ten years and led them to Premier League titles, he never reached the pinnacle of European football.


    The 2005-06 season's UEFA Champions League runner-up was Arsenal's most recent high point.


  




  Chapter 332: The Arrogant Old Trickster


  

    The Arsenal training base, also known as the Colney Training Center, was located in the small town of Latimer in Hertfordshire, a densely wooded area northwest of London, about a 45-minute drive from the Emirates Stadium.


    When it opened in 1999, it had a large commercial media building and indoor facilities built later. It was currently one of the best training bases in the UK.


    When Charles Capet, accompanied by David Dein, arrived at the Colney Training Center, reporters from BBC Sport TV, Sky Sports, and newspapers like The Daily Telegraph, The Times, The Independent, The Guardian, The Observer, Daily Mirror, Sunday Times, Daily Express, Daily Star, Daily Mail, Daily Chronicle, The Evening Standard, Morning Star, The Sun, European Times, Sports Gazette, and News of the World had already gathered in front of the media building at the training base.


    Charles' bodyguards held back the reporters, but they couldn't completely quiet down the scene.


    It was the press officer of the Arsenal club who managed to appease the reporters and have them sit in the media interview hall of the media building.


    "Charles, we can first take interviews from the reporters in the media hall and have a meeting with the shareholders in the afternoon," David Dein reminded Charles, coming to his side.


    Charles nodded. 


    Subsequently, Charles and David Dein, accompanied by Arsenal's press officer, sat down together to receive interviews from the media.


    In the administrative building behind them, Arsenal club chairman Peter Hill-Wood was chatting with the two major shareholders, Danny Fiszman and Berswick Smith.


    "Peter, what do you think? The capital David has found this time is different. We originally planned to join forces with Stan Kroenke to counter him and Alisher Usmanov. Now, Capet Group has replaced Alisher Usmanov's Russian capital," Danny Fiszman said with a worried expression.


    "Barclays Bank, Lloyds TSB Group, and Standard Chartered Bank have jointly supported him to allow his Capet Sports Entertainment Group to complete the acquisition."


    "Plus, with David Dein's network, our opponent this time is no simple task!"


    Peter Hill-Wood looked at the media building in front of him and said seriously: "These nouveau riches from the New World always think of making money through the team. If he takes over Arsenal, he will surely start the privatization process. At that time, Arsenal's financial reports won't be public, and the club will become a commercial puppet. As long as we remain united and do not allow him to continue acquiring your shares, Arsenal will still be under our control!"


    Of course, Peter Hill-Wood said this primarily for Danny Fiszman and Berswick Smith, who together owned more than 50% of the shares!


    This was also why David Dein, as the vice-chairman of Arsenal and the third-largest shareholder, could be directly expelled from the board of directors this year.


    In the media hall, Charles spoke seriously: "In 2005, we sent our captain Patrick Vieira to Juventus.


    Last year, Dennis Bergkamp retired, and we let Ashley Cole go.


    This summer, we lost our current captain, Thierry Henry.


    Arsene Wenger, as one of the most successful managers in the world, deserves more support..."


    Charles didn't mention that everyone was aware of Arsenal's current predicament; the club had no money, burdened by heavy debts.


    "Quiet, please! Let the reporter from the Daily Mirror ask a question!" the press officer called on a supportive newspaper to ask a question.


    A redheaded woman stood up, "Mr. Capet, if Capet Capital acquires Arsenal, will it truly repay Arsenal's debts?"


    Before Charles could respond, David Dein smiled and said, "Mr. Capet has already discussed with Barclays Bank and Standard Chartered Bank; at least PS200 million in loans will be repaid early!"


    "Whoa," the reporters, not just the one from the Daily Mirror, but all the others were equally shocked.


    "Moreover," Charles smiled, pointing at the reporter from the Daily Mirror, "Tell me, how much did Arsenal spend on signings this year?"


    "PS23.5 million!"


    "And how much income from player sales?"


    "PS31 million!"


    Charles nodded, "Arsenal, finishing fourth in the Premier League for two consecutive years, still made PS7.5 million from player sales this year! Arsenal is a contending team; finishing fourth in the league is not enough. Our goal is the Premier League Championship, the European Championship..."


    Charles' passionate speech in the media hall, before hundreds of media personnel, fired up many people. The CSE Group's acquisition of Arsenal aimed to return Arsenal to its peak.


    In contrast, the shareholders' meeting in the afternoon was much more subdued. Charles kept a close eye on club chairman Peter Hill-Wood and the other two major shareholders, Danny Fiszman and Berswick Smith.


    "Gentlemen, PS300 million, I'll buy your shares, deal?"


    Charles' gaze mainly focused on Danny Fiszman and Berswick Smith, who together held about 53% of the shares.


    Peter Hill-Wood knocked on the table, with typical British pride, looked at Charles, then smiled, "Charles, Arsenal has a history of 120 years, with 13 English top-level league championship trophies, 10 FA Cup championship trophies, and 2 League Cup championships.


    One European Cup Winners' Cup championship trophy!


    Arsenal will not become a plaything and tool of American capital. So, Arsenal will not be sold to your Capet Group!"


    Peter Hill-Wood's face was filled with arrogance; his British demeanor greatly displeased Charles.


    "But, we welcome you to the board of directors!"


    Charles looked around at the shareholders, who all seemed to follow Peter Hill-Wood's lead.


    "Mr. David Dein will be my representative; he will keep an eye on Arsenal's affairs on my behalf. You have worked together for many years, so you should have built a strong rapport!" Charles smiled, daring them to kick him out of the board of directors.


    "David, welcome back!" Peter Hill-Wood even shook David Dein's hand on purpose.


    When Charles left the Colney Training Center, his face was dark. Peter Hill-Wood was indeed an old fossil and an old trickster!


    Are there still few foreign investments in the Premier League now? Chelsea and Portsmouth were controlled by Russian capital;


    Manchester United, Aston Villa, and Liverpool were dominated by American capital;


    West Ham United was bought by an Icelandic consortium, and Manchester City was purchased by Thai capital.


    Why not Arsenal? Fans and the English FA opposed it? Then let's play a game of public opinion!


  




  Chapter 333: The Great Strike Begins


  

    Charles Capet's attempt to acquire Arsenal faced significant resistance, especially from the local board led by Peter Hill-Wood.


    Even with David Dein's assistance, Charles only held a stake in Arsenal. But unless he could gain complete control, it wouldn't mean much to him.


    The FA and fans preferred Arsenal to remain under local ownership.


    Charles didn't have many options at the moment. Arsenal was leading the league, playing stunning attacking football, both in terms of results and style.


    David Dein suggested Charles wait for the Premier League's Christmas period, as there's no winter break, making it a challenging time that often leads to numerous injuries for clubs.


    During this period, he could slowly interact with and persuade the board shareholders to sell their stakes.


    At the same time, he could leverage media to guide fan support, considering Manchester United, Chelsea, and the recently acquired Liverpool seemed increasingly competitive.


    In the evening, after leaving the Colney training ground, Charles received a call from his mother.


    "Charles, I'm heading back to New York. I'm currently on the plane. The last round of talks between the Hollywood Writers Guild and the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers failed. The Writers Guild is on strike!"


    Charles checked his watch. It was the 6th of the month, around 6 PM in London, which meant it was 1 PM in New York.


    "Got it. The strike is inevitable. If you have nothing to do, you can go to the Capet Ranch in Colorado for a vacation and some skiing. The newly renovated vacation villa is nice, and there are two newly built log cabins!" Charles had anticipated this end-of-year strike long ago and was indifferent.


    "Sure, anyhow, you're more focused on Arsenal Club these days," Evelyn said before hanging up.


    That night, Scarlett Johansson, who was filming Mamma Mia! in London, arrived at Charles's mansion on Knight Street.


    "Charles, you're really making waves with your acquisition attempt here in England. The crew can't stop talking about it!" Scarlett Johansson, ever as sexy, wrapped her arms around Charles on the sofa.


    "It's not done yet. Take it slow," Charles responded, then lifted her up and kissed her.


    Scarlett eagerly reciprocated, and soon, neither bothered to move to the bedroom, undressing right there on the living room sofa...


    ...


    In the U.S., at noon Eastern Time, the East Coast Writers Guild initiated the second significant Hollywood writers' strike.


    Following nearly seven hours of the previous day's final negotiations between the East and West Writers Guild and the AMPTP, they announced failure.


    An AMPTP representative urged the Writers Guild to reconsider to avoid a halt in Hollywood, which would cause enormous losses.


    The two major Writers Guilds issued a joint statement: Over 90% of their members had voted in favor of striking to defend writers' rights and interests. The strike would persist until their demands were met, likening it to a "marathon."


    Faced with the Writers Guild's tough stance, the AMPTP's lead negotiator, Nick Conte, firmly responded, "If the strike continues, we can't resume negotiations. It's impossible to negotiate with a gun to our heads. This approach is foolish!"


    Following the announcement, the next day at noon, Eastern Time, the East Coast Writers Guild kicked off the strike. The West Coast Writers Guild followed three hours later.


    In New York, thousands marched on the streets and squares, striking outside NBC, CBS, ABC, and Fox headquarters.


    They set up strike barriers while the police maintained order, signaling to everyone that Hollywood faced another massive writers' strike.


    To unify discipline and strengthen the strike, the two Writers Guilds mandated that all members must not work for film or TV production companies.


    Any member who entered a film company during the strike would be fined $100,000. Failure to pay the fine would lead to expulsion.


    At 3 PM Eastern Time, coinciding with noon Pacific Time, over 7,000 writers took to the streets in Los Angeles, the strike's main battleground.


    Strike assembly points included the vicinity of Disney, 20th Century Fox, Sony Columbia, Paramount, NBC, ABC, Capet Entertainment, Universal Studios, and Warner Bros.


    Donna Langley, standing by the meeting room window, could see the massive crowd of strikers in the nearby streets, not far from Capet Entertainment, DreamWorks, and Disney.


    Further away were Warner Bros., ABC Production Center, and NBC Universal Studios!


    "Who knows how long this will last," Donna Langley remarked, taken aback by the crowd. She anticipated a large turnout on the first day, but this exceeded expectations.


    Meanwhile, at Sony Pictures in Culver City, Los Angeles, the producers of Quantum of Solace, Barbara Broccoli and Michael Wilson, wore conflicted expressions.


    Michael Wilson was the adopted son of Barbara Broccoli's father; the two were practically siblings, managing their family-owned Eon Productions, which held the rights to the 007 series.


    "This morning, Paul Haggis just handed us the final revised script for Quantum of Solace. He signed the check and then immediately joined the strike with a picket sign," Barbara Broccoli said, exasperated.


    "Alright, Barbara. Let's head back to London and focus on the film's production. This Hollywood writers' strike isn't ending anytime soon," Michael Wilson was keen to complete Quantum of Solace's production, aiming for a release next year.


    Indeed, Los Angeles was bustling today. After all, it was a Hollywood affair, with thousands of writers marching with banners and signs on the streets near Hollywood, striking.


    Police, citizens, and media reporters created a unique scene.


  




  Chapter 334: Exchange


  

    At the Hilton Canary Wharf in London, Lily Ying welcomed Charles Capet and smiled faintly at the Hollywood star, Scarlett Johansson, who was with him.


    "Hey, Lily, I know you helped Dona's investment company a lot. I made some good money this time too," Scarlett Johansson, who had previously invested in Dona Williams' AC Capital, mentioned. She had sold her Lululemon stocks, making quite a profit.


    "Hello, Scarlett. It's a pity we sold too soon; Lululemon's stock price is now over 50 dollars," Lily Ying laughed. AC Capital had earned 20 million dollars after taxes!


    With the private equity taking 30% fees, Lily Ying and Dona also made money following Charles. After all, AC Capital had Charles's backing!


    "The US stock market is crashing now. Selling early is better than being stuck with those stocks," Charles shrugged and sat on the sofa.


    "You met with David Dein, right?" Charles asked.


    Lily nodded and smiled, "I prepared 600 million pounds for you, but you spent only a bit over 145 million. Acquiring Arsenal wasn't easy, was it?"


    Charles nodded with a smile, "Not easy at all. These pirates still think they're the British Empire, so arrogant. But I have my ways. They can't underestimate me, a Hollywood mogul!"


    When the Christmas season wrecked Arsenal, leaving them with no players, Charles would call in a favor from Rupert Murdoch.


    The influence of Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation, controlling The Times, The Sunday Times, The Sun, The News of the World, and largely holding Sky TV, was more potent in the UK than in the US!


    This summer, Charles had cooperated with Rupert Murdoch in News Corporation's acquisition of The Wall Street Journal. Rupert owed Charles a favor.


    Charles planned to use News Corporation's media power to pressurize Peter Hill-Wood and take over Arsenal. Rupert would likely oblige, repaying the favor.


    "Hollywood is on strike; you aren't going back to check?" Lily Ying asked, knowing that Capet Pictures was the foundation of the Capet enterprise.


    Charles spread his hands, "You said it yourself; they're on strike. What can I do? Hollywood's movies, TV, variety shows, talk shows, and musicals, the writers are all on strike. No new projects can start without writers!"


    "By the way, you can take 400 million pounds. I don't need that much funds right now, but I'll need 400 million pounds early next year. Keep arranging large bank loans for me," Charles instructed. 


    Charles kept nearly 50 million pounds, thinking David Dein might persuade some shareholders to sell their shares during this period.


    "Taking 400 million pounds means over 800 million dollars!" Lily's eyes widened. What are we doing?


    "You're heading back to Hong Kong, right? Start purchasing US Treasuries. The 100-dollar bonds are now priced at less than 40 dollars and still falling," Charles smiled.


    "You know the situation; there's no one to bet against in shorting. Everyone knows a global financial crisis is imminent. The dollar's weakness won't last long. Buy US bonds at low prices now, and when the dollar strengthens, there will naturally be institutions willing to buy them back at higher prices."


    Those 100-dollar bonds, even at 40, allow the 400 million pounds to purchase 2 billion dollars of US Treasury. When the dollar strengthens, even selling at the original price will attract many investment institutions.


    "And not just that, if possible, take out a euro loan and buy US bonds similarly."


    Lily understood, "When the dollar strengthens, the pound and euro will definitely depreciate!"


    Currently, 400 million pounds could be exchanged for 800 million dollars. Later, possibly 600 million dollars could exchange back for 400 million pounds to return to the banks.


    This operation was also quite safe. US Treasuries were a preferred investment among global governments and large institutions.


    "Are we really doing this? What if...?" Lily was concerned about the dollar's strength.


    Charles smiled, "Trust me. Dollar won't let you down!"


    "The US bond market in Asia is massive. Banks are indeed selling at low prices," Lily, who had been in Hong Kong, was well aware.


    "I've told you the plan, and you're definitely more adept at the details than me, an outsider. Forex and US bonds must be simple for you," Charles laughed, hugging Scarlett Johansson, who understood nothing, as they were about to leave.


    "I'm heading to a party. Wanna join and check out those arrogant Brits?"


    Lily smiled and waved her hand, "No interest. I have to manage this large sum of money!"


    In the yellow Lamborghini Gallardo, Charles casually chatted with Scarlett Johansson.


    His right hand held the wheel, while his left was on the lady's thigh.


    "Atonement has a decent box office. 50 million dollars in North America and 80 million internationally! Keira's performance has won several critics' awards in the US!"


    Charles smiled, "What? You miss her?"


    "Why not? If you have the guts to call her over, three of us can be together," Scarlett Johansson teased, raising her chin at Charles.


    "Just wait. I'll find someone to share the fun with you in a couple of days, haha," Charles joked.


    "Who?"


    "Eva Green. She's in Paris."


    "Thor's lead actress," Scarlett Johansson looked at Charles. "You're such a player!"


    "By the way, Mamma Mia! should have wrapped up, right?" Charles asked.


    "It's done. I came over to reshoot a few scenes. Quantum of Solace has also started filming at Pinewood Studios' 007 stage," Scarlett Johansson explained.


    Previously, Mamma Mia! had shot its primary scenes at Pinewood Studios' 007 stage.


    "Is the Hollywood strike affecting your company much?" Scarlett Johansson asked.


    "It's alright. I prepared ahead. Maybe Prison Break's third season will see some impact," Charles nonchalantly replied.


    Anyway, the major impact was on other Hollywood media groups. Let it be.


  




  Chapter 335: Box Office Poison


  

    In Hampstead, North London, Charles bought a new two-story villa with a garden, spending 7 million pounds for more than 900 square meters of living space.


    Hampstead Heath, known as the 'lungs of London,' has vast green areas, near Parliament Hill, Hampstead Park, and Golf Club. It's one of London's old rich neighborhoods.


    Compared to the bustling Knightsbridge, Hampstead is much more low-key and quieter!


    Charles leaned into Eva Green's arms, flipping through a newspaper, "The screenwriters' strike, many actors joined in and started a shift system."


    The Hollywood screenwriters' strike had been ongoing for a week with no sign of improvement. Not only did the Mayor of Los Angeles urge both sides to negotiate again, but even California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger was also lobbying for a resolution between the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers and the Writers Guild of America.


    "It seems quite serious, with many people participating in the strike," Eva Green reminded.


    "Over 45% of the screenwriters in the West Coast Guild are unemployed. Even those with jobs often have side gigs," Charles shook his head and then pulled out another newspaper, smiling. "You French are probably the most familiar with such scenes, right?"


    Strikes were a daily occurrence in France.


    This fall, not long after his ambitious social security reform plan, newly elected President Sarkozy faced widespread strikes.


    On October 18, the long-planned nationwide railway strike took place, paralyzing the entire French rail network for 24 hours. Then, on October 28, airlines held a 24-hour strike, causing all airports in France to shut down simultaneously. Yesterday, seven major unions of the French National Railway Company (SNCF), out of a total of eight unions where only the Independent Train Drivers' Union announced non-participation, officially declared an "indefinite strike!"


    Thus, the railway strike ignited a massive strike across all public sectors in France, followed immediately by the Paris Public Transport Company and others, protesting the social security reforms together.


    Eva Green felt a bit awkward, and Charles teased, "Spring work, summer vacation, autumn strikes, and winter holidays. The French really have it good!"


    Thinking about his own tough life in his past life, the French seemed so privileged.


    "Maybe it's the economic downturn now; you know how big the impact of the U.S. subprime mortgage crisis is," Eva Green defended.


    "Well, your strikes are as common as eating and drinking, anyway," Charles didn't worry, knowing the old imperialist nations were wealthy and their high welfare policies bred many parasites.


    "So, how's Thor coming along?"


    "Not bad, the demands on the actors aren't high, mainly focusing on the special effects," Eva Green had confidence in this aspect.


    "Has Jordan Scott's Cracks started filming yet?" Charles didn't need to worry about the mess in Hollywood now, given the strikes.


    Capet International Pictures' UK branch had just released Atonement with good results and feedback. Cracks was also a British film and should continue the success.


    "Ah, Jordan contacted me before, planning to start filming after the New Year. She's still casting!"


    Eva Green, with her Bond girl fame and starring in Thor, had no shortage of popularity. Among non-English-speaking European actresses, she was one of the best.


    "That's good," Charles now had the energy to focus on European films. Capet International Pictures' French branch and EuropaCorp were about to finish shooting Taken; the Spanish branch had created Woody Allen's drama Vicky Cristina Barcelona this year. Moreover, the French film La Vie en Rose was pretty good this year. Who knows how the adaptation of The Intouchables was coming along?


    Just as Charles was thinking about this, his phone, placed on the side, rang. Nicole Kidman was calling.


    "What is it, Nicole?" Charles sat up, one hand holding the phone, the other around Eva Green.


    "Uh, I'm pregnant and need to withdraw from The Reader," Nicole Kidman explained hurriedly over the phone, "I didn't want to, but luckily Anthony Minghella and Scott Rudin found Kate Winslet to replace me! You don't blame me, do you?"


    "Of course not," Charles was only surprised for a moment, "Has Kate Winslet finished Revolutionary Road?"


    "Yes, finished. She has the schedule now, and director Stephen Daldry likes her too!"


    Charles sighed, "Nicole, your luck is terrible! Another good opportunity missed."


    "Oh, I really wanted to act in the movies you like. The Invasion released in August failed, so now the papers are directly calling me box office poison!"


    The Invasion, with an 80 million dollar production cost, starring Nicole Kidman and Daniel Craig, managed only 15 million dollars at the North American box office and 25 million dollars overseas, totaling 40 million dollars worldwide. A huge loss.


    "Tsk, tsk, tsk, you have another fantasy film The Golden Compass releasing this month, also with Daniel Craig," Charles glanced at Eva Green in his arms, who also played a witch in The Golden Compass.


    "There's also Margot at the Wedding premiering today," Nicole Kidman reminded over the phone.


    "Take good care of your baby!" Charles genuinely admired Nicole Kidman, The Golden Compass next month flopped, this year's drama-war film Australia also did; her choices were simply astounding!


    After hanging up the phone, Charles couldn't help but chuckle. Box office poison indeed.


    The Oscar-winning Nicole Kidman had faced continuous box office failures since 2004.


    Whether it was low-budget films like Dogville, Birth, Fur, or Margot at the Wedding, or big productions like The Stepford Wives, Bewitched, The Interpreter, and The Invasion, they all failed miserably.


    Last year, her animated film Happy Feet, where she voiced a character, was the only one that didn't lose money, and most of her films not only had low box office earnings but also poor reviews.


    This year, Nicole Kidman hoped to make a comeback with two big productions, The Invasion and The Golden Compass.


    However, The Invasion had already bombed, and Margot at the Wedding, an art house film, was unlikely to succeed. They had to pin hopes on The Golden Compass next month to turn things around.


    Box office poison, truly terrifying!


  




  Chapter 336: The Benchmark of Actresses


  

    After Charles Capet finished his call with Nicole Kidman, he called his company to inquire about the movie The Reader.


    The drama Revolutionary Road, starring Kate Winslet and Leonardo DiCaprio, had wrapped up, freeing up their schedules.


    "Director Stephen Daldry will tweak the script to fit Kate Winslet better, and filming will start in Germany in January next year," Phyllis Jones explained over the phone.


    "That's good. Make sure Scott Rudin speeds up the development of this movie. It needs to be released next year," Charles reminded. Scott Rudin was one of Hollywood's top producers, and Charles was worried that Rudin might be too busy with other projects to focus on this film.


    "Understood!"


    Capet Pictures' German branch and Germany's Babelsberg Studio co-produced The Reader. Capet Entertainment's international business was truly flourishing.


    Eva Green saw Charles put down his phone and asked, "Is Nicole pregnant?"


    Charles nodded, "Seems like it's been two or three months. The global premiere of The Golden Compass is at the end of the month in the UK. You'll be promoting it too, so you'll see her there.


    Look at that, Nicole Kidman is really a benchmark for international actresses. She got a $17.5 million paycheck for Bewitched, the highest for a foreign actress, and despite several flop movies, she still managed a $12 million paycheck for Australia this year," Charles said to Eva Green. The difference between them was clear.


    Nicole Kidman also received $14.5 million for The Invasion, but she signed on for Australia before The Invasion was even released.


    "Nicole Kidman is just too famous. Her international recognition is off the charts!" Eva Green admitted she couldn't compare with British and Australian actresses.


    "Still, her reputation as a box office poison is nailed down," Charles acknowledged her fame but noted her career had probably peaked.


    After The Golden Compass next month and Australia next year, post-maternity Nicole Kidman would have a hard time. Forget million-dollar paychecks, getting good projects itself would be lucky.


    "Let's go grab some food," Charles noticed it was getting dark outside.


    Eva Green nodded, and the two left. The villa on Hampstead Heath covered 3 acres, with gardens in the front and back.


    The surrounding area was filled with enormous villas, owned by the wealthy, but many houses were vacant.


    Charles drove Eva to a nearby restaurant in his Toyota Prado.


    "Charles, why don't you drive your Aston Martin anymore?" Eva Green asked, puzzled, as there was still an Aston Martin DB9 in the garage.


    "For safety. I don't have bodyguards with me. If we run into trouble, I can ram my way out with this!" Charles smirked. The area had decent security, but who knows? The Prado and the Aston Martin DB9 were both new acquisitions.


    The Aston Martin, after all, was James Bond's car of choice, and the new DB9 had cost over PS200,000!


    Britain's gun control was stricter than America's, so it was better to keep a low profile when Charles was out alone with a beautiful woman.


    Charles had once been mugged in New York's Harlem. With a mugging happening every 30 seconds in America, Charles considered himself lucky.


    Well, apart from his bodyguard team, Charles was pretty cautious himself!


    Eva Green widened her eyes, "Didn't you say last night that you wanted to test your skills? You've been practicing martial arts for years; you said you could take down three men?"


    "Unfortunately, no chance to show off," Charles replied confidently, "with a gun, who needs to fight? I'll take you hunting at Capet Ranch in Colorado sometime. There's also a shooting range. I'm definitely going there for Christmas!"


    If Charles encountered those street thugs now, even unarmed, he could at least knock them out.


    "Sure, I've heard your ranch is huge and the scenery is amazing," Eva Green was surely interested.


    Before long, Charles drove them to a French restaurant in South Hampstead.


    ...


    While Charles enjoyed great times with a beautiful woman in Britain, Hollywood started feeling the effects of the writers' strike.


    First to suffer were talk shows, which went off the air. Then, a week later, FOX announced the cancellation of the seventh season of 24 scheduled to premiere in January next year, making it the first TV series halted by the strike.


    Only a third of 24's seventh season had been filmed, and with the strike, FOX chose not to air an unfinished product.


    Meanwhile, California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger stepped in, urging both the Producers Alliance and the Writers Guild to resume negotiations to prevent the strike from impacting California's economy.


    Governor Schwarzenegger, who had shown exceptional leadership during the Southern California wildfires in late October, stated in front of the media:


    He had been an actor for many years and was a member of the Actors Guild, so he understood Hollywood well. 


    The strike wouldn't affect TV executives, film company bosses, union leaders, or top writers because they're all wealthy. The real victims were those who earned their livelihoods in the film and TV industry, like makeup artists, stylists, and cameramen. Hollywood's shutdown would lead to job losses for many behind-the-scenes workers.


    Leading stars like Tom Hanks and Angelina Jolie actively supported the writers' strike.


    Additionally, several Democratic members of Congress expressed their support for the Writers Guild, including current Democratic presidential candidates Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama.


  




  Chapter 337: Abu's Party


  

    At the villa on Bishop's Avenue in Hampstead, London, Charles Capet sat on the sofa, with his arms around Eva Green and Scarlett Johansson.


    Eva Green and Scarlett Johansson had shaken off their initial awkwardness. After watching the news on TV for a while, Eva Green said, "I gotta go with the crew to promote the movie!"


    "The Golden Compass?" Charles asked directly.


    "Yeah, you know it," Eva Green explained. "This is a high-budget fantasy children's film developed by New Line. The production cost is huge, around 180 million dollars, and the promotion costs are over 50 million dollars!"


    "They want to recreate the success of The Lord of the Rings and create their own Harry Potter!" Scarlett Johansson chimed in earnestly.


    Charles smiled, "We'll see how it does when it hits the theaters."


    Capet's Matrix Pictures also just released a horror thriller called The Mist. Capet Television hired The Mist's director, Frank Darabont, to develop a series based on the comic book The Walking Dead.


    The first season was expected to air no earlier than 2009.


    In the afternoon, after Eva Green left, Charles took Scarlett Johansson to a party hosted by Chelsea Club owner Roman Abramovich.


    At only 41 years old, Roman Abramovich had assets worth over 12 billion pounds, thanks to the lucrative Siberian oil.


    "Welcome, Charles!" Roman Abramovich greeted Charles warmly, eager to befriend such a Hollywood tycoon.


    "Roman, good evening. This is Scarlett!" Charles introduced.


    "Of course I know, Scarlett's movies are excellent," Roman Abramovich said. Though he had recently divorced his second wife, he wasn't lacking a girlfriend and was getting married again soon.


    With London's weather a bit cold and gloomy, Charles wore a turtleneck sweater paired with a suit, looking handsome and outstanding.


    Soon, many people came over to meet Charles, while Scarlett Johansson and some female guests went off to chat.


    Roman Abramovich introduced Charles to another Russian billionaire, Alexandre Gaydamak, who currently owned the Portsmouth Football Club.


    "Charles, you've had quite a bit of trouble trying to acquire Arsenal, haven't you? Let us know if you need any help!" Alexandre Gaydamak spoke very directly.


    "Thanks, the acquisition of Arsenal will take time and can't be rushed," Charles smiled and clinked glasses with the two men.


    In three years, Roman Abramovich had significantly transformed Chelsea, investing real money, regardless of his motives.


    As for Alexandre Gaydamak's acquisition of Portsmouth last year, which had just been promoted to the Premier League in 2004, it was still just a team trying to avoid relegation.


    Charles didn't take it seriously at all. Besides, Alexandre Gaydamak's financial resources couldn't compare to Roman Abramovich's.


    "Arsenal is also one of our main competitors at Chelsea, both being in London," Roman Abramovich said with a smile.


    "If you can become the owner of Arsenal, I'd welcome it. More external funding in the Premier League will help it grow even better!"


    As one of Russia's oligarchs, Roman Abramovich bought Chelsea to break into London's high society and increase his influence, primarily for political reasons.


    After all, Russian billionaires were most densely gathered in London. To protect his vast wealth, he needed to be influential, not just obedient.


    Reputation and prestige, in a way, acted as his shield.


    "As fellow London teams, Chelsea and Arsenal are arch-rivals. If I control Arsenal, it will be even more formidable," Charles said with a smile.


    "The stronger the opponent, the more excited Chelsea will be. Our goal is to defeat stronger adversaries!" Roman Abramovich keenly wanted to befriend this young Hollywood tycoon, as he was eager to connect with Hollywood elites.


    Although Roman Abramovich had some interactions with Rupert Murdoch's wife, Wendi Deng, it was mainly through his ex-wife's connections.


    "Don't worry, it'll happen. Peter Hill-Wood is getting old, and Arsenal needs a new management team," Charles said calmly. He had communicated with David Dein and the team's head coach, Arsene Wenger. As the coach who led Arsenal's rise, Wenger's opinion carried considerable weight for the moment.


    Many Arsenal fans highly appreciated Wenger, with a strong support rate.


    However, Charles was determined to acquire Arsenal. If Wenger didn't cooperate, he wouldn't hesitate to fire him.


    Roman Abramovich clinked glasses with Charles again and said, "The Premier League is currently the most commercially prosperous league. England is the birthplace of modern football, with a deep-rooted football culture almost ingrained in their bones."


    "Many people are against foreign ownership of clubs, especially significant teams like Arsenal. They care more!" Roman Abramovich, as a Russian, deeply understood the ideological conflicts between the West led by the US and UK and Russia.


    However, Charles Capet had deep-rooted American capital ties and was considered the Son of Hollywood, with considerable influence and prestige.


  




  Chapter 338: Canary Islands


  

    Charles didn't like London winters. After attending Roman Abramovich's party one evening, he took a private jet to the Canary Islands for a vacation.


    The Canary Islands are located in the Atlantic Ocean, southwest of Morocco, and are governed by Spain. They are one of Spain's 17 autonomous communities and one of the EU's special outermost regions.


    Santa Cruz de Tenerife, the largest island of the Canary Islands, enjoys a Mediterranean subtropical climate with warm winters and cool summers. There's no winter here, only endless sunny skies and a vast ocean!


    Santa Cruz de Tenerife is located on the northeast coast of the island, facing Gran Canaria Island.


    "No wonder Europe's rich love to vacation here. The climate and scenery are really something," Charles sighed as he lounged by the private pool in his villa, admiring the Atlantic Ocean.


    The old capitalist countries of Europe really divided up all the islands in the world.


    Scarlett Johansson, wearing a sexy bikini and holding two glasses of champagne, walked over, sat on the edge, and handed Charles a glass with a smile, "Universal Studios announced that Angels & Demons will delay shooting. Looks like it's the first movie affected by the Writers Guild strike!"


    "By the way, Amelia just brought over a file from China," Scarlett added.


    "From China?" Charles wondered what was happening there and climbed out of the pool.


    Lily Ying returned to Hong Kong; could it be related to her?


    "It's about a movie, sent from Capet International Pictures' office in China," Scarlett said, not knowing the details. Amelia had simply mentioned it when she delivered the file.


    "Ah, a movie," Charles relaxed. "No rush then." He hugged Scarlett and sat on the lounger. "You don't have anything important coming up, do you?"


    Scarlett's body was too enticing, and Charles couldn't help but ask while feeling the curves under his hand.


    "Of course I do. Iron Man 2 is about to start filming. I need to train for all those fight scenes and stunts," Scarlett rolled her eyes at Charles.


    "Black Widow has a lot of action scenes. I don't want to use a stunt double for everything! And besides, Eva Green and I have been with you for a few days. You should go back to Hollywood; the strike's been going on for over half a month. You're not worried?"


    Charles shook his head, "What's there to worry about? This is a labor dispute. Whoever backs down first gives up their benefits. The Producers Guild, the Directors Guild, the Actors Guild, and the Writers Guild have been at odds for years; it's standard procedure.


    It's just that this year's subprime mortgage crisis made the economy sluggish, giving more leverage to the strikers!"


    "Anyway, I need to go back for training. Enjoy your vacation," Scarlett kissed Charles and jumped into the pool.


    Charles smiled, headed to the living room, and picked up the file Amelia had brought.


    It was information about John Rabe's Diary. Charles knew it was sent by Xu Xiaoling; the draft script had already passed censorship.


    Charles thought for a moment and decided to call Xu Xiaoling to ask about the situation.


    "Charles, I heard about the big screenwriters' strike in Hollywood. Is it a big issue?" Xu Xiaoling's first question was about the strike.


    "It's manageable. Our company's pretty well-prepared, so the impact's minimal. Is John Rabe's Diary a joint venture?" Charles asked.


    "Yes, with German ZDF, China's Huayi Brothers, and us. We're planning to invest 20 million dollars and invite some German actors," Xu Xiaoling explained.


    "ZDF has wanted to develop this movie for a while, and so have we. With the local Huayi Brothers joining, it's a three-way collaboration!"


    "With German directors and actors, there's no need to worry too much. Capet Entertainment's name is well-regarded in Europe," Charles reminded Xu, showing little concern for the budget. He preferred not to pay a fortune for a few no-name actors.


    "Got it. Now, Painted Skin has grossed over 200 million yuan domestically, making it the third Chinese film to do so after Curse of the Golden Flower and Hero!" Xu Xiaoling added with a smile.


    "And I'm planning to develop a sequel, Painted Skin 2!"


    "That's up to you," Charles replied, then hung up. 


  




  Chapter 339: Ongoing Strike


  

    By the end of November, the Hollywood writers' strike had been going on for nearly a month, and Charles finally returned to Los Angeles.


    At the same time, he had David Dane continue lobbying Arsenal shareholders on his behalf. Charles hated leaving things unfinished.


    "Hollywood seems to have this feeling of suppression," said Charles, standing at the top floor of the Burbank headquarters, looking at the strikers on the street below.


    "Not as many as before," explained Donna Langley next to him. "Now they're mainly doing shifts, and with support from the actors' guild, the numbers are decent. The screenwriters all refused to write and submit scripts, causing a large number of popular TV shows like 24, Desperate Housewives, ER, and NCIS to announce they'd stopped airing."


    "The Writers Guild is quite influential, even getting members of Congress and the Mediation Committee to lobby the Alliance of Motion Picture & Television Producers," Charles chuckled.


    "California's economy isn't great right now. The state government has a high fiscal deficit, so Arnold Schwarzenegger must be having a tough time!"


    "Who says he isn't? Hollywood now has a large number of unemployed people, and the subprime mortgage crisis has already weakened the economy. The writers' strike has only made things worse," said Donna Langley, shaking her head.


    "The five major investment banks on Wall Street - Goldman Sachs, Morgan Stanley, Merrill Lynch, Lehman Brothers, and Bear Stearns - were always a cash cow for Hollywood, but now they're hit hard!


    Hollywood movie production has definitely decreased, and everyone is looking for ways to cut costs."


    To cut costs, they had to reduce budgets for TV and movie productions, including salaries of crew members and expenses for overseas shoots.


    The writers' strike sure seemed like it was sucking the blood out of movie company investors.


    Moreover, the weak dollar policy recently prompted many movie companies to relocate overseas productions back to the U.S. Did Universal really delay the shooting of Angels & Demons because of the writers' strike?


    The main reason was that Universal had to dismantle and pack up the sets built at Pinewood Studios in England and reconstruct them in the U.S.


    This delayed things by at least three to four months, so Universal could only postpone the release to 2009.


    Even with the current 1:2 exchange rate of the pound to the dollar and UK tax rebates, it was still cheaper to shoot in the U.S.


    "Heh, in recent years, all sorts of funds poured into Hollywood, allowing studios to offer huge salaries to directors and stars. Now, the funding taps have tightened a lot," Charles, who didn't think much of high actor salaries, was nonetheless somewhat annoyed.


    "The battle between Sony's Blu-ray high-definition DVD and Toshiba's HD-DVD format is about to come to an end. In the second half of this year, Paramount and our own Capet Entertainment chose to support Blu-ray, and Warner Bros., originally backing HD-DVD, seems to be in talks with Sony," reminded Donna Langley.


    "Negotiations for the streaming rights with Netflix need to speed up. Streaming will become the main thing instead of tapes and TV," said Charles, noting how Netflix, which had a separate subsidiary for DVD rentals, was focusing on streaming strategy.


    With digitalization, there would be more movie channels, and personalized movie services would also flourish, including pay-per-view (PPV), near video on demand (NVOD), and video on demand (VOD).


    In the evening at the Peninsula Beverly Hills Hotel, a gathering was held.


    Charles was chatting with David Geffen, who was in semi-retirement. As one of the three big heads of DreamWorks, David Geffen wielded significant influence in the entertainment industry.


    "What's up? Not happy at Paramount?" Charles teasingly asked. DreamWorks had joined Paramount only two years ago, and there were already conflicts?


    David Geffen waved his hand. "You know Jeffrey runs DreamWorks Animation, Steven runs DreamWorks, and I enjoy retirement! I don't know the specifics of Steven's disagreements with Paramount's top brass. Are you interested?"


    "Me? Capet Pictures?" Charles shook his head. "I can't handle Steven's films!"


    Did this entertainment mogul think he'd take over DreamWorks? Not a chance.


    DreamWorks Animation was worth considering, but the DreamWorks run by Steven Spielberg? No way.


    David Geffen laughed. DreamWorks might attract other studios, but for a production powerhouse like Capet Entertainment, it was pretty ordinary.


    "Failed to buy the Los Angeles Times?" Charles asked. He had heard earlier this year that David Geffen had bid to buy the Los Angeles Times group.


    David Geffen nodded. "Yep, I offered 2 billion dollars, but they turned it down!"


    Charles sneered inwardly. His 2 billion dollar bid included debts. The Los Angeles Times had over a billion dollars in debt alone.


    Look at News Corp's grand acquisition of Dow Jones. The Los Angeles Times was one of the twin stars of Tribune Publishing, with the other being the Chicago Tribune.


    Even though print media was declining, top U.S. newspapers like the Los Angeles Times wouldn't sell cheaply.


    "There are other newspapers, like the San Francisco Chronicle, which is a major West Coast daily, or the Dallas Morning News, the Seattle Times, and the Houston Chronicle, all top 20 papers!" Charles wasn't optimistic about David Geffen's bid for the top three Los Angeles  Times.


    David Geffen shook his head. "Enough about that. You wanted to buy the Wall Street Journal this year too, didn't you?"


    "Me? I'm fine with an internet paper like the Huffington Post. Plus, the New York Observer is a regional weekly. I'm not that interested in newspapers," Charles was blunt.


    "Younger folks are sure to go for the internet."


    Before long, they noticed Steven Spielberg approaching, but Charles was more interested in the woman next to Spielberg, Gal Gadot.


    Do Jews always stick together like this? DreamWorks' movie Disturbia had done well, with young actor Shia LaBeouf starring. He was also the lead in next year's DreamWorks sci-fi film Eagle Eye.


    Why? Because Shia LaBeouf is Jewish. Almost everyone at DreamWorks is Jewish, and Gal Gadot is a proud Israeli Jew.


    With Universal's ties to Spielberg, getting her a role in Fast & Furious 4 was a cinch!


    "Good evening, David, Charles!"
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    Steven Spielberg directly introduced Gal Gadot to some Hollywood filmmakers, instantly turning her from a model into an actress.


    "Gal, can I call you that?" Charles Capet greeted her like a gentleman. "You are truly beautiful!"


    "Thank you, of course, Mr. Capet!" Gal could not resist the charm of Hollywood's elite.


    "Just call me Charles," Charles extended his hand. "Would you like to dance?" He thought Wonder Woman should be in the Marvel Universe, not DC Comics.


    Smiling, Gal placed her hand in Charles' and they walked to the center of the dance floor.


    "Steven mentioned you love sports and served in the Israeli army? And you dropped out of law school to enter the entertainment industry?" Charles asked while holding Gal.


    Standing at 175 cm, Gal Gadot had a great figure, with her long legs especially notable.


    "Yeah, I came to Hollywood for auditions because of some military photos I did. I used to do magazine ads and I auditioned for the Bond girl in Quantum of Solace but didn't make it. Recently, I was recommended for a role as a biker girl in Fast and Furious 4!" Gal knew the power of the man before her. As an Israeli Jew, she had help from Hollywood's Jewish community, but knowing Charles Capet could also be an opportunity.


    "Amazing," Charles smiled. Hollywood was all about connections and power; Gal Gadot certainly had the looks and talent to succeed.


    "No, it's because someone appreciated me and recommended me," laughed Gal.


    Opportunities were rare in Hollywood, and it was impressive for a newcomer with no acting experience to land a major role in a blockbuster.


    Charles glanced around and saw that Steven Spielberg had left. Had he brought Gal Gadot to the party just to introduce her?


    "How long have you been in Los Angeles? Are you adjusting well?" Charles asked.


    "Not long. I went to England for the Quantum of Solace audition, then returned to Israel, and now I'm here again. The weather in Israel and Los Angeles is quite similar during winter."


    Israel, located on the eastern coast of the Mediterranean, has a Mediterranean climate despite its many deserts.


    Charles nodded, "There are many beautiful places around Los Angeles. I'd like to show you around sometime."


    "Sure, thank you!" Gal responded just as a man approached them.


    "Sorry, my friend is here," Gal apologized to Charles.


    "No problem, I'll give you a ride back later!" Charles smiled gentlemanly.


    Charles then walked away, not bothering about the man who had come looking for Gal Gadot.


    "Yaron, what brings you to me?" Gal greeted Yaron Versano, whom she had met the previous year. Yaron, 32, was ten years older than Gal.


    Yaron Versano was an Israeli real estate businessman with properties in both Israel and the United States. He had met Gal Gadot last year, and started pursuing her after bumping into her again this year.


    "When I got to the U.S., I heard you failed the Quantum of Solace audition but got a role in another movie. I wanted to celebrate with you but couldn't reach you by phone," Yaron's appearance was a bit old-fashioned.


    "I heard you were here, so I came to find you!"


    "I'm here with director Spielberg for the party. He introduced me to some people, said I would need many connections in Hollywood," Gal felt a certain affinity with Yaron, given their shared Israeli heritage.


    On the other side, after his dance with Gal Gadot, Charles ran into Will Smith.


    They were familiar due to their collaboration on The Pursuit of Happiness, which had been successful.


    "Will, your I Am Legend trailer looks great. It looks like another hit!" Charles said with a smile.


    "Thanks, I Am Legend comes out in December. It's mostly a solo performance, so I hope it turns out well as you said," Will Smith was at the peak of his career. Men in Black II in 2002, Bad Boys II in 2003, I, Robot in 2004, Hitch in 2005, and The Pursuit of Happiness in 2006, all had grossed over $100 million in North America.


    With both critical and commercial success, plus the release of I Am Legend this year and the already completed Hancock set for next year, Will's films were sure bets for high box office returns.


    "I wanted to invest in Hancock back then, but Warner Bros sold the script to Sony," Charles felt it was a pity that Sony took the project Warner Bros had abandoned from under him.


    "Charles, your Capet Pictures' success must be putting pressure on other studios, your achievements have been impressive!"


    Facing Will Smith's remark, Charles couldn't deny it. He patted Will on the shoulder and walked away.


    Charles had seen Charlize Theron, the leading lady of Hancock.


  




  Chapter 341: Chapter 341


  

    Charlize Theron, now 32, carried a calm and cool aura, no wonder she was called "Venus"!


    This year, she was named the Sexiest Woman Alive by Esquire magazine.


    She was also named the winner in In Touch magazine's selection of the "Top Ten Women with the Sexiest Legs in the World"!


    "Charles, it seems like you're spending less and less time in Los Angeles," Charlize Theron said with a smile on her face.


    "Not really," Charles spent shorter durations in the U.S. this year too. "What about you? What have you been up to lately?"


    "Filming, working on the independent drama film The Burning Plain!" Charlize Theron had two projects this year; the other one was Hancock.


    "A movie similar to your In the Valley of Elah from this year?" Charles wasn't one to know much about those random indie films. Charlize Theron liked to play small parts in art films.


    Charlize nodded, "Dramatic films help improve my acting."


    "I still prefer how you looked and your body in AEon Flux," Charles said with a smile, although that movie was a flop after Charlize Theron received her first commercial blockbuster paycheck of 10 million dollars following her Oscar win for Best Actress.


    The only high-grossing film Charlize Theron had coming up was Hancock with Will Smith next year. She didn't have many other commercially successful films.


    Charlize shook her head, "The competition in Hollywood is fierce now. My commercial appeal isn't high, even though I've won an Oscar for Best Actress. I don't get many commercial film offers!"


    Of course, Charles knew that Charlize Theron didn't want to be just a pretty face anymore. She didn't care about her image but wanted scripts with depth.


    "Let's go. Let's find a place for a drink. After all, you're one of the artists I recommended my mother to recruit. See if I have any advice for you," Charles thought Charlize had a pure passion for movies. She was also a sexy beauty who didn't mind sacrificing her image. Such talent shouldn't be wasted in Hollywood.


    The Peninsula Hotel had its own bar, and Charles and Charlize soon found a table.


    "Charles, the writers' strike has been going on for almost a month now and it's having a major impact. Hasn't your movie company prepared to handle it yet?" 


    "The Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers comprises over 350 companies, all aiming for profit. Even if I could disregard this loss, can other companies do the same?"


    Charles shook his head with a smile, but he still supported the Alliance's tough stance since it protected their own interests.


    Charlize suddenly realized that Capet Pictures' film and TV business profits were absolutely top-notch and one-of-a-kind.


    "The economic environment is poor now, with Hollywood being out of work for too long, and more people losing jobs. Many behind-the-scenes workers in the film and television industry have also joined in!"


    Charlize explained further.


    Charles looked at Charlize and casually laughed, "Charlize, you're a big star. No matter how long the strike lasts, you guys have money. It's only the lower-ranked people who suffer from unemployment and lack of funds.


    Many movie companies stocked up on scripts and projects before the strike. Now, you should take on more commercial movies. You've already won the Best Actress Oscar, so you don't need to focus on art films as your main business!"


    As Charles was talking, he suddenly noticed Uma Thurman and Quentin Tarantino sitting together not far away.


    Quentin Tarantino's historical war film Inglourious Basterds received 6.8 million euros in funding from the German Federal Film Fund at the European film market, the largest single investment from the 60 million euro total fund.


    Weinstein Company and Universal collaborated on the project, but Charles was concerned with the German Federal Film Fund, as Capet Pictures' The Reader only received 2.6 million euros in funding.


    Inglourious Basterds receiving 6.8 million euros was almost three times what The Reader got, which naturally irritated Charles.


    "What are you looking at?" Charlize also turned to look, smiled, and said, "What? Do you want to work with him?"


    Considering the relationship between Uma Thurman and Quentin Tarantino, there was no need to think much. Uma Thurman had divorced in 2004.


    Uma had been with Quentin Tarantino since the filming of Pulp Fiction, essentially becoming his go-to leading lady.


    "Work with him?" Charles shook his head. "I just feel bad that his new WWII movie Inglourious Basterds got so much more funding from the German Federal Film Fund than my The Reader."


    Movies on WWII often received funding from the German Federal Film Fund since Germany's parliament was practically managing Germany on America's behalf.


    Especially when it involved the Jewish narrative, the more it pleased the Jewish community, the more funding it received. Depicting the Jewish plight and Nazi atrocities, the more funding flooded in!


  




  Chapter 342: Capet Illumination Animation


  

    After Charles Capet left the Peninsula Hotel in Beverly Hills, he returned to Charlize Theron's villa with her.


    In Charlize Theron's penthouse apartment in Hollywood, which she bought this year for $2.75 million.


    The 2,700 square-foot area had only two rooms and two bathrooms, with a large living room and a very elegant overall decoration.


    "Mmm," in the living room on the sofa, Charles was kissing Charlize Theron, with high heels and coats scattered messily on the carpet.


    "Charles, wait," Charlize Theron pushed Charles slightly. "I have something to ask you!"


    "What's up?" Charles paused his caresses on the woman's thigh and looked at her.


    Originally, Charles had planned to ask Gal Gadot out, but after running into Charlize Theron, he no longer felt the need to.


    Charlize Theron and her long-term boyfriend Stuart Townsend were on-and-off and didn't seem to be that close.


    This year, they broke up again. It was rumored to be because Stuart Townsend wanted to get married, and Charlize Theron outright refused.


    Charles thought it was the right choice to console Charlize Theron, and the fact that she was scared of marriage only made him like her more.


    "I heard from Evelyn that your assistant started an Angel City Capital company and has made quite a bit of money recently? I have some savings," Charlize Theron explained, considering she was an artist under Evelyn Capet.


    Dona Williams used to work with Evelyn, and later became Charles' personal assistant, among other things.


    "My investment sense is terrible. Look at this house, I bought it in March this year, and now it's lost at least $400,000 in value!"


    Charles chuckled, "House prices started dropping in June. This place can't compare to Bel Air, the hillside of Beverly Hills, or the coastal areas. You bought it at a high price. You should be thanking Jesus if you can sell this house for $2 million in the future!"


    Charles leaned back on the sofa. "I also bought quite a few properties in the second half of the year, overseas ones, in Long Island, New York, and Malibu Beach. A few days ago, when I returned from London, I had people buy a beachfront resort villa in Kauai, Hawaii as well.


    Dona's AC Capital is doing well. If you have money, you can give it to her to manage. It shouldn't lose out."


    Charlize Theron nodded, stretched out her long legs over Charles, and smiled, "I can't compare to you. You buy houses like you're buying toys."


    After saying that, Charlize Theron sat on Charles' lap, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him passionately.


    Charles responded warmly, his hands moving from her thighs upwards, the heat between them rising.


    ...


    While Charles was spending a passionate night with Hollywood's sexy goddess Charlize Theron, on the other side in Santa Monica, at Donna Langley's villa.


    Donna Langley, the president of Capet Pictures, had just finished a call with her husband when her assistant called.


    "What's up?" Donna Langley asked.


    "Chris Meledandri agreed to help us establish Capet Illumination Animation and hopes we agree to fund the development of the first 3D animated feature," the assistant explained.


    "Alright, have him come to the office on Monday. I want to discuss the details with him," Donna Langley responded, having anticipated this outcome, without much surprise.


    "Mr. Chris Meledandri is very fond of our company's mascot. He plans to include the Minions in the animated movie," the assistant added.


    "The Minions?" Donna Langley was surprised for a moment. Wasn't that the little figure Charles made himself and found cute enough to be the mascot of Capet Entertainment?


    Marvel Entertainment had its own toy business, and the Minions were on display, but Donna hadn't heard that they sold particularly well.


    Donna found it a bit amusing. Could it be that Charles' playful side was at work?


    "Okay, I get it. Capet Pictures just needs an animated feature market. Let's hope Chris Meledandri doesn't disappoint us," Donna Langley thought. Her status had risen, and her ambition grew with her power in Hollywood.


    Movies and TV shows were under her belt, but the children's market was still lacking, as Marvel Entertainment primarily promoted adult comics.


    Developing an animated feature was urgent; otherwise, watching Pixar, DreamWorks Animation, and Blue Sky Studios dominate the market was frustrating.


    Even Sony Pictures Animation and Warner Bros. Animation were developing their own 3D animated features. Capet Entertainment couldn't just sit by and do nothing!


  




  Chapter 343: Charlize Theron


  

    The next day, Charles woke up with Charlize Theron in his arms, and it was already 10 a.m. Since Charlize had to fly back to the set in the afternoon, the two stayed home and had their meal there.


    "Burning Plain was actually invested by Magnolia Pictures," Charles said, a bit surprised.


    "Is there a problem? The main parts are played by three women. Kim Basinger and a young actress named Jennifer Lawrence. She's quite talented," Charlize casually explained.


    Charles shook his head, "No problem, just that the parent company of Magnolia Pictures, 2929 Entertainment, is owned by Mark Cuban, the owner of the NBA's Dallas Mavericks!"


    2929 Entertainment not only had Magnolia Pictures but also an art house theater company. Magnolia Pictures had movie distribution capabilities because Mark Cuban wasn't short of money.


    Charlize just smiled, laid back in Charles's arms, stretched her long legs on the sofa, and continued flipping through a magazine.


    Charles had just heard the name Jennifer Lawrence - it had to be the future "J-Law"!


    "Oh, have you watched Keeping Up with the Kardashians that's been airing recently? Its ratings are good. Another reality show you launched is a success," Charlize remarked, seeing information about the Kardashian family in the magazine.


    "Heh, I don't have time to watch this stuff. Keeping Up with the Kardashians can do whatever as long as it gets good ratings. They want fame, and I get profit!"


    Kim Kardashian even had her sex tape released online this year. She aimed to surpass Paris Hilton as the top internet celebrity.


    Keeping Up with the Kardashians' first season aired in November on E! Entertainment!


    "Are many shows going on hiatus or being cut down because of the writer's strike? Does it affect your company?" Charlize asked.


    Charles glanced down at Charlize, whose rosy cheeks and slightly open nightgown were a sight to behold. He reached out, feeling the softness.


    "The third season of Prison Break, which is airing, has to cut down. It started in September, and they only shot a bit over a third. They hurriedly filmed a few more episodes, but the third season only has 13 episodes in total. The plot is too intense to write easily," Charles explained.


    "Charles, wasn't last night enough for you?" Charlize murmured, feeling his touch and recalling the previous night's activities, starting to get tempted.


    Charles leaned down, kissed her on the lips, and smiled, "Charlize, you're simply irresistible!"


    In the afternoon, Charles personally drove Charlize Theron to Los Angeles International Airport.


    ...


    After spending a perfect weekend with Charlize Theron, Capet Pictures announced the formation of its animation division.


    Chris Meledandri, former head of 20th Century Fox Animation, was appointed to lead Capet Illumination Animation Production Company.


    Their first animated feature, Despicable Me, directed by Chris Meledandri and Pierre Coffin, began production immediately.


    Despicable Me, an animated film focused on a supervillain, was scheduled for release in 2010.


    Compared to the hefty budgets of DreamWorks Animation and Pixar's animated features, Despicable Me's budget was much lower, only $70 million!


    Meanwhile, Saw V, released by Matrix Pictures during Halloween, grossed $57 million in North America and over $100 million worldwide.


    The British film Atonement earned over $80 million overseas and reached $50 million in North American box office.


    After more than a month of the Hollywood writers' strike, efforts by various parties led to the re-initiation of labor negotiations between the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers (AMPTP) and the two major writers' guilds.


    At the Hilton Hotel in Beverly Hills, representatives of the AMPTP and the two writers' unions finally began talks.


    ...


    In a Hilton Hotel conference room, Charles and Rupert Murdoch stood by the window, watching some supporting writers parade below.


    "Charles, do you think there will be a result?" Rupert Murdoch asked.


    Charles smiled, "The differences are too big!"


    "Yes, the differences are too big," Rupert Murdoch smiled back.


    "By the way, you're facing some trouble acquiring Arsenal, aren't you?" Rupert Murdoch inquired.


    Charles nodded, "Indeed, shareholders led by Peter Hill-Wood oppose my takeover. Now that Arsenal is performing well, it's challenging!"


    "Need help?" Rupert Murdoch asked with a smile, "You know, News Corporation has some connections in the UK."


    Charles looked at Rupert Murdoch and nodded, "After Christmas, I'll need News Corp to drive the public opinion and pressure the Islington Council where Arsenal is located. Arsenal can't handle a grueling schedule. The more pressure from public opinion, the better!"


    Rupert Murdoch nodded, "News Corp will cooperate with you, and now acquiring a Premier League club is much easier than it was ten years ago."


    "Let's go, Charles, accompany this old man for lunch!"
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    Rupert Murdoch tried to acquire Manchester United Football Club in the 1990s, but he faced extremely strong opposition. Not only did the English Football Association oppose it, but a large group of fans also united against it.


    Eventually, because Sky Sports, the Premier League's broadcaster, was involved in anti-trust issues, the acquisition was directly halted.


    Now, Rupert Murdoch helped Charles acquire Arsenal Football Club, repaying Charles for his support in News Corporation's acquisition of The Wall Street Journal.


    With more and more foreign investment in the Premier League now, even Manchester United and Liverpool have been acquired by American capital, so adding Arsenal to the mix wasn't a big deal.


    At that time, Arsenal had a tough schedule and with News Corporation's propaganda machine behind them, it wasn't hard to see why shareholders would give up.


    Charles and Rupert Murdoch left the Hilton Hotel at 2 PM after a meeting. Negotiations between the Producers Guild of America and the two major screenwriters' unions lasted from 10 AM to 4:30 PM Pacific Time.


    Finally, the representatives of both sides announced in front of countless news media: negotiations failed, the strike continued!


    The Hollywood screenwriters' strike had been going on for a month, causing significant economic losses in Los Angeles. With more and more people out of work, both the screenwriters' union and the Producers Guild were facing greater pressure.


    ...


    In Burbank, Charles flipped through the reports in his office.


    Not long after, Phyllis Jones entered to report.


    "Boss, Juno is about to premiere. The early reviews are pretty good. Everyone thinks it has a chance at this year's Oscars!"


    Charles nodded, "I know. It's opening in a limited release in 140 theaters. Kate Beckinsale's current popularity should help a bit."


    "Luc Besson's Taken will be released in February next year; another adaptation, The Intouchables, has a completed script and should start filming in February, with France's Channel 4 involved in the production," Phyllis Jones reminded.


    "Luc Besson's pretty fast," Charles was somewhat pleased. However, Taken was only a low-budget film with a $25 million budget, speed was crucial.


    The official filming time for Juno was similarly just over a month.


    "I'll take a look at The Intouchables script," Charles asked about George R. R. Martin's A Song of Ice and Fire novel series.


    "Oh, we've signed a first-look deal with George R. R. Martin. As long as his adaptation plan is met, we can go ahead with the production," Phyllis Jones shrugged.


    "Four volumes have been published. Has he started writing the fifth one?" A Song of Ice and Fire had four volumes published over the past ten years: A Game of Thrones, A Clash of Kings, A Storm of Swords, and A Feast for Crows.


    "George is still working on the fifth volume!"


    Suddenly, Newsweek reported that at 4 AM on November 27th, Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie were involved in a shooting incident at their Beverly Hills home: The shooter fired two shots. One hit a neighbor's car, while the other shattered the glass of the Pitt-Jolie bodyguard's truck.


    On November 29th, one of Pitt's bodyguards confirmed that he "took a bullet" during the shooting, saying he was napping in the truck when he heard the bullet hit the glass.


    Neighbors reported that police arrived on the scene within minutes and that several unmarked police cars remained around the Pitt-Jolie home for days.


    Nearly ten days later, Newsweek reported it. Brad Pitt's spokesperson insisted that the Pitt family wasn't the shooter's target!


    At the same time, the British magazine Empire released its annual "100 Sexiest Movie Stars" list with Angelina Jolie ranked first, and Brad Pitt coming in at seventh.


    Empire described Jolie: "Delicate curves, cat-like eyes, lips that look like they've kissed countless bees. She couldn't be more perfect!"


    Other stars on the list included Natalie Portman at number 2, Johnny Depp at number 5, Nicole Kidman at number 41, and Tom Cruise at number 81.


    In the evening, Charles watched the news about the shooting incident involving the Pitt-Jolie couple from his estate in Beverly Hills, grimacing.


    After giving birth this year, Angelina Jolie visited the Middle East, touring Iraq with a large group of bodyguards and a camera crew, in a country that had been war-torn for four years.


    She gained a title as a UN Refugee Ambassador, earning fame and fortune, but without bringing any real help to the Iraqi refugees.


    If the shooting wasn't targeted at her, who else could it be?


    Charles's mother, who was the CEO of ETA, knew Angelina Jolie's agent well. Jolie, who hadn't signed with any talent agency, built her career on being a loner.


    Imagine someone who could say "These people have lost everything, they have nothing, but they are free" among the ruins of war. Angelina Jolie was absolutely shameless!


    Charles, who had seen enough of the acting profession, found it not only ruthless but also disgraceful.


    He shook his head and picked up his phone to call Gal Gadot.


    "Charles, what's up?"


    "Oh, nothing much. Where are you? I was thinking of taking you out for a drink!" Realizing he had neglected Gal for a few days, Charles remembered her now.


    "Sure! I'm staying at the Hilton Garden Inn in Hollywood."


    "I'll come pick you up," Charles laughed.


    The Hilton Garden Inn Hollywood was on North Highland Avenue, not too far away.


    Charles entered his garage and picked an inconspicuous Mercedes SL600.


    Without a bodyguard, he drove straight to the Hollywood Hilton Garden Inn.


    Meanwhile, Gal Gadot, at the hotel, freshened up her makeup, awaiting Charles's arrival.


    After about half an hour, Charles arrived near the Hilton Garden Inn, where Gal awaited.


    "Gal, over here!" Charles rolled down his window and waved.


    Smiling, Gal Gadot swiftly approached with her long legs and got into the car.


    "Gal, you look beautiful tonight!" Charles chivalrously buckled her seatbelt and kissed her cheek.


    "Thank you!"
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    Charles Capet drove his car with Gal Gadot away from North Highland Avenue directly onto Highway 1, planning to head to Malibu Beach Pier for a night out.


    "Gal, the hottest bars in Los Angeles are in West Hollywood. But where we're going, near Malibu Beach Pier, the night view is prettier and it's quieter!" Charles said, lightly patting her thigh. Holding the steering wheel with his left hand and caressing her leg with his right was his favorite move.


    When they arrived at Malibu Beach Pier, near the lagoon and Malibu Point, Charles took Gal Gadot into a bar.


    "Charles, aren't there a lot of big stars living around here?" Gal Gadot removed her trench coat, revealing a short skirt underneath, looking even sexier.


    "Yeah, many Hollywood stars and wealthy people have beachfront villas around here," Charles said since he also had two villas at Dume Point on the west side of Malibu Beach.


    Near Pepperdine University, he had even given Megan Fox a villa at Puerco Beach.


    "There are often Hollywood stars relaxing here," Charles said, raising his glass to clink with Gal Gadot's, the smooth saxophone music and warm, dim lighting creating a relaxing atmosphere.


    "I've heard lately that downtown L.A. hasn't been very safe," Gal Gadot asked.


    "When has downtown L.A. ever been safe?" Charles shook his head. "I wouldn't dare walk alone on certain streets at night, especially now with the economic downturn, more unemployment, and an increase in homeless people."


    Indeed, the richer you are, the more afraid you are of death.


    Charles said, leaning close to Gal Gadot and holding her tight, asking, "Who was the guy who came looking for you at the party last time?"


    Gal Gadot kissed Charles on the cheek and then smiled, "Just a friend I met at a gathering in Israel, he's in real estate, mostly in Tel Aviv."


    Well, Tel Aviv is practically the capital of Israel since Jerusalem is split with Palestine and is only the official capital.


    However, Israel has almost swallowed up all of Palestine over the years, becoming the little bully of the Middle East.


    "Gal, aren't you going to stay in L.A. for a long time? If not, you might miss a lot of opportunities in your acting career," Charles reminded her. "You can't fly from Tel Aviv to L.A. every time you have an audition, can you?"


    It seemed like Gal Gadot was considering living in Israel permanently.


    Gal Gadot sighed and hesitated, "I'm just a newcomer, so I won't have many opportunities."


    "Aren't you going to shoot the big Universal movie Fast & Furious 4 soon?" Charles blew a breath into her ear, "Besides, don't you have me? I'll make sure you get opportunities in the future!"


    Gal Gadot, because of her Jewish heritage, had indeed received some care since coming to Hollywood, but as a newbie with no acting experience, she certainly needed more opportunities to gain experience.


    Hearing Charles's words, Gal Gadot's eyes brightened. She knew how powerful Charles Capet was.


    "I think I'll stay in America long-term," Gal Gadot decided. Hollywood is full of opportunities!


    "Good," Charles said as he kissed her on the lips.


    ...


    Meanwhile, at the Roosevelt Hotel near the Hollywood Walk of Fame, Evelyn Capet was having coffee with Nancy Josephson, the former co-president of ICM (International Creative Management).


    ICM, founded the same year as CAA (Creative Artists Agency), was a top player in Hollywood in the '90s, established by Nancy's father, Marvin Josephson.


    Just like CAA's and ICM's foundations and growth involved poaching talent, ETA's foundation and development also relied on poaching from ICM.


    After all, the founder of ETA was a former ICM employee. Nancy Josephson, a top law graduate from Brown University and Harvard University, joined ICM in the mid-'80s and became a co-president, the highest position for a woman in an agency.


    After Marvin Josephson sold his shares to other partners, Nancy Josephson grew her career in the agency world herself.


    Last year, Nancy Josephson left ICM and joined ETA as a senior partner.


    Now, ETA had firmly established itself as one of Hollywood's top three agencies, trailing only behind CAA and just surpassing UTA.


    "ETA's rapid growth over the past few years is definitely thanks to you, Evelyn," Nancy Josephson smiled.


    "Charles helps me a lot," Evelyn wasn't modest at all, given it was her son, after all.


    Nancy Josephson nodded, "ETA is now strong in movies, TV, music, sports, and games; teaming up to take on CAA seems like a good choice."


    Yes, the oldest talent agency in Hollywood, William Morris Agency, is in talks to merge with the new ETA.


    Evelyn smiled, "I agree. We need to expand. The film and TV industries are down, so we need to open up other businesses. Entering the sports agency business requires giving investors confidence, so they will invest! 


    Even though our management model is outdated, the deep resources and network we have are what we need. TPG Capital also supports our merger to become Hollywood's biggest agency."


    Nancy Josephson nodded, "With the writers' strike, Hollywood's at a standstill, losing $20-30 million daily. More people in the industry are becoming unemployed. This isn't a good sign. Talks between the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers and the Writers Guild fell apart in a day!"


    "We can only wait," Evelyn said, feeling helpless.


    "Any progress on Charles buying Arsenal?" Nancy Josephson asked.


    Evelyn shook her head, "I arranged people in London to work with Charles's consultants. The rest depends on Charles's skills. Our power in the UK is very limited!"


    Nancy Josephson smiled, "Charles has good judgment. Hollywood aside, he's now breaking into sports entertainment, first buying the UFC, and now eyeing a Premier League club."


    "Looks like his entertainment empire is about to expand into a major new business."
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    In the morning, Charles Capet, having spent the night at the Malibu Beach Resort with Gal Gadot, drove her back to the Hilton Garden Inn.


    "Hey," Gal Gadot said after a heated kiss in the car, "Charles, remember to call me when you get a chance!"


    Charles smiled and nodded, giving her an OK gesture before driving his Mercedes SL600 straight to Capet Pictures' headquarters.


    Later, he received news that Capet's Japan headquarters, located in the Shibuya district of Tokyo, was officially operational.


    "Charles, many movie companies have already started reducing the number of films they're producing because of a sudden decrease in funding from Wall Street. Everyone needs more overseas capital to support their film projects," Donna Langley said, handing Charles a rough schedule of major film projects for the next two years.


    Charles glanced over it; the number of films indeed had significantly decreased, focusing mainly on small to mid-sized independent film projects.


    "It looks like the independent film business is going to face a major crisis. All the primary resources are being invested in big productions," Charles said, tapping the table with his fingers.


    "New Line Cinema is also in big trouble. The Golden Compass premiered in North America at 3560 theaters, but its opening weekend grossed only $26 million!" Donna Langley shrugged. "The reviews are terrible too. The Golden Compass had a production cost of $180 million and spent at least $60 million on distribution and promotion."


    Charles smiled, "The Golden Compass seems to be doing okay in international markets, but it's not enough to make up for the losses."


    "New Line doesn't have its own distribution channels overseas. They've run into issues with pre-sale contracts for unreleased films, and Robert Shaye and Michael Lynne are in hot water."


    Robert Shaye and Michael Lynne were the CEO and president of New Line Cinema, respectively.


    Pre-sale contracts for unreleased films are a crucial financing method for film companies, involving overseas pre-sales, cable TV, and pay-per-view among other things.


    "In 2004, film producer Saul Zaentz was the first to sue New Line, claiming they had defrauded him of $20 million in royalties. The case was settled out of court a year later.


    Then in 2005, Peter Jackson's team, the director of The Lord of the Rings, also sued New Line over profit-sharing. Both parties settled the case this year. Peter Jackson is also the producer for New Line's development of The Hobbit."


    Donna Langley sighed as she spoke. Adapting The Lord of the Rings novels was indeed complex!


    Saul Zaentz was the first to purchase the rights for The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit and produced the animated version of The Lord of the Rings. He also owned the rights to the characters from The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit.


    "Now, New Line is facing a third lawsuit. The Tolkien Estate, along with the original novel's publisher HarperCollins from the UK, has filed a lawsuit in the Los Angeles Superior Court, accusing New Line of unpaid revenue shares for The Lord of the Rings trilogy.


    According to the contract, New Line should pay them a percentage of the total revenue from the global box office, DVDs, and related merchandise of The Lord of the Rings trilogy."


    "Saul Zaentz's team, Peter Jackson's team, and now the Tolkien Estate are taking turns suing New Line," Charles chuckled.


    "Now The Golden Compass has flopped spectacularly. In recent years, New Line hasn't had many high-grossing films, with Rush Hour 3 being a minor success this year."


    Lawsuits are expensive, and the development of The Hobbit is likely to be put on hold, as the rights negotiations haven't been resolved.


    "So New Line is, quite literally, in a state of internal and external turmoil. Time Warner is internally discussing merging New Line with Warner Bros.," Donna Langley said regretfully. After all, New Line had enjoyed over forty years of independence.


    Everyone knew that after the restructuring, whether New Line could still produce films on its own, the number of films would undeniably be greatly reduced; losing overseas distribution and marketing rights would be unavoidable. Warner Bros. would undoubtedly take over those operations.


    It's similar to how Matrix Pictures, a subsidiary of Capet, has its films' overseas distribution and marketing managed by Capet Pictures.


    "The winter for independent film companies has arrived. New Line's fiasco with The Golden Compass is just a trigger. Economic downturns, continued decreases in DVD sales, endless lawsuits, and now the disaster of The Golden Compass, New Line can't hold on anymore!"


    Charles wasn't very concerned, "By the way, New Line will definitely have massive layoffs. Michael Lynne, the company's president, seems competent. I'll see if he's interested in becoming Capet's COO."


    Charles felt he had too many responsibilities at Capet Pictures, and bringing in Michael Lynne to support Donna Langley wouldn't be a bad idea.


    As for Robert Shaye, New Line's founder, he was too old. He should retire and enjoy his later years.


    "Michael Lynne, got it!" Donna Langley agreed. She indeed needed heavyweight assistance since Charles often disappeared for months at a time.


    In terms of experience and qualifications, Michael Lynne was capable enough to be the COO of Capet Pictures.


    ...


    Meanwhile, Nicole Kidman and her agent, Pat Kingsley, sat in her villa in Brentwood, feeling the heavy atmosphere.


    The failure of The Golden Compass was evident, and Nicole Kidman's reputation as box office poison was becoming more and more cemented.


    With her visible baby bump, Nicole Kidman frowned, "Pat, what do we do now?"


    Pat Kingsley had no good answers. Since terminating her contract with Tom Cruise in early 2004, she had focused all her efforts on managing Nicole Kidman's career.


    Despite winning an Academy Award for Best Actress, Nicole Kidman couldn't break free from the box office curse. Whether it was big commercial films or low-budget indie films, they all failed at the box office, and the reviews were mixed.


    "Nicole, just focus on your pregnancy for now. We'll wait for Australia to come out next year, and I'll continue to work on getting you more opportunities," Pat Kingsley said, now worrying about Nicole Kidman's future film projects.


    After all, Nicole Kidman's reputation as box office poison was pretty much set in stone now.


    "Alright, I understand," Nicole Kidman waved her hand, remembering that Charles Capet had once said he would help her.


    As for Harvey Weinstein, though he had also reached out, Nicole Kidman would never choose someone like him.


    Charles Capet was the Hollywood golden boy touched by God!
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    After more than ten days of the feminist low-budget art film Juno being released, its North American box office reached $40 million.


    Capet Pictures released it in the art film model with a limited release in just 60 theaters!


    But now the number of theaters screening it had exceeded 500. Ellen Page's performance finally showed her potential and talent.


    Kate Beckinsale, who joined as a supporting actress for publicity, also gained more confidence in her acting through this film.


    At the parking lot near Capet Pictures headquarters, a white Porsche 911 parked next to Charles Capet. Kate Beckinsale, wearing sunglasses, rolled down the window and smiled, "Dinner time!"


    "You seem to be in a great mood," Charles said, kissing Kate Beckinsale in the passenger seat and smiling.


    "You should be in an even better mood. Newspapers predict this film Juno will gross at least $100 million in North America!"


    Kate Beckinsale had risen to fame again with Iron Man, and now the art film she was part of was doing so well - of course, she was happy.


    They drove through Burbank Avenue, past North Hollywood, and arrived at the north side of the Santa Monica Mountains, heading to Kate Beckinsale's new villa in Encino.


    "This place is nice, not too far from the Encino Reservoir," Charles chuckled. It's true that wealthy people love to invest heavily in real estate, especially celebrities.


    "Consider it an investment, but I can live here too. I don't have any other large investments," Kate Beckinsale had several properties in London and Los Angeles.


    In the living room on the sofa, Charles embraced Kate Beckinsale, "Haven't seen you in a while!"


    Even at 34, Kate Beckinsale still had an amazing figure, similar to Charlize Theron's.


    "Is that so!" Kate Beckinsale actively hugged Charles and kissed him as he unbuttoned her shirt.


    Kissing passionately, with Charles' hands exploring her chest, Kate Beckinsale's breath quickened, whispering, "What do you want to eat? I'll make something. Let's fill our stomachs first."


    Charles leaned to her ear, "You need to eat something nourishing, or you won't be able to handle tonight."


    Licking her lips, Kate Beckinsale replied, "Tonight, I'll exhaust you!"


    ...


    Meanwhile, at Evelyn's luxury mansion in Santa Monica, an interesting guest arrived - Nicole Kidman.


    "Nicole, sit down. What do you want to drink?" Evelyn asked, noticing Nicole Kidman was pregnant and inquiring what she would like to drink.


    "Just a glass of water, please. Thank you."


    The nanny fetched a glass of water for Nicole Kidman and left. Holding the glass, Nicole took a sip, "Evelyn, I want to leave Pat Kingsley."


    Evelyn wasn't surprised. Pat Kingsley's era had passed, and she was already a 75-year-old lady.


    In the late 80s, Pat Kingsley founded her own PR agency but later joined CAA and became a partner, with her agency operating as a PR firm.


    Pat Kingsley's forte was PR. After Tom Cruise ended his collaboration with her in 2004, his image began to crumble starting in 2005.


    Pat Kingsley had maintained Tom Cruise's perfect image for over a decade.


    "ETA would certainly welcome you," Evelyn understood Nicole Kidman's thoughts - after all, she was an Oscar-winning actress.


    Leaving Pat Kingsley and CAA wasn't a big deal; the important part was regaining access to the right resources.


    "No matter what, Charles and I owe you our thanks. Now that you're pregnant, you can rest for a year. We can slowly choose scripts when the time comes," Evelyn said, patting Nicole Kidman's shoulder.


    "Don't worry. You're an international star and an Oscar winner; your influence is still significant."


    Nicole Kidman nodded and smiled, "Before coming here, I talked with Naomi. She also suggested joining ETA."


    This July, Naomi Watts gave birth to her first child. Her boyfriend was Australian actor Liev Schreiber.


    ETA had quite a few big names. Male actors included Matt Damon, Hugh Jackman, Christian Bale, Robert Downey Jr., and Ben Affleck among others;


    The female lineup was equally luxurious, featuring Charlize Theron, Kate Beckinsale, Scarlett Johansson, Megan Fox, Kate Winslet, Cate Blanchett, and Keira Knightley;


    Directors included Ridley Scott, Zack Snyder, Rob Marshall, Stephen Daldry, and the Coen Brothers, to name a few!


    "Naomi just had a baby, so she hasn't decided on her next project yet," Evelyn showed concern for her earliest successful actress.


    "Sigh, The Golden Compass and Juno from Capet are released on the same day, yet their North American box office results are almost the same," Nicole Kidman smiled bitterly. According to estimates, Juno was soon going to surpass The Golden Compass, which she starred in.


    One was a 180-million-dollar fantasy blockbuster, and the other a $7-million independent art film.


    Following the trend, The Golden Compass was unlikely to gross over $100 million in North America, but Juno crossing the $100 million mark was a sure thing!


    "Juno, I knew about that script. I remember because its writer, Diablo Cody, was a stripper at a Chicago club. I even asked Charles about it," Evelyn laughed.


    "He said her blog posts had a lot of readers, and the first draft of her script was impressive!"


    "Yeah, now Charles is like a god in Hollywood. Everyone wants to work with him, and Capet Entertainment's development is astounding," Nicole Kidman admired him intensely.


    "Don't worry, Charles is quite fond of foreign actors, especially those from English-speaking countries like the UK and Australia," Evelyn was proud of her son. The Capet family was now an absolute top-tier force in Hollywood.


    "By the way, Charles is 25 now, right? Doesn't he want to get married soon?" Nicole Kidman asked, considering her age of 40, she could be seen as a senior to Charles, especially since Evelyn was only 44.


    Evelyn replied helplessly, "He says people take marriage too lightly and don't respect it. They treat divorce casually like eating or drinking, and he hates that!"


    Nicole Kidman couldn't help but open her mouth in shock upon hearing that. Charles said that?


    How many flings had Charles had? And how many affairs with celebrity women? Even she had had in-depth interactions with him a few times.


  




  Chapter 348: The Temptation of the MPAA


  

    The next day, instead of returning to the office after leaving Kate Beckinsale's home, Charles Capet went straight to the MPAA headquarters on Santa Monica Boulevard in Beverly Hills.


    Dan Glickman, the chairman of the MPAA, arranged to meet Charles. As the former Secretary of Agriculture and a member of Congress, Dan Glickman took on the role of MPAA chairman in 2004.


    Hollywood was facing a massive writers' strike at the time, and Dan Glickman was eager to see both parties resume negotiations to end the standoff.


    "Charles, the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers needs to make some concessions. Otherwise, the strike will continue indefinitely," Dan Glickman said. He had recently met with the Writers Guild of America and the Alliance multiple times, but with little success.


    Negotiations had resumed a few days ago but failed within a single day.


    Charles smiled. "The expectations for the new labor agreement are too far apart. The Writers Guild is asking for quite a lot!"


    Dan Glickman shook his head. "Charles, I specifically came here to ask Capet Pictures to take the lead in reaching a settlement with the Writers Guild."


    "Even if Capet Pictures reaches an agreement first, the impact on the overall situation will be minimal," Charles considered what bargaining chips the other party might offer.


    "Capet Pictures is now the seventh largest film group, stronger even than DreamWorks at its peak. Your support would be a significant boost to the negotiations!" Dan Glickman held Charles' Capet Entertainment Group in high regard.


    "The MPAA has always had seven member slots, but since MGM's acquisition by Sony Columbia, the number has dropped to six," Charles looked at Dan Glickman. "I think restoring the MPAA membership to seven would be beneficial!"


    Dan Glickman smiled. "Charles, you should know that increasing or reducing the number of MPAA members isn't up to me alone. You need to convince the other members!"


    "Capet Pictures' market share is enough for a higher status. The MPAA aims to ensure the growth and expansion of Hollywood. Capet Pictures should no longer face small obstacles and deserves fairer treatment."


    Charles wanted Capet Pictures to join the ranks of Hollywood's top players, symbolized by becoming an official MPAA member.


    Otherwise, Capet Pictures would remain in the second tier, just below the top players. Becoming a rule-maker meant reaching the top.


    "I personally support you," Dan Glickman shrugged. "I can only help lobby for you."


    "Mr. Glickman, you should know I'm a businessman. My interests need protection as well!"


    If Charles supported the Writers Guild and reached an agreement first, it would put the Alliance in an awkward position and offend many producers.


    However, if Charles could use this to gain an official MPAA seat, the effort would be worth it, even considered a bargain.


    "Charles, being an official MPAA member requires outstanding contributions to American cinema, and a company's international influence is also crucial!" Dan Glickman knew this was Charles' exchange condition.


    "But the six major members won't agree to your joining. Adding a member requires the approval of at least half of the current members," Dan Glickman looked at the young man in front of him.


    "Can you secure four votes?"


    Currently, there were six members, and more than half meant securing the support of four.


    When Charles left the MPAA headquarters, he wasn't in high spirits. Maybe pressuring Dan Glickman through the White House after Obama took office would work best.


    The MPAA, serving as the link between Hollywood and the White House, could still be influenced by the White House.


    "Boss, how'd it go?" Phyllis Jones asked from the business car.


    Charles shook his head and sighed, "No substantial progress. Joining the MPAA as an official member is tough."


    Capet Pictures' overseas distribution channels were just being established. Its foundation couldn't compare to the nearly century-long influence of the six majors.


    Capet Pictures' recent films like Transformers, Iron Man, and The Da Vinci Code had made quite a splash globally.


    Upcoming sequels would undoubtedly increase Capet Pictures' international influence, needing only time.


    "Oh, it sounds tough! We've developed Capet Pictures well, but it's still not enough!" Phyllis Jones mumbled as she organized her files.


    As the car neared Capet headquarters, writers on strike holding signs were still visible.


    "These folks should just go back and write scripts instead of striking," Charles fumed at the sight.


    "Yeah, the news said the strike's already caused five to six billion dollars in losses for the Los Angeles area!" Phyllis Jones frowned at the view outside.


    "Forget it, it's just annoying to watch," Charles looked away. "We received a report about someone wanting to adapt the memoir The Wolf of Wall Street recently, right?"


    "Yeah, both Brad Pitt's Plan B Entertainment and Leonardo DiCaprio's Appian Way Productions are interested in adapting it!" Phyllis Jones quickly responded.


    "Consider Appian Way Productions. Brad Pitt's company isn't as commercially driven," Charles had secured the rights from Jordan Belfort years ago and now, finally, someone had noticed.


    After all, Jordan Belfort couldn't compare to Chris Gardner, the protagonist of The Pursuit of Happiness.


    One was a small-time stockbroker on Wall Street, while the other was a nationally famous top black investment fund boss.


    "Got it," Phyllis Jones nodded.


    Charles' words essentially confirmed that Leonardo DiCaprio's Appian Way Productions had beaten Brad Pitt's Plan B Entertainment in this competition.


  




  Chapter 349: Japan


  

    At the headquarters of Capet Pictures, in Charles's office.


    Phyllis Jones handed over a letter received from Japan, "The Japanese Minister of Education, Noriaki Tokai, hopes that the senior management of Capet Pictures can visit Japan to discuss and exchange ideas on the cultural and economic industries between the United States and Japan."


    "Make the arrangements. I'm going to Japan myself this time." 


    Japan's hot springs were nice. Charles thought it would be good to soak in a hot spring and maybe spend Christmas there, too. Moreover, he kind of missed Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase. 


    Very quickly, Charles flew to Tokyo with his team.


    The newly built Capet Tokyo headquarters building was quite to Charles's satisfaction. Located in Shibuya, the 12-story glass facade was truly impressive.


    "Crows Zero is doing well at the box office, with a revenue of 2.5 billion yen. Not bad. 


    But why did Departures only make 1.8 billion yen? The movie has good reviews and has won quite a few awards at international film festivals!"


    Charles looked at Masami Takahashi, asking if there had been enough promotion.


    "Boss, when Departures first premiered in September, it didn't get many show times. It wasn't until it gained good reviews at the Shanghai International Film Festival, Montreal World Film Festival, and Busan International Film Festival that interest grew back in Japan. Now, with the push for the Golden Globes and the Oscars in the U.S., the public's expectations are higher, and the audience numbers are starting to increase," Masami Takahashi explained.


    Charles nodded, "Departures has a high chance of winning the Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film. We should push for another wave of interest then!"


    Masami Takahashi got excited, "Boss, no Japanese movie has won an Oscar in 50 years. If Departures actually wins, the national pride will be through the roof."


    "Transformers only made 4 billion yen in Japan, less than half of Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End, which made 10.9 billion yen and was the top of the year.


    Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix had a box office of 9.4 billion yen, and Spider-Man 3 brought in 7.1 billion yen, but Iron Man only made 1 billion yen, even less than The Pursuit of Happiness with 2.7 billion yen!"


    Charles found it strange that Japanese audiences didn't seem as crazy about Marvel blockbusters as those from other regions.


    After dismissing Masami Takahashi, He picked up his phone and called Lin Chi-ling, inviting her to join him in Japan for the hot springs.


    Looking out of the window, Charles could see Yoyogi Park and the Meiji Shrine in the distance. 


    In the afternoon, Charles met with Japanese Minister of Education Noriaki Tokai and U.S. Ambassador to Japan Thomas Schieffer at the U.S. Embassy in Japan.


    That evening, Charles returned to his high-floor apartment in Roppongi Hills. He specifically called over Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase.


    Leaning on the sofa, Charles hugged Haruka Ayase and kissed her several times. After a while, Kyoko Fukada got up from the carpet, covering her mouth and walked to the bathroom.


    "Kyoko is terrific," Charles smiled, still in his post-pleasure state, as Haruka Ayase kissed him on the cheek.


    "Nii-san, the new talents our company has been nurturing are doing quite well, and President Okada has outlined great development plans!" Haruka Ayase was now an icon of East Japan Co. and on par with Maki Horikita.


    "That's good. If there's a chance, you can also try to explore markets outside of Japan," Charles was very focused on the Japanese entertainment market, though aware of its unique difficulties.


    The world's second-largest economy, with GDP worth $4.4 trillion. The US has $14.5 trillion, with Germany being the third at $3.3 trillion.


    Anime dominates Japan's film and TV industry, and Hollywood currently holds just over 40% of the Japanese film market.


    "By the way, Cyborg She is set to release next year, but I think it's really well made," Haruka Ayase said with a smile.


    Charles lifted her chin, "You're about to become a big star. You have several films coming out next year, don't you? Seems like there's a lot of work now!"


    Haruka Ayase smiled; indeed, work was plentiful and her schedule packed.


    "Haruka Ayase is quite popular now," said Kyoko Fukada as she came out of the bathroom, dressed in a sheer, low-cut nightgown, showing off her figure.


    She sat on Charles's other side, linking her arm with his.


    "Having work means making money. The global economy isn't great right now, and the entertainment industry is also affected by the broader environment," Charles mentioned. He would soon attend some US-Japan cultural industry exchange conference, just to make an appearance.


    "Besides, in the Shibuya villa, apart from Keiko Kitagawa, Nozomi Sasaki and Satomi Ishihara are living there too, I've already moved out," Haruka Ayase whispered in Charles's ear.


    "Oh, why did you move out?" Charles looked at Haruka Ayase, "Is it because you want to move to a similar villa in Shinjuku?"


    "I'd like to live with Keiko. How about the two of us move together?"


    Charles nodded, "Sure, I'm familiar with Keiko too."


    "The Shibuya villa can still house two more people," Kyoko Fukada chuckled, "I think Mariko Shinoda and Haruna Kojima from AKB48 are around the same age, they could move in too!"


    "That's fine, you arrange it," Charles agreed with a smile. He hadn't gotten to know the AKB48 girls well yet.


  




  Chapter 350: Enjoying Hot Springs Together


  

    Located in the southwestern Kanagawa Prefecture, 90 kilometers from Tokyo, Hakone Onsen was the setting for a surprise get-together. Charles had only called Lin Chi-ling, but Gao Yuanyuan ended up joining them too.


    "It's great to soak in hot springs during winter," Charles enjoyed the scene as surrounding white snow decorated the landscape, and the steamy hot spring made his body feel comfortable.


    Lin Chi-ling and Gao Yuanyuan sat on either side of Charles, enjoying sake and sushi together as they soaked in the hot spring.


    "Aren't you filming a movie? How do you have time to be here?" Charles asked Gao Yuanyuan.


    "My scenes are already done. I mainly had action scenes and not many of them!" Gao Yuanyuan, excited about the success of her recent movie, Painted Skin. 


    "Oh," Charles nodded and gave her a kiss on the cheek.


    "Yuanyuan has been so busy. Painted Skin's box office is the second highest in China history for a Chinese-language movie and the third to pass 200 million RMB," Lin Chi-ling admired with a hint of envy.


    "No wonder, the joy is written all over her face!" Charles chuckled. "It even beat Hero?"


    "How about your movie Red Cliff, the biggest investment in Chinese cinema?" Charles turned to Lin Chi-ling.


    Playing the lead role in such a film was a significant opportunity for her.


    "It's finished, but it's planned to be released in two parts," Lin Chi-ling, although the female lead, noted that the film still mainly focused on male characters.


    "The investment is substantial, so splitting it into two movies can indeed help draw more box office revenue," Charles commented insightfully.


    "By the way, has that Taipei tycoon contacted you again?" Charles recalled seeing Terry Gou in Hong Kong previously.


    Lin Chi-ling shook her head, "No, my main business is here in China now!"


    "Well, you don't need to worry. Developing Red Fruit Entertainment is most important. You all know what these people are after, so in the future, you yourself will be the capital!"


    "Yeah, Ms. Lily also said she would support Red Fruit Entertainment. However, it seems like she has been busy with her matters recently," Gao Yuanyuan added.


    "Oh, she's indeed busy helping me with some investments. If you have extra money, you can let her invest it for you," Charles reminded them.


    "The global economic crisis caused by the American subprime mortgage crisis is getting worse, and the entertainment industry will also be affected by the financial environment."


    Gao Yuanyuan trusted Lily Ying more since they were familiar, but Lin Chi-ling, who had less contact, decided to invest with her after hearing Charles's recommendation.


    Charles poured three glasses of champagne and, after handing them to the two women, took one for himself and smiled, "Christmas is right around the corner. Do you want to go somewhere else for vacation?"


    Lin Chi-ling, gazing at Mount Fuji in the distance, sipped her champagne and laughed, "Hakone is great. North is Mount Fuji, and South is Sagami Bay. Hot springs in the winter are pretty wonderful."


    "Want to go sailing in Hong Kong? Charles, your yacht is docked at Deep Water Bay," Gao Yuanyuan suggested enthusiastically.


    "Alright, let's head to Hong Kong tomorrow night then," Charles agreed easily, enjoying the idea of Hong Kong's warm climate.


    After saying this, Charles downed his glass of champagne and embraced Gao Yuanyuan, giving her a passionate kiss.


    After the kiss, Gao Yuanyuan reminded him, "I have something to discuss with you!"


    "Hm? What's up?" Charles let go of Gao Yuanyuan and pulled Lin Chi-ling into his arms, caressing her curves.


    Compared to Gao Yuanyuan, Lin Chi-ling had a better figure, snuggling in Charles's arms while watching Gao Yuanyuan.


    "It's about Capet Pictures' distributed films. Last month, Live Free or Die Hard was also released, making 28 million RMB, and Red Fruit Entertainment earned over 8 million RMB. Adding the earlier DOA: Dead or Alive earnings of five to six million, both films made us about twelve to thirteen million RMB!"


    As soon as Gao Yuanyuan said this, Lin Chi-ling exclaimed in surprise and laughed, "That profitable?"


    "And then there's The Pursuit of Happiness, scheduled for January next year. Who knows how much it will earn?" Gao Yuanyuan pondered.


    "That will be tough. The Pursuit of Happiness was released in North America at the end of last year. If there had been Oscar buzz, maybe, but releasing it next January won't attract much audience here. It's a drama and has been out too long!" Charles doubted its box office success in China, considering the rampant piracy. An action or special effects film would have had a better chance.


    "Yeah, distributed films are hard to sync up. They're often delayed by three to six months, or even more!"


    Gao Yuanyuan was new to the business but was fortunate that few companies were interested in film distribution, and Charles was pulling the strings behind the scenes.


    "So, which of my movies caught your eye?" Charles asked.


    "Uh, Taken is good. It's an action movie, right?"


    Charles nodded, "Alright, there's also a low-budget film, Slumdog Millionaire, which is decent. You should buy that one too."


    Taken wouldn't attract the Chinese audience since it had no big stars or special effects other than through distribution.


    Slumdog Millionaire wouldn't either. Capet Pictures planned its release for the end-of-year awards season, so Red Fruit Entertainment could aim for a 2009 release. With the Oscars buzz, it should secure a distribution slot!


    After that, Charles embraced Lin Chi-ling and kissed her.


  




  Chapter 351: Korean Entertainment Market


  

    During the Christmas season, Charles brought Gao Yuanyuan and Lin Chi-ling to Hong Kong. While it was a vacation, Charles primarily intended to meet with Lily Ying.


    Hong Kong was a shopping paradise, and Gao Yuanyuan and Lin Chi-ling freely enjoyed the pleasure of shopping.


    Charles, however, was in Lily Ying's office, feeling a mix of joy and frustration. He sighed, "So this is what it feels like when money turns into strings of numbers!"


    The stock price of Freddie Mac had already fallen to $20 per share, and it wouldn't be long before the US government would have to step in.


    "You'll never be able to spend all your assets now. Your worry should be how to spend it," Lily Ying laughed.


    "Have you started buying US Treasury bonds?" Charles turned his head and asked.


    Lily Ying shook her head, "Not yet. I think there's still room for them to drop!"


    "When $100 Treasury bonds fall to around $30 to $35, it'll be enough," Charles was a greedy person too.


    "By the way, soon I'll need a large amount of British pounds. Be prepared!" he added.


    "Arsenal Club?" Lily Ying asked.


    Charles nodded, "Yes, after Christmas, there should be some news from the UK."


    "No problem. HSBC Bank, right? I'll talk to them," Lily Ying had no issue with it.


    "When do we sell the Freddie Mac stocks?" Lily Ying inquired again.


    "Around February next year. By then, each share won't even be worth $10. A global economic crisis always makes some folks filthy rich," Charles didn't see a need to wait until each share was down to just a few cents.


    "No surprise, the financial meltdown will sweep global markets next year. It's not just finance and real estate; it will affect real industries, energy, and gold. Have you thought about how to spend the money?" Lily Ying continued.


    Charles smiled, "I'll invest part of it in real estate industry, and I'll buy stocks when the financial storm hits hardest!"


    "Besides capital rewards, is there anything else you want?" Charles asked Lily Ying.


    "Red Fruit Entertainment. Give me 30% of Red Fruit Entertainment's shares. How about that? I have a good feeling about China's movie industry," Lily Ying smiled.


    "That's it? That's not worth much. I own half the shares, I can give it all to you, is that okay?" Charles wasn't one to care about such things.


    Lily Ying glanced at Charles, "If you don't own part of Red Fruit Entertainment, why would I want it? In the entertainment industry, your insights are the most valuable. Whenever you're free and see a good movie, you can develop it!" Lily Ying explained.


    Charles smiled, "I see. Then I'll also give you 30% of East Asia International. The Japanese and Korean entertainment markets aren't small, although we don't have Korean business yet."


    Lily Ying nodded, "Fine, I will take care of the East Asia market. I understand Japan and Korea."


    "Don't worry, my Capet Pictures will support you when the time comes," Charles intended to have fun with East Asia International, whose most significant asset was Red Fruit Entertainment.


    ...


    The next morning, Charles took Lin Chi-ling and Gao Yuanyuan out to sea, enjoying the weather that was comfortably in the twenties without a hint of cold.


    In the afternoon, Charles left Lin Chi-ling and Gao Yuanyuan and went to Capet International's Asia-Pacific headquarters in Hong Kong.


    "Among the world's leading film nations, we have Capet International distribution offices everywhere except Russia," said Xu Xiaoling with a smile. "We've expanded very quickly these past years!"


    "Your work in the Asia-Pacific region isn't bad either. Although the Chinese market is small, including Japan, Korea, and Southeast Asia, it's quite large!" Charles complimented Xu Xiaoling's work.


    "The Singapore office handles Southeast Asia distribution, and Masami Takahashi oversees Japan," Xu Xiaoling glanced northward. "We need to put more effort into the Korean market!"


    "Korea? Didn't they change the domestic film quota system under U.S. government pressure last year?" Charles was surprised.


    "The quota for domestic Korean films was reduced from 146 days to 73 days!"


    Korea previously required theaters to show domestic films for 146 days a year. Under pressure from U.S. trade, the quota was halved last year.


    "That's right. Korean films hit a rough patch last year and this year. Their cultural exports have always been significant, but the local film market share fell below 50%," Xu Xiaoling explained. "Attendance has dropped a lot. Though the overall market grew slightly, it was due to higher ticket prices and the impact of Hollywood films. With the economic crisis looming, Korean film production might continue to decrease!"


    Charles understood. "So, you mean we should seize the opportunity to enter the Korean domestic film market?"


    Xu Xiaoling nodded. "You know, Korea's cultural exports in film, TV, music, games, and comics are a big chunk of their economy, about 5-6%. Especially in Asia, Korean cultural exports are very strong!"


    Charles nodded and continued, "In recent years, Korea has indeed produced some influential films. Shiri, Memories of Murder, Oldboy, Sympathy for Lady Vengeance, and My Sassy Girl. Regarding investing in Korean domestic films, do you have any thoughts?"


    Xu Xiaoling considered for a moment. "I think we should follow Hollywood's usual strategy: collaborate with experienced and capable production companies or directors. But, this is just a preliminary idea. 


    Our most important task remains ensuring our own films' successful distribution in Korea. 


    Currently, no major Hollywood distributors have invested in Korean domestic films. The local market is very resistant to outsiders."


    Charles drummed his fingers on the table. "The Korean entertainment market isn't small, but as you said, the local competition is fierce. In movies, TV, music, and more, Korean companies do a good job. Last year had The Host, and this year Dragon Wars was a big production. They've got the basics of a film industry. Keep an eye on it."


    Xu Xiaoling nodded. "The Korean market is about 1 billion dollars a year, so there aren't large-scale investments. Their actors lack international influence. Still, I don't have a specific plan. If opportunities arise, I'll pay attention. We're mainly focused on Hollywood productions for now."


    Charles nodded. Maybe he should visit Korea himself and use East Asia International as a foothold?


  




  Chapter 352: Arsenal


  

    As Christmas approached, David Dein and News Corporation's newspapers launched extensive coverage of Arsenal's current plight, attracting the attention of soccer fans worldwide since the Premier League doesn't have a winter break unlike other leagues.


    Major British newspapers like The Times, News of the World, and The Sun, along with Sky Sports' reports, put immense pressure on the Arsenal board.


    In the evening, Charles leaned against the bed and spoke to David Dein over the phone, feeling pleased, "Don't worry about the funds. If Peter Hill-Wood and others want to sell their Arsenal shares, I'll pay in cash directly. With HSBC's backing, there's no financial issue!"


    "The pressure on the Arsenal board is indeed enormous right now. The key players are getting injured, and Coach Wenger's situation isn't great," David Dein sounded excited and happy.


    "Settle it quickly. I'm planning to invest in players during the winter transfer window. If it takes too long, we'll miss the chance to act!"


    The Premier League's winter transfer window is the whole of January. Charles wanted to strengthen the team then.


    "I understand. I know what to do!" David Dein agreed wholeheartedly with Charles' ideas and support.


    "Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation has significant influence in the UK. They will fully support our acquisition. Keep me posted with any good news."


    After hanging up, Charles exhaled deeply and tensed his body for a moment.


    "Hmm..." Lin Chi-ling, in front of him, looked up at Charles. She covered her mouth with her hand, and hurriedly ran into the bathroom.


    Sighing, Charles lamented his physical prowess for exhausting Lin Chi-ling so much each time.


    After a while, Lin Chi-ling came out of the bathroom, climbed back into bed, and lay on Charles' chest. "We should've kept Yuanyuan here since she's going back to Beijing today!"


    "Ha, she's managing Red Fruit Entertainment now," Charles chuckled, squeezing her.


    "Are you staying in Hong Kong for the next few days, or going back to Japan?" Lin Chi-ling asked. 


    "I'll return to Japan tomorrow, then stay in the UK for a while. I'm acquiring a Premier League soccer club," Charles said, though his planned trip to South Korea had to be postponed.


    "Do you want me to come with you?"


    "No need. You're busy hosting shows and shooting commercials in Taipei anyway," Charles would be back again next year.


    "Alright. I'm really looking forward to Red Cliff's release next year," Lin Chi-ling sighed.


    "Later on, I'll get you cameos in Hollywood movies, so you can use it for promotion when you're back," Charles laughed.


    Lin Chi-ling, who studied in Toronto, had a good command of English, which was an advantage.


    "Hollywood, huh? A dream for many," Lin Chi-ling naturally wanted to go to Hollywood but understood her current limitations.


    But with Charles Capet, getting a role and making an appearance wouldn't be hard!


    "Let's sleep!"


    ...


    After Christmas and before the New Year, Charles left Tokyo for London.


    The Arsenal Board not only faced public pressure but also had to manage some internal restlessness within the team.


    In the conference room of the Colney Training Centre, located in northwest Hertfordshire, London.


    Arsenal Club Chairman Peter Hill-Wood glanced at Charles Capet and his representative David Dein, then turned his gaze to the two major shareholders, Danny Fiszman and Bracewell Smith, beside him.


    "Huh, Hollywood capital really knows how to play the media game differently, using external pressure and internal achievements and honors to win people over, with bank support too," Peter Hill-Wood shook his head and sighed.


    "350 million pounds in cash, you pay off the club's 200 million pounds debt, and our shares are yours!"


    "No problem, the HSBC representative is waiting outside," Charles smiled. "You made the right decision. Arsenal will see another glorious era!"


    "Charles, this means you will own more than 98% of the shares, the rest are scattered among hundreds of fans. Can you leave those alone?" Peter Hill-Wood asked.


    Charles was silent for a moment, pondering for three long seconds. "No, I will trigger the compulsory acquisition clause on the London Nex Exchange and privatize the company!"


    By law, owning over 90% of the shares allows you to trigger the compulsory acquisition clause, forcing the sale of the remaining 10%.


    "Huh, looks like you can't wait to make Arsenal entirely yours," Peter Hill-Wood understood Charles's intention to privatize Arsenal.


    Quickly, Charles's CSE (Capet Sports Entertainment) company signed the acquisition agreement with Peter Hill-Wood and others.


    The news of Arsenal's acquisition soon broke at a press conference!


    David Dein, who left as Arsenal's vice-chairman at the beginning of the year, returned to become the club's CEO.


    Charles Capet, the new chairman of Arsenal, received congratulations from numerous Premier League foreign investors, including those at Manchester United, Liverpool, and Chelsea.


    The months-long battle for Arsenal finally ended in Charles Capet's victory.


    Charles paid hundreds of millions in cash to acquire Arsenal, with a small percentage of shares still held by numerous fans, which was a minor issue.


    By triggering the compulsory buyout, it didn't matter that some fans had inherited shares from previous generations or held onto them for decades.


    Charles didn't mind. Making Arsenal his private property was the priority, though re-listing in the future could also be an option.


    To celebrate the acquisition of Arsenal, Charles attended a New Year's Eve party in London with Emily Blunt.


    Initially, Charles wanted to meet Keira Knightley, but she was vacationing in Miami with her parents; Kate Beckinsale had taken her parents and daughter to the Maldives.


    At night, Charles and Emily Blunt went to the top-floor suite of the Marriott Hotel in London City Hall, near the London Eye on the South Bank of the Thames.


    "The annual New Year's Eve fireworks display from the London Eye is about to start," Emily Blunt said, pulling Charles to the huge floor-to-ceiling windows.


    From there, they could see the London Eye, Big Ben across the river, and the beautiful views of the Thames.


    Charles checked his watch, "Ah, another new year is coming!"


    Hugging Emily Blunt from behind and resting his chin on her shoulder, he asked, "There must be tens of thousands of people on both sides of the Thames and the nearby squares, right?"


    "Almost, many people get spots there hours in advance. The closer to the Ferris wheel, the more you feel the experience," Emily Blunt explained.


    "Those people have some perseverance to withstand this cold for just some fireworks!" Charles admired.


    "It's starting..."


    Colorful fireworks began to launch around the Ferris wheel, lighting the dark night sky with dazzling colors.


    "Beautiful, isn't it? It lasts for ten minutes," Emily Blunt said, giving Charles a kiss.


    ...


    With the arrival of 2008, Charles and Arsenal embarked on an ambitious recruitment plan, as he anticipated that Manchester United would achieve a treble this year.


    Currently, Manchester United and Arsenal were at the top of the Premier League. Charles was optimistic about Arsenal's lineup but worried about their depth and the absence of key players due to the African Cup.


    German goalkeeper Jens Lehmann, a mainstay this season, injured his Achilles in national duty. Backup goalkeeper Almunia seized the opportunity to become the main goalkeeper, but he lacked the necessary strength and experience.


    "Him, Schalke 04's main goalkeeper Manuel Neuer, he's performed well these two seasons," Charles discussed with club CEO David Dein, coach Wenger, and the team's technical director at Colney Training Centre.


    "Charles, we also need midfielders, defenders, and forwards," David Dein reminded. "Neuer won't come cheap. Schalke 04 is a Champions League team too!"


    "No problem, he's young and will be a cornerstone for Arsenal's future," Charles, with over PS100 million cash remaining, was unfazed.


    "Wenger, I hear you've taken an interest in Cardiff City's young talent Aaron Ramsey?"


    Wenger nodded, "He's only 17 but very capable and worth nurturing. Everton's PS1 million bid was rejected last summer!"


    "David, bring him in," Charles was glad Wenger liked developing young players.


    "Luka Modric, central midfielder of Croatia's Dinamo Zagreb, 22 years old!"


    "Branislav Ivanovic, Serbian national team and Lokomotiv Moscow's dual-core defender, 23 years old!"


    Charles read two more names from his report.


    Wenger was a bit stunned, and even David Dein's mouth twitched, "Charles, these are players half of Europe is after!"


    "Ivanovic is being chased by Chelsea in the Premier League; Modric is in talks with Spurs."


    "Wenger, can they fit into your system?" Charles ignored Dein and asked Wenger.


    Wenger nodded; was Arsenal becoming a rich upstart?


    "Alright, proceed with the team negotiations. I'll have lunch with Roman; Ivanovic is ours!"


    "Next, let's discuss other suitable players," Charles continued asking about other key targets.


  




  Chapter 353: The Strike Was Almost Over


  

    As the new year began, following months of fierce competition, the curtain fell for Arsenal. A Hollywood tycoon from across the Atlantic, Capet Capital, began making waves in the English Premier League (EPL)!


    "PS2.2 million, signed 17-year-old Aaron Ramsey from Cardiff City!"


    Of course, this was just the appetizer, followed by some bigger moves.


    "PS7.5 million, signed goalkeeper Manuel Neuer from Schalke 04 of Bundesliga."


    "PS10 million, signed Serbian defender Branislav Ivanovic from Lokomotiv Moscow, snatched right before Chelsea could finalize the deal."


    "PS18 million, acquired midfielder Luka Modric from Dinamo Zagreb in Croatia, disappointing Tottenham."


    "PS20 million, brought in star striker David Sanchez from Valencia CF in La Liga."


    "PS3 million, signed center-back David Luiz from Vitoria in Brazil. Although initially loaned to Benfica, Arsenal directly secured him before the season ended!"


    In just over half a month, Arsenal splurged over PS60 million on the transfer market, which is around EUR80 million.


    The Daily Telegraph: "Arsenal to End the Trophy Drought!"


    The Guardian: "After Chelsea, Arsenal's Football Financial Boom Begins!"


    Not only did British media outlets like Sky Sports and The Independent report extensively on Arsenal, but also French's L'Equipe and France Football, Germany's Kicker and Bild, and Spain's AS were paying attention to Arsenal in the EPL.


    Arsenal didn't just shock the EPL; they shook Europe, as their tactics were strikingly similar to Chelsea's a few years back.


    The happiest folks were undoubtedly the Arsenal fans, who were already enjoying the second spot in the league and now had such strong new additions.


    Arsenal had a clear objective: the championship!


    Whether it was the club chairman Charles Capet or David Dein, who had regained control of Arsenal, both stated in interviews that Arsenal's goal this year was the championship trophy.


    Winter transfers were supposed to be for reinforcement, with the main focus obviously being on summer transfers. However, Charles didn't want to see Manchester United winning a treble this year.


    Arsenal already wasn't weak this year, and with the new star players coming in, Charles was confident they could take down Manchester United.


    In North London, outside Charles' villa on Hampstead's Bishop Avenue, an Aston Martin DB9 was parked, with Charles passionately making out with Emily Blunt inside.


    "Alright, alright, Charles, let's go inside!" Emily Blunt chuckled as she moved Charles' hand from her bra.


    "No wonder you didn't want to live in Knightsbridge and chose to stay here; your Arsenal is really shining right now."


    "Well, it's not bad, but the British paparazzi sure are relentless," Charles mumbled as he nibbled on the girl's neck, "I haven't seen you in days!"


    "Let's go inside," Emily Blunt pulled Charles into the villa's living room, and they both sat on the couch. "Charles, will the Writers Guild also boycott this year's Oscars?"


    "Oscar?" Charles laughed, "Didn't they cancel this year's Golden Globe Awards ceremony? Do you think they can hold out until the Oscars?"


    Charles glanced at his watch, "Today, the Directors Guild and the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers reached an agreement, which should help propel further negotiations between the Writers Guild and the Producers Alliance."


    Since the beginning of 2008, on January 4, the Writers Guild announced a boycott of the Golden Globes.


    On the same day, the Actors Guild announced their support for the Writers Guild and would also boycott the Golden Globes.


    On January 7, due to the joint boycott by the Actors Guild and the Writers Guild, the Hollywood Foreign Press Association announced the cancellation of the Golden Globe Awards ceremony.


    On the same day, the Writers Guild reached an agreement with United Artists led by Tom Cruise, the first agreement the Writers Guild signed with a production company since the strike began.


    On January 14, the 65th Golden Globe Awards announced winners through a press release conference due to the cancellation of the ceremony.


    Capet Pictures' tragic romance film Atonement, which had seven nominations, won the Best Drama Film award as expected.


    However, the film's stars, James McAvoy and Keira Knightley, lost to Daniel Day-Lewis for There Will Be Blood and Julie Christie for Away from Her in the Best Actor and Actress in Drama categories.


    "If the Oscars get canceled, it'll be a huge loss," Charles said while flipping through a nearby newspaper, "The strike started over two and a half months ago, and the impact on California and Los Angeles' economy has been substantial!"


    Charles hadn't anticipated that Tom Cruise would be the first to reach an agreement with the Writers Guild. Apparently, he developed a low-budget arthouse film Lions for Lambs at United Artists.


    Given United Artists' current scale, it would make more sense for Tom Cruise, representing his own production company, to announce an agreement with the Writers Guild.


    Tom Cruise was someone who cared a lot about profits, so he must be planning to leave United Artists soon.


    MGM's difficult financial situation, with holding company Sony Group focusing solely on its Blu-ray high-definition DVD market!


    BusinessWeek: "Times Warner, which previously supported HD-DVD, has announced support for Blu-ray high-definition DVD format!"


    After last year's Paramount, Capet, and Universal exclusively supported Blu-ray, now Warner Bros. has also shifted allegiance. This means that in the high-definition DVD format war, Sony's Blu-ray has triumphed over Toshiba's HD-DVD.


    Merrill Lynch, the third largest investment bank on Wall Street, announced three sale agreements to alleviate its funding crisis.


    The global financial crisis was truly erupting, and it seemed that soon enough, folks could enjoy the sights of free-falling objects from Wall Street rooftops and heavy items splashing down from the Brooklyn Bridge.


    "This year, with the current situation, film companies reduced their film projects. And the writers' strike still isn't resolved," Emily Blunt muttered as she prepared to star in Guy Ritchie's next Capet Pictures film, Sherlock Holmes.


    "Don't worry, the strike is almost over!" Charles set down the newspaper, pulled Emily Blunt into his arms, and planted a kiss on her lips.


    The girl responded enthusiastically, and soon the two began to engage in some intimate activities right on the couch.


  




  Chapter 354: Arsenal's Commercial Ventures


  

    In the morning, a sleek Aston Martin DB9 was cruising down Bishop Avenue in London, heading toward the Colney Training Centre. As Charles drove, he chatted with his lovely assistant, Amelia.


    "Boss, reports are saying Heath Ledger died from food poisoning. On the day before his death, he took a mix of six different drugs, like sleeping pills, painkillers, and prescription meds. But it wasn't depression!" Amelia explained.


    "What a shame. He worked with me before, pretty good actor. He was great in Brokeback Mountain," Charles sighed, feeling a tinge of regret.


    While speaking, Charles's left hand wandered onto Amelia's thigh. Recently, there had been plenty of happenings in Hollywood.


    "Boss, keep your eyes on the road," Amelia wasn't actually bothered by the touch. Rather, she noticed that Charles seemed distracted, lost deep in thought.


    "Don't worry!"


    January 22, 2008, Heath Ledger, who played the Joker in The Dark Knight, was found dead in his New York apartment at the age of 29.


    In interviews, Heath Ledger had admitted that he was terrified of the Joker character but still wanted to portray him uniquely. Reports mentioned that before filming, he'd locked himself in a room for a month. He delved deeply into the Joker's psyche, hypnotizing and psychologically conditioning himself until he felt like a true mental patient, merging completely with the character.


    Due to this, many media outlets speculated that his intense method acting led to psychological issues, which resulted in drug abuse and ultimately his death.


    Charles didn't fully understand either. Method actors often blurred the lines between reality and fiction, leading to problems with drug abuse from the immense pressure.


    "On January 22, the Writers Guild of America announced they would not boycott the Grammy Awards.


    On January 23, the Writers Guild and the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers resumed informal negotiations. Progress was being made on the writers' strike!"


    "Looks like it's getting tough for both sides. The strike has been going on for three months, and the losses are piling up," Charles was also preparing to head back to Los Angeles since it was already February.


    Upon arriving at the Colney Training Centre, Charles went straight to David Dein's office and called in the new Marketing Director.


    "We need to ramp up our commercial efforts at Arsenal, Ron. The current commercial development isn't enough," Charles frowned as he settled into the sofa.


    "The naming rights for Emirates Stadium for 15 years, plus the 8-year sponsorship deal for the front of the jersey, is only worth PS100 million since last season?


    The kit sponsorship deal with Nike from '03 is just PS55 million over 7 years. Yet in '02, Manchester United signed a 13-year deal worth 300 million pounds with Nike!"


    Arsenal's deal with Emirates for the stadium naming rights and front-of-shirt advertisement seemed like a major loss. Fifteen years of stadium naming rights were valued at PS45 million, while the 8-year jersey sponsorship brought in PS55 million.


    David Dein explained, "At the time, we needed funding to build the new stadium. The PS100 million from Emirates was a considerable help."


    "This winter transfer window, I spent over PS60 million on new signings. Let's see if we can buy out the remaining two and a half years of the Nike contract next season. Umbro, New Balance, and Adidas have shown interest in partnering with us," Charles couldn't accept an annual kit sponsorship worth less than PS8 million when Liverpool and Chelsea had more lucrative deals.


    Ron nodded, "Understood. Several American companies have also reached out, like shaving brands, beer, watches, and car manufacturers. They all want to collaborate with us."


    "Actually, Nike also approached me about increasing the sponsorship fee!"


    Charles nodded, acknowledging that the American-imported commercial operations officer had a quick mind. "Also, let's look for separate sponsors for our training gear. Start negotiations with Nike, but if the price isn't right, buy out the two-year contract and partner with Adidas or another brand.


    And see if Emirates is open to buying out the contract. The stadium naming rights and front-of-shirt sponsorship fall short of my targets!"


    Besides having the most expensive tickets in the Premier League, Arsenal's commercial operations had no other significant advantages.


    Ron nodded in agreement, "We could bring it up. After all, Arsenal isn't just a top-four team anymore; Emirates should understand that. This season, if we achieve our targets, we'll have the leverage to set conditions!"


    Charles agreed, "We'll wait for summer."


    Arsenal was currently at the top of the Premier League, with AC Milan as their first round opponent in the Champions League knockout stage. Advancing shouldn't be too tough.


    However, Charles' primary goal for the season was the Premier League title. New January signings like Neuer and Sanchez couldn't play in the Champions League for Arsenal. According to current Champions League rules, a player could only represent one team per season in European competitions - a rule not set to change for another decade.


    Summer would be the prime time for clubs to shine, as it's harder to secure top players in winter.


    Charles had only managed to sign Sanchez from Valencia due to internal conflicts and financial problems within the Spanish club. He quickly shelled out PS20 million in cash with no installment plans - just a lump sum payment.


    The same went for Schalke 04 - a goalkeeper sold for nearly EUR10 million was not a bad deal. Money was transferred immediately upon the player's arrival.


    "Alright, I need to head back now. The main objective this year for Arsenal is the Premier League title. We can't let Manchester United defend it," Charles stood up and added, "Make sure the scouting network is on point. I'll support you during the summer window!"


    David Dein nodded, "No worries. Wenger's abilities are undeniable. I have full confidence."


    After wrapping up affairs at Arsenal, Charles returned to the US.


    ...


    On February 8, 2008, after long negotiations, representatives from the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers and the Writers Guild reached a tentative agreement.


    The new agreement included an increase in the rate writers could earn from online film and television sales, allowing them to earn up to $1,200 from each work's first two years of online distribution, with a 2% cut from the third year's gross profits from online sales.


    On February 13, 2008, the 100-day-long Hollywood writers' strike finally ended, with members of the East and West branches of the Writers Guild returning to work.


  




  Chapter 355: The Decline of the Oscars


  

    "Everyone should know, Heath Ledger was a very talented actor. His performance in Brokeback Mountain showed us his dedication to acting."


    "Heath's departure is a loss for Hollywood!"


    Charles Capet responded to the media in Los Angeles when asked about his feelings on the death of Hollywood star Heath Ledger.


    The annual Oscar ceremony opened under the watchful eyes of the public.


    Capet Pictures' Atonement and Juno lost to There Will Be Blood for Best Picture.


    Marion Cotillard won Best Actress for La Vie en Rose, and Ellen Page from Juno was also nominated for Best Actress.


    In West Hollywood, the Sunset Tower Hotel on Sunset Boulevard was often used for the Vanity Fair Oscars after-party.


    However, this year, due to the economic crisis and the writers' strike, Vanity Fair canceled its Oscars after-party.


    Charles Capet hosted a grand celebration at the Sunset Tower Hotel, not just for the Oscars but to celebrate last year's outstanding achievements.


    "Looks like a lot of people were suffocating because of the 100-day writers' strike," Charles remarked to his mother, Evelyn, while they chatted. A significant number of big stars attended the Oscars ceremony earlier.


    "Tonight's Oscars were a joke; they even messed up the interludes. They didn't give the writers enough preparation time," Evelyn shook her head.


    "This year's Oscars ceremony set a new low in ratings. The Academy is preparing for some reforms. The number of Best Picture nominees will increase from 5 to 9!"


    "Pff, who cares about the Oscars nowadays if it weren't for the good promotion for overseas box office," Charles muttered disdainfully. As the credibility of the Oscars diminished, increasing the number of Best Picture nominees to ten seemed to lower the standards.


    "Capet Pictures won Best Actress, Best Original Screenplay, Best Foreign Language Film, and some technical awards like Best Makeup and Visual Effects. This year's performance seems mediocre!" Evelyn smiled at her son.


    "Mom, you have three Oscars for Best Actress now," Charles replied, "Nicole Kidman joined us after all, and she's still pretty famous!"


    "The Golden Compass only made $70 million in North America, but your Juno has already made over a hundred million dollars. With the Oscars buzz, it can continue to screen for a while, hitting 150 million in North America isn't hard," Evelyn remarked with a bit of frustration.


    "Nicole isn't going to shake off that 'box office poison' label anytime soon!"


    Charles nodded. "Capet Pictures is preparing an inspirational movie based on the book The Blind Side: Evolution of a Game. It's one of those tear-jerker sports inspiration tales. The lead female role is really good, Nicole can play it after she has her baby later this year!"


    Charles looked over at the pregnant Nicole Kidman, chatting happily with newly minted Oscar winner Marion Cotillard and also-pregnant Cate Blanchett.


    Evelyn nodded. "Not worried, are you?"


    "Don't worry, the plot is solid. Have you seen the scripts Nicole has taken in the past few years? They were all garbage!" Charles was confident about The Blind Side, highlighting the significant role of a kind-hearted giant.


    "By the way, are you starting to close your positions on Wall Street?" Evelyn asked quietly.


    Charles nodded. "Freddie Mac's stock price has fallen to a few dollars per share. It's time to pull out!"


    Evelyn patted her son on the shoulder. "Made a big profit this time," she said, "I also shorted some stocks, leveraging about $200 million. Bought at $60, closed at $10!"


    "Over 80% return, not too shabby," Charles grinned.


    "After taxes and interest, I netted $100 million!" Evelyn exclaimed excitedly.


    "And you? How much did you make?"


    Charles thought for a moment, "I'm still in the process of unwinding positions, but I've already made $3 billion so far."


    Charles shorted when Freddie Mac's stock was at its peak of $70 and closed out at below $5.


    And since holding the stocks for over a year, he'd be taxed at a capital gains rate of 20%. Charles leveraged $12 billion.


    "Expecting a profit of around $7-8 billion," Charles didn't hide it from his mother.


    Evelyn's eyes widened and she took a deep breath to calm herself. "You are truly amazing!"


    However, Charles also had a PS1 billion loan in the UK due to the purchase of Arsenal Football Club and U.S. Treasury bonds.


    But Charles wasn't worried. Another wave of significant income was expected next year because Charles directed Lily Ying to use the profits to buy the devalued Treasuries.


    Shortly after, Charles went to congratulate French actress Marion Cotillard, who just won the Oscar for Best Actress.


    "Charles, thank you!" Marion Cotillard said excitedly, giving Charles a passionate hug and whispering in his ear, "How should I thank you?"


    "Don't worry. I'll be in Los Angeles for a while," Charles smiled. She was the first actress in history to win an Oscar for a role in a foreign-language film!


    La Vie en Rose was a French film, not an English one.


    Soon, Charles also met actresses Anne Hathaway, Jessica Alba, Keira Knightley, and Penelope Cruz.


    These were some of the many who attended the Oscars ceremony earlier that night, along with members from Juno and Atonement crews.


    "Ellen, why aren't you growing any taller?" Charles found it amusing that the 20-year-old Canadian girl, Ellen Page, still looked like a young teen.


    With a height of just around 5 feet and a youthful face, Ellen Page always appeared like a 14 or 15-year-old adolescent!


    Unlike the many other early-developing girls in North America.


    "Mr. Capet, I'm an adult now," Ellen Page replied with a slight smile. "Adults stop growing taller!"


    "Really?" Charles patted her on the head, "Do you often skip meals? You look like a middle-schooler!"


    Ellen Page shook her head, "Nope, it's just genetics!"


    "Well, your performance in Juno was great, and it got you an Oscar nomination for Best Actress. Keep aiming for that award," Charles encouraged her. With Juno's successful box office, besides giving red envelopes and bonuses to the crew, they also needed encouragement.


    "Yes, I will. I'll work hard!"


  




  Chapter 356: Chapter 356


  

    Oscar night in 2008 was a disappointment, but given the global stock market crash, it didn't matter much.


    After Hollywood's seven major film studios fully supported Sony's Blu-ray high-definition DVDs, Toshiba finally announced it would stop producing HD-DVDs. The years-long high-definition DVD format war ended with Sony's Blu-ray as the clear winner.


    Simultaneously, before the Oscars ceremony, Warner Bros. announced it acquired New Line Cinema, also a subsidiary of Time Warner.


    The independent film company New Line, with a history of 40 years, finally met its end and became just another film label under Warner Bros.


    Michael Lynn, the former president of New Line, joined Capet Entertainment as the COO of the film and television entertainment division.


    In Beverly Hills, at the Capet estate, Charles read about the decades-long collusion between Hollywood and tobacco companies:


    "A study of the secret cigarette promotion contracts from 1927 and 1951 revealed that Hollywood film companies and tobacco companies collaborated in at least 215 cigarette promotional activities. These included brands like Marlboro, Camel, Kent, and Winston."


    Charles just chuckled. It was an election year, and the Republicans seemed to have no hope this time. Trying to hit Hollywood to influence Democratic fundraising?


    This kind of dirt wasn't enough.


    Soon, Jessica Alba, dressed in pajamas, walked over, bent down, and kissed Charles before asking, "Honey, why didn't you wake me?"


    Charles put down the newspaper, held the sexy Jessica Alba in his arms, and said with a smile, "It's nothing, it's good to get some more sleep!"


    Then, Charles slid his hand inside her pajama top, feeling the softness, as Jessica Alba kissed Charles's neck, looking very pleased.


    ...


    Meanwhile, at Capet headquarters in Burbank.


    The newly appointed Michael Lynn took a film rating report to Donna Langley's office.


    "Donna, look, Slumdog Millionaire has been rated R," said Michael Lynn, who had come to understand Capet Pictures' projects after joining.


    Except for The Pursuit of Happiness, Iron Man, and Transformers, most of Capet's films were rated R. But this rating for Slumdog Millionaire was over the top.


    Donna Langley frowned. She had just received news of Taken's $24 million opening weekend box office and was in a good mood, which vanished immediately.


    "They're getting out of hand," Donna Langley said, rubbing her temples. "Last month, we submitted a formal application to join the AA for voting rights; Only Sony and Universal agreed."


    Michael Lynn knew it would be tough, "We'll have to resubmit it for review."


    Donna Langley sighed, "Charles always wanted MGM's former membership, but the MPAA association consistently refused."


    "Capet Pictures now has the performance and scale to join the top-tier, but entering the MPAA association needs a perfect opportunity," said Michael Lynn, who had worked for many years at New Line, a company that started with horror films.


    Capet Pictures was different. It started with the Saw franchise and romantic comedies, then immediately began producing blockbusters, achieving significant success.


    The rise was like a rocket, shocking all of Hollywood!


    ...


    That night, Charles drove a Mazda RX-7 FD to South Pasadena, northeast of Los Angeles.


    On South Pasadena Avenue, at Arlington Garden, he met Kristen Stewart. He was a bit surprised to see her in Los Angeles.


    "Aren't you filming Twilight in Oregon?" Charles asked, looking at Kristen Stewart in the passenger seat.


    "Oh, I heard Hillary was having a fundraising dinner in Pasadena and decided to attend," said Kristen Stewart, dressed in a black skirt, looking gentle and beautiful with her fair complexion.


    "And, the scenes for Twilight in Oregon are done; now we're shooting some parts at the Capet studio and working on post-production."


    Charles nodded. The budget for Twilight wasn't high, and it didn't have many special effects or action scenes.


    "Attending Hillary's fundraising dinner?" Charles didn't know what to say. "You're only 18, do you understand political relations?"


    "Yeah, Democratic candidate Hillary, one of the top two candidates, she could be the first female president in American history!"


    "Never mind, let's go back," Charles, though he paid attention to the election, supported Obama instead.


    On Super Tuesday, many states had already finished their primaries; only Hillary and Obama were left in the Democratic race.


    "Charles, do you support Hillary?" Kristen Stewart asked.


    "Who hosted Hillary's fundraising event in Hollywood?" Charles countered.


    "Leonardo DiCaprio, with many big names like George Clooney, Julia Roberts, Steven Spielberg, Justin Timberlake, etc.," Kristen Stewart said honestly.


    Charles nodded, "Last month, I remember Harvey Weinstein also held a fundraising dinner for her."


    "Interesting!"


    But Charles wasn't worried because the bigwigs supporting Obama were Somer Redstone, Charles Capet, Jeffrey Katzenberg, and David Geffen, among others, plus the black community led by Oprah Winfrey and Will Smith!


    The Democrats had an overwhelming advantage. Charles found it a bit boring; an event like the US presidential election should have more Hollywood involvement.


    MPAA won't give us membership? Raising ratings for Capet films?


    This year's global financial crisis and financial turmoil made Hollywood's chaos fitting. The 100-day writers' strike had only caused economic loss, which wasn't enough.


    It was time to take down Harvey Weinstein too. The economic crisis made people more irritable, and Hollywood's women's rights should voice out too;


    The early "#MeToo" movement could seamlessly follow the post-strike chaos. How can Capet Pictures truly rise if Hollywood isn't more chaotic?


    Stir up the water, then fish in troubled waters!


    With this thought, Charles glanced at Kristen Stewart beside him, "Darling, I feel excited now!"


  




  Chapter 357: This Isn't Enough


  

    After taking Kristen Stewart back to the seaside villa in Palisades, Santa Monica, Charles called his mother.


    "Are you certain about this? This is a big deal. Harvey has significant connections in Hollywood and the screenwriters' strike just ended..."


    "Relax, we can use conservative forces to amplify this. Let's use the Wall Street Journal as the breakthrough point."


    "Alright, I'll arrange it."


    Lying in bed, Charles put down his phone. Kristen Stewart, fresh out of the shower and wearing a bathrobe, walked over and slipped into Charles's arms. "I am so sore from earlier," she said.


    "Sweetheart, you're truly beautiful," Charles said, touching her face before sliding his hand inside her bathrobe.


    "Oh, I heard the lead actor in Twilight is quite handsome. What do you think?" Charles asked with a grin, as he continued to enjoy her presence.


    "You mean Robert Pattinson? Yeah, he's pretty good. British hottie," Kristen Stewart said nonchalantly, leaving her bathrobe wide open.


    "Let's stir up some romance rumors during the promotion. Didn't we have rumors about us last year?"


    "Your rumors sure are many," Kristen said, lightly brushing her fingers over Charles's abs.


    Then she lowered her head and started kissing his abs.


    ...


    New York, Manhattan, Upper East Side.


    Rupert Murdoch, in his mansion, held an article titled "Hollywood's Secrets About Harvey Weinstein!"


    Former New York Times reporter Sharon Waxman had compiled the details after years of tracking and investigating Harvey Weinstein's actions, which were indeed shocking.


    After a while, Fox News Channel's chairman, Roger Ailes, came over, and they exchanged glances.


    "Publish it. Hollywood's fundraising for the Democrats is way ahead," said Roger Ailes, though he worked in TV media, he was aware of Harvey Weinstein.


    "This is going to throw Hollywood into chaos. It might affect a lot of interests," Rupert Murdoch remarked. His News Corporation's biggest profit center was Fox Television, Sky Network, and such. While 20th Century Fox did not contribute much, the 'locomotive effect' of films mattered.


    "The Wall Street Journal needs a big story to establish the new owner's credibility. Sharon Waxman was rejected by the New York Times years ago, it doesn't mean she'll be rejected by the Los Angeles Times or the Washington Post now," Ailes pointed out. Boosting the Republican Party's strength was his main goal. If the Wall Street Journal didn't publish it, other Republican-leaning media would.


    Rupert Murdoch knew the Bush administration was struggling with the financial crisis triggered by the subprime mortgage issue, and the civilian abuse news from Iraq had tarnished the White House's reputation.


    The Democrats were getting too cocky; something needed to cool them down. "Fine, let the Wall Street Journal publish it, and all News Corporation media will follow up with full speed! As for Hollywood, I'll handle it when I get back to Los Angeles!"


    Roger Ailes thought for a moment, "You can win over Charles Capet from Capet Pictures. He's a big name in Hollywood now, the Hollywood Golden Boy. If he gets involved, it'll help a lot!"


    Rupert Murdoch nodded. If the Hollywood Golden Boy took a public stand on this matter, it would push it forward significantly.


    But would Charles be willing? He knew very well what Hollywood was like, and so did Charles.


    This wasn't just about one Harvey Weinstein, but many of them!


    In 2008, just a month after a 100-day-long writers' strike in Hollywood, the Wall Street Journal published an article that threw Hollywood into chaos.


    Former New York Times entertainment reporter Sharon Waxman's article, "Hollywood's Secrets About Harvey Weinstein," revealed how Weinstein had been abusing women in Hollywood for over twenty years.


    Soon, the New York Post, San Francisco Chronicle, New York Observer, Huffington Post, Chicago Tribune, and USA Today began to reprint the story.


    "What does Rupert Murdoch want?" Harvey Weinstein tore up the New York Observer weekly in anger at the New York headquarters of Weinstein Company.


    The article pointed out how Harvey Weinstein used his power to abuse female producers, actresses, models, and assistants in the film industry.


    It also noted his sexual harassment mostly occurred during European film festivals and business trips there.


    There were also interviews with victims from London, Paris, and other foreign cities, as well as domestic ones in the US. Some victims were willing to testify anonymously due to non-disclosure agreements they signed with Weinstein.


    A furious Harvey Weinstein's eyelids twitched constantly. It was no wonder Rupert Murdoch wouldn't take his calls.


    "Hurry, spend money to PR this for me; I need to clear up these issues," Harvey Weinstein wanted to get through this as quickly as possible.


    Within just three days, Reuters in the UK and Agence France-Presse in France had picked up on the Hollywood scandal, and European newspapers began joining the reporting spree.


    ...


    In Los Angeles, at a luxurious seaside villa in Malibu's Point Dume, Charles sat on the sofa with Camille, and was on the phone with Arianna Huffington.


    "Make sure Obama publicly distances himself from Harvey Weinstein and returns any political donations!"


    "Harvey Weinstein mainly supports Hillary. We didn't get much from him," Arianna Huffington hesitated before asking, "What's Hollywood planning to do about Weinstein?"


    "Not sure yet, but either way, Harvey's career in film is over," Charles said clearly. Even if Hollywood tried to protect Weinstein, Charles would not let him continue in the industry.


    "The Democratic primaries are less than three months away, and the Weinstein scandal will surely hurt Hillary. Hollywood's big players will fully back Obama by then!"


    "Don't worry, I know what to do. Obama will make a statement immediately," Arianna Huffington assured.


    Camille hugged Charles and smiled. "Just this much isn't enough to truly hurt Harvey Weinstein!"


    Charles lifted the chin of the beautiful entertainment lawyer and kissed her, "Of course there's more to come. Anonymous accusations won't achieve much. Don't worry, Hollywood never lacks opportunistic women looking for a story!"


  




  Chapter 358: Accusations


  

    Asia Argento, the 32-year-old Italian actress famous for her role in XXX, revealed in an interview with the Los Angeles Times that back in 1997, when she was just 18, she encountered Harvey Weinstein at the Cannes Film Festival and was assaulted by him in a hotel.


    The Hollywood Women's Club immediately showed support, making Asia Argento the first actress to officially file a lawsuit against Harvey Weinstein!


    Following her, another Italian-American Hollywood star, Rose McGowan, also shared her own encounter with Harvey Weinstein's assaults.


    Mira Sorvino, the sultry actress known for her roles in Mighty Aphrodite and Mimic, also accused Harvey Weinstein of assaulting her at the Four Seasons Hotel in Los Angeles in 2004 and even forcibly entering her home.


    As the number of accusers grew, newspapers like The Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, The Hollywood Reporter, USA Today, and Chicago Tribune, as well as news and entertainment magazines like Time, Newsweek, Premiere, Empire, Variety, and Rolling Stone, covered the story!


    Within half a month, the Harvey Weinstein scandal became a sweeping Hollywood scandal across the U.S., the U.K., France, and Italy.


    Democratic candidate Obama stated, "It's hard to believe someone could be like this," and promptly returned the $500,000 donation from Harvey Weinstein!


    Moreover, the Hollywood Women's Club screamed feminism. Stars like Angelina Jolie and Gwyneth Paltrow also told the media about their unpleasant experiences with Harvey Weinstein back in the day!


    ...


    The Malibu Dume Point seaside villa was not only secluded but also large and luxurious. Charles didn't understand why his mother didn't like it.


    "Mom, do you prefer the smaller Dume Beach villa to the east?" Charles asked while checking his Twitter.


    "Forget it, keep it for yourself. I don't lack places to live," Evelyn said, not looking up from her newspaper.


    Twitter wasn't doing great at the moment. Since its launch last year, there had been server crashes, and the number of registered users wasn't high. The expected "MeToo" never happened.


    Charles got up, walked to the wine cabinet, took out a bottle of champagne, poured a glass, and noticed Megan Fox coming over obediently.


    It seemed that Megan Fox had a deep-seated fear of his mother. After pouring a glass for Megan, he asked, "Transformers 2 is very popular with the military, right?"


    Megan Fox nodded, "The director received a lot of interest from military personnel wanting to be in the movie. The Department of Defense, the Pentagon, the Army, Navy, Air Force, and missile bases all cooperated with the film's shoots!"


    Charles nodded, "The Iron Man series and Transformers series certainly boosted the Defense Department's weapon advertisements."


    Evelyn put down the newspaper, frowned, looked at her grinning son, sighed, and walked to the balcony.


    After a while, Charles joined her on the balcony, gazing at the endless Pacific Ocean. "Mom, you seem worried about something?"


    "I think we have a big problem. More than 50 named and unnamed women have accused Harvey Weinstein. And it's not just him; other directors and actors are being accused too!"


    Evelyn looked at Charles, "This Hollywood scandal is huge. Even Europe knows about it."


    "It doesn't seem that big," Charles said honestly, considering how much more impactful the future "MeToo" movement would be compared to the present scandal.


    "However, it has certainly damaged Hollywood's reputation. I've received numerous emails asking for my opinion," Charles remarked, knowing that the event he had been preparing for so long couldn't fail.


    "The Producers Guild, Talent Agencies, Directors Guild, Actors Guild, and Writers Guild are all discussing this," Evelyn noted. Many of her stars were affected, and while it allowed better control over feminist power, she wished the matter would resolve quickly.


    "You producers are the masters of Hollywood. If transitions aren't smooth, your losses will be greatest," Evelyn reminded.


    Charles nodded, "So what? Capet Pictures represents the new Hollywood. These old Hollywood powers need a reckoning!"


    Charles had been stirring the pot and supporting feminism, intending to expose more Hollywood scandals.


    Most of Capet Pictures' collaborators were new filmmakers and were less affected. Woody Allen, the director of Vicky Christina Barcelona, and Brett Ratner, the director of the first two seasons of Prison Break, were among the affected.


    "Mom, you know very well, the Republican forces are pushing hard behind this. Hollywood has been a Democratic stronghold since the '60s. Hollywood stars not only donate money but also mobilize their fans to vote, posing a significant threat to the Republican Party!" Charles reminded.


    Evelyn gave Charles a warning look, "Don't try to fool your mother. Hollywood is a major industry and a cultural window to the world. This scandal's impact is far-reaching. Now, it's up to the seven major film groups to handle this!"


    The five major broadcast networks and over 80% of cable and satellite TV are directly held by the parent companies behind Hollywood film groups.


    Over 70% of print media shareholders are also shareholders of the six big movie parent companies.


    Hollywood controls American media, which is no exaggeration. Among the world's four major news agencies, the Associated Press and United Press International are American, while the other two are France's AFP and the UK's Reuters!


    "Okay, Rupert Murdoch invited me for dinner tonight. This old guy has patience, reaching out to me only now," Charles said, noting his extraordinary status in Hollywood. Given his history of conflicts with Harvey Weinstein, he had no hesitation in striking against him.


    "Hillary's team even donated the funds raised over the years from Weinstein to women's protection organizations. Harvey as a scapegoat is definite!" Evelyn noted, giving her son a look, finding his ruthlessness somewhat terrifying.


    Charles had not only pushed the scandal on Twitter, with its 20 million registered users, but also had Huffington Post and New York Observer launch special columns detailing Weinstein's "Red Sofa" activities.


    Crushing Harvey Weinstein while expanding his own business, Charles had Twitter, Huffington Post, and New York Observer under his control!


  




  Chapter 359: Each Takes What They Require


  

    Los Angeles, in a private club in Westwood.


    Charles gently stirred the coffee in front of him with a coffee spoon, sitting across from him was Rupert Murdoch, chairman of News Corporation.


    "Did you get some payback for Harvey Weinstein this time?" Rupert Murdoch asked with a smile.


    Charles looked up, "Isn't the bigger issue that Hollywood's reputation is in the gutter this time? Hillary, the leading female candidate, lost millions in donations too. Turning Hollywood into a place where people are constantly on edge does curb their ambition to engage in political activities, but eventually, it damages Hollywood's prestige, doesn't it?"


    Rupert Murdoch hadn't expected this young man to complain first, who was supporting women's rights? Who was shouting about respecting women and kicking out the toxins of Hollywood?


    "This farce needs to end, for the sake of Hollywood itself. A chaotic Hollywood ultimately harms our interests!" Rupert Murdoch hadn't anticipated things would spiral out of control to this extent; it certainly surpassed manageable boundaries.


    "You guys want to protect Harvey Weinstein, the savior of modern cinema, the king of indie film?" Charles asked with a smile.


    "Charles, you're a big player now; you should know that blowing Harvey Weinstein's issue out of proportion will only create more problems, involving more people. Today it's Harvey Weinstein, tomorrow it could be Morgan Freeman, and the day after, Woody Allen.


    Is there anyone clean in Hollywood? You know this too. Harvey will leave Hollywood; the bottom line is, he doesn't go to prison!"


    Listening to Rupert Murdoch, Charles realized that for Hollywood, handling the matter this way was indeed best. If it went public, the damage to Hollywood's reputation would be too great.


    "It's already getting a lot of attention; just letting it cool off may not work," Charles, as part of Hollywood's elite, enjoyed the perks and would not ruin these unspoken rules.


    The matter was stirred up by News Corporation; Charles merely fanned the flames, taking Hollywood scandals down a notch for the dizzy stars.


    At least, now the Democrats had stopped using celebrities for flamboyant fundraising.


    Don't forget, the Democrats' mouthpiece CNN, which vies with Republican Fox News, is owned by Time Warner.


    Rupert Murdoch's move caused significant losses to Hollywood, and the pressure was high.


    "TV actor Bill Cosby, the 'America's Dad' figure in American hearts, has drugged and assaulted many women over the years. The Hollywood Women's Club could go after him; the evidence is easy to find," Rupert Murdoch wanted to ensure Hollywood's stability, aiming the outlet at a major TV figure.


    Bill Cosby, a seventy-something African American TV comedy star, "America's Dad"!


    Charles didn't speak, just smiled. Whether it was feminism or anything else, Charles didn't really care. What about his interests?


    "Charles, we're on the same side now. Without Harvey, the king of indie films, apart from the six major studios, your Capet Pictures is the strongest. You've gained quite a bit. You and I need to stand against the pressure from within Hollywood!"


    Charles nodded, "Two conditions: first, I need support from 20th Century Fox to replace MGM as the seventh MPAA member. Second, I'm eyeing The Weinstein Company. Let them sell it to me. With money, he can resolve these troubles too.


    Universal and Sony both support me gaining an MPAA membership seat. With 20th Century Fox's vote, that's three. Mr. Murdoch, you have a good relationship with Viacom's Sumner Redstone; convincing Paramount to support me shouldn't be hard!"


    The mask falls off; Charles had done all this aiming for an MPAA membership!


    Without an MPAA membership, Capet Pictures could never be counted among Hollywood's top players. Now that Hollywood's stability required his efforts, Hollywood should grant him the status and position he deserves.


    "MPAA is a community of shared interests. Capet Pictures joining is also good for us. 20th Century Fox can support you and help lobby Paramount," Rupert Murdoch considered Charles' conditions and knew Capet wanted to join MPAA for a long time.


    "However, for Hollywood's stability and to compensate for some losses, The Weinstein Company will be sold to new investors. Bob Weinstein will still manage the company. Dimension Films, the most important asset, is off-limits. Besides, you already have Matrix Pictures, you don't need Dimension."


    It was a settled matter that Capet Pictures would replace MGM. Last year, MPAA Chairman Dan Glickman strongly pushed for Capet Pictures to become a full member.


    But they collectively blocked it since MPAA membership would significantly boost Capet Pictures' development.


    However, to make Charles Capet stop the excessive pressure on Harvey Weinstein, making Capet Pictures an MPAA full member was acceptable.


    Charles nodded, showing a sunny smile typical of the West Coast, "I am part of Hollywood too, and I'll definitely contribute to maintaining Hollywood's status as the world's movie capital. Hollywood's stability is tied to our interests. Feminism needs an outlet; if Bill Cosby isn't enough, we can target some European directors.


    Roman Polanski, Bernardo Bertolucci - which international directors don't have a history of molesting or assaulting actresses? Roman Polanski still has an American arrest warrant. Redirecting the scandals to Europe would reduce Hollywood's spotlight."


    Now having gotten what he wanted, Charles began to offer ideas. No matter how dirty Hollywood's inside was, the facade needed to stay clean!


    "Alright, the priority now is to stop those pointless reports. After you go back, handle the Hollywood Women's Club matter," Rupert Murdoch said, looking at Charles.


    "And no more actions against Harvey Weinstein!"


    Harvey Weinstein was a typical Hollywood figure; his downfall would only prove how filthy Hollywood was.


    Knowing is one thing, reporting it is another.


    "Relax, notify that fat guy to quickly use money to settle those women; Hollywood's reputation is already badly tainted by him alone," Charles stood up, waving his hand.


    "If he can't handle the trouble, I'll handle the troublemakers!"


  




  Chapter 360: End of the First Quarter


  

    The Harvey Weinstein scandal, which had lasted for more than half a month, finally lost some media heat as the spotlight shifted to Bill Cosby's drug assault case.


    The Pennsylvania State Court accepted the sexual assault accusations from four victims against Bill Cosby, and the evidence was substantial.


    As for Harvey Weinstein, he was at his home in New York, heartbroken. Weinstein International Pictures was on the brink of collapse, and he had become a public pariah.


    "Bob, is there really no chance for me?" Harvey Weinstein asked his brother.


    "Sign it," Bob Weinstein handed him a share transfer agreement. "Your shares can get you $40 million in cash, plus your real estate is worth about $70 million. That should be enough for your legal fees and all those settlements. You need to resolve things with those women as fast as possible, or you'll spend the rest of your life in prison!"


    Moreover, Harvey Weinstein's wife, Georgina Chapman, filed for divorce and would take a portion of his assets.


    There was no place for him in Hollywood anymore.


    Speaking of which, Harvey Weinstein had it much worse than Mel Gibson, but considering all he had done, this was still a relatively good outcome.


    ...


    Burbank, Capet Headquarters.


    Charles and his mother Evelyn sat on the office sofa, sipping champagne and savoring the pleasure that power brought.


    "You guys move fast," Evelyn had to admire the power of Hollywood capital. Harvey Weinstein gave up just like that!


    "The European entertainment circle has always been chaotic; scandals like this don't cause much stir," Charles casually tossed aside a newspaper, with headlines about Roman Polanski's past with a minor.


    "And you, did you get the ticket? You spent a lot of money suppressing Harvey Weinstein and secretly funded those young stars to sue him. You've surely upset some conservative forces in Hollywood!" Evelyn knew her son well.


    "It's about done. Rupert Murdoch will support Capet Pictures becoming a formal member, and he'll persuade Paramount to support me too," Charles smiled.


    "Plus, our relationship with Universal is good; they've always supported us. Sony won't oppose this either; they never do in such matters. And with the support of the MPAA chair, Capet Pictures becoming the seventh formal member of the MPAA association has no more obstacles!"


    Evelyn nodded. "So, what about the Hollywood Women's Club? What's your plan?"


    "They've shown their hand this time," Charles narrowed his eyes, watching closely. "But they've also gone too far. Whether or not Woody Allen assaulted his adopted daughter, this year Midnight in Barcelona is set to release.


    He's been targeted too, which affects Capet Pictures. I supported the Hollywood Women's Club, but with conditions. The murky practices in the entertainment industry won't just disappear. 


    Some people are so presumptuous. That woman is his ex-wife Mia Farrow, right? Woody Allen will sue her for slander!


    I've said it before; feminism only works if I hold the knife. Otherwise, I will stop it. Halt all covert support for the Hollywood Women's Club."


    Charles stood up and added meaningfully, "If they want to ride the wave of feminism to benefit themselves, they need my approval first!"


    Evelyn nodded. "Don't worry; most actresses understand this, and the agencies understand even better. Let Mia Farrow's fate serve as a warning."


    Evelyn wouldn't allow her actresses to go beyond her control; ultimately, it's about the interests involved!


    As for Charles's approach of using feminism as a tool, did it matter?


    Those women whom Harvey assaulted had either received exchanged benefits before or were simply taken advantage of by Harvey too many times. This time at least, they could get necessary compensation from the publicly hated Harvey Weinstein.


    By April, the news about Harvey Weinstein had also ended. The other affected actors and directors were either doing PR or signing confidentiality agreements with victims in private, settling with money.


    But director Woody Allen filed a suit against his ex-wife Mia Farrow in the Los Angeles State Court; Bill Cosby was on trial at the Philadelphia State Court.


    ...


    New York, Manhattan, at Charles's villa by the Hudson River, he tightly embraced Eva Green, who was straddling him, both of them locked in a passionate kiss.


    When their lips parted, Eva Green leaned weakly against Charles. "Congrats! You got the French Legion of Honor, and this month you'll be going to the Presidential Palace for the ceremony!"


    During last month's late Easter, the French government selected members for the Legion of Honor. Charles Capet was named a recipient of the French Legion of Honor, the highest accolade granted by the French government.


    "Nicolas Sarkozy was elected the President of France last year, right?" Charles embraced Eva Green, basking in the post-coital bliss; he didn't really care about the Legion of Honor.


    However, Charles had indeed cooperated closely with the French entertainment industry over the past few years. La Vie en Rose had even catapulted Marion Cotillard to an Oscar win for Best Actress!


    "I have to go to promote Thor releasing on the 6th next month, traveling worldwide. Otherwise, I could accompany you to France for the ceremony," Eva Green smiled.


    "Ceremony? You think I'll go?" Charles asked, a bit puzzled since he hadn't decided yet.


    "Oh, you're not going?"


    "We'll see," Charles really wasn't concerned, but his mother being a French-American, Capet Entertainment's strong business in France, and the benefits thereof, warranted some thought.


    Moreover, the French movie The Intouchables was about to start filming, and he could check that out.


    Last year, Capet Pictures' Juno grossed $150 million in North America; it had now grossed over $70 million overseas, all for a small budget of $7 million.


    Taken, released in February, also grossed $145 million domestically and globally 230 million for a mere $25 million low-budget movie.


    Last month, Cloverfield, a mockumentary released in March, had grossed $80 million domestically and $95 million overseas. "Queen B" Odette Annable's popularity seemed solid!


    Gossip Girl's first season high ratings had pushed Blake Lively and Odette Annable into the spotlight.


    "Alright, down now. Let's go eat something!" Charles patted Eva Green, who was still on top of him.


  




  Chapter 361: NFL Team?


  

    Capet Pictures released two low-budget films at the end of last year. The feminist-themed movie Juno was a big hit in terms of both reviews and box office numbers.


    The other film was The Mist, a thriller-horror directed by Frank Darabont and distributed by Matrix Pictures. Made on an $18 million budget, it earned $25 million in the North American market and $57 million worldwide.


    Adding to last year's Saw V, which grossed more than hundred million worldwide, although Hostel: Part II performed moderately with $17 million in North America and $18 million overseas. However, with just a $10 million budget, the profit was enough to continue with a third installment!


    This year, for Halloween, Matrix Pictures was planning to release Saw VI, which had already started filming under the direction of Darren Lynn Bousman.


    "Darren Lynn Bousman's three-film contract for the Saw series is about to expire. We need to find someone else to helm the seventh movie," Charles said, leaning back in his chair while reviewing the annual report at the Capet New York headquarters on Greenwich Street in Lower Manhattan.


    Capet Group's fiscal year ran from April of the previous year to April of the current year.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Darren Lynn Bousman's sequels to the Saw series did a great job of inheriting James Wan's original trilogy!"


    "Taken and Cloverfield got us off to a great start this year," Charles was very pleased with the performance of the two movies.


    "Get Luc Besson, the producer of Taken, to start preparing for a sequel!"


    However, it was challenging to develop a sequel for Cloverfield, which was distributed by Matrix Pictures.


    "Boss, Luc Besson is also in a bit of trouble!" Phyllis Jones gently reminded him.


    Charles shook his head, "Isn't it just some actress accusing him of harassment? Is that really a big deal? Can European actresses threaten a top director?"


    Subsequently, Charles reviewed the performance of other film companies' movies and thought they couldn't match Capet Pictures.


    "Millennium Films worked with Sylvester Stallone to develop Rambo IV, which grossed more than hundred million worldwide," Charles had some impression of Millennium Films, specializing in commercial action films!


    In the future, the Expendables series, Mechanic series, and the Olympus Has Fallen trilogy were produced by this company.


    "Lionsgate is the North American distributor. Boss, are you interested in this company?" Phyllis Jones inquired.


    Charles nodded, "We can collaborate. In terms of distribution, we are much stronger than Lionsgate. We also have overseas distribution channels and financial power. Millennium Films, as an independent filmmaker, should know how to choose wisely."


    Capet Pictures had sizable distribution teams in both North America and overseas. Lionsgate couldn't sustain teams of such scale.


    However, exactly who Millennium Films would choose to partner with was uncertain because if Lionsgate offered a good distribution deal, Millennium might still pick Lionsgate.


    In the afternoon, Phyllis Jones brought Charles some bad news, "Anthony Minghella passed away due to a post-surgery hemorrhage in London!"


    "Anthony Minghella passed away?" Charles frowned, "How's The Reader coming along?"


    British director Anthony Minghella was the producer of The Reader. His Mirage Enterprises was also one of the production companies.


    "It'll be ready for post-production this month and move on to promotion. But the other producer, Sidney Pollack, isn't in good health either. He was hospitalized in February," Phyllis Jones reminded.


    Mirage Enterprises was founded by the two directors Sidney Pollack and Anthony Minghella.


    "And Scott Rudin, how's he?" Charles asked, feeling that The Reader was having bad luck.


    Scott Rudin, the last producer and invited by the movie's director Stephen Daldry, was a top Hollywood producer.


    "Rudin is fine and will take charge of the remaining work," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "Arrange for our company to visit Sidney Pollack in the hospital," Charles showed his humane side.


    "What sickness does he have?" he inquired.


    "Oh, it's cancer, and it seems he doesn't have much time left..." said Phyllis Jones.


    Charles's lips twitched, "Cancer? And not much time left?"


    "Then, The Reader will be Anthony Minghella and Sidney Pollack's final works!" he stated.


    Phyllis Jones nodded. The big summer release this year, The Dark Knight, was also the final work for "The Joker," Heath Ledger. With The Reader being the last work of both Anthony Minghella and Sidney Pollack, it was quite significant!


    In the evening, Charles attended a party with Ivanka Trump. "Things must be tough for real estate companies now, huh?" he asked while dancing.


    Ivanka, with her arm slung over Charles's shoulder, smiled and countered, "I think Hollywood's having a hard time too. The writers' strike just ended and a top producer's sex scandal broke out."


    "The real estate market is grim, but that doesn't stop big real estate capital moves!" Ivanka gestured with her eyes toward someone in the distance and introduced, "That real estate mogul, Steven Ross, is looking to purchase the NFL team Miami Dolphins!"


    Steven Ross, the CEO of Vornado Realty Trust, was a billionaire. In 2006, he and the Blackstone Group competed to buy EOP, the world's largest office real estate investment trust, but it eventually went to Blackstone, which later profited hugely from selling the properties.


    "Buying the Miami Dolphins? It's rare for NFL teams to change hands," Charles also had always wanted to own an NFL team given the massive market for American football.


    "Wayne Huizenga, the owner of the Miami Dolphins, has suffered heavy losses due to the financial crisis and urgently needs funds," said Ivanka, noting a change in Charles's expression.


    "You, are you thinking..." she trailed off.


    "I, what am I thinking?" Charles teased, pinching the girl's waist.


    "Buying the Miami Dolphins, an AFC East team of the NFL!" Ivanka never expected Charles to want to own an NFL team.


    After all, he had just bought the English soccer team Arsenal!


    "Steven Ross can buy them? I can buy them too," Charles whispered into her ear. "This is good news. Tonight, you'll get a big reward!"


  




  Chapter 362: Capet Center Building


  

    In East Manhattan, inside a private high-rise apartment at Trump World Tower, Charles held a lady in his arms, feeling the sensation of her curves. "Honey, your figure is just too irresistible!"


    Ivanka Trump, with a blush still on her face and traces of sweat, said weakly, "Is your body really that amazing?"


    Even someone as strong as Ivanka found it hard to withstand Charles' energy.


    "No, it's mainly because you are too enchanting," Charles said while squeezing her gently.


    "By the way, do you really want to buy the Miami Dolphins?" Ivanka asked again.


    "Is that even a question?" Charles' Arsenal was about to win the Premier League this season and had reached the quarter-finals of the Champions League, facing Liverpool from the same league.


    As America's national sport, football held the highest commercial value. Owning an NFL team symbolized high social status.


    Of course, the premise was having money! The owners of NFL teams were often family-operated, and transactions were infrequent.


    "But you already own Arsenal. Do you really want to buy a football club?" she asked.


    "Not just that, I also want an NBA team," Charles smiled. CSE (Capet Sports Entertainment) was going to be a diversified sports entertainment group!


    Ivanka nodded. "True, you are quite the billionaire now!"


    Although Ivanka didn't know that Charles had made tens of billions of dollars by shorting the real estate market, she knew that the valuation of Capet Entertainment alone was already substantial.


    "Alright, we still have time, let's continue," Charles said as he leaned down to kiss the lady.


    ...


    The next day, Charles had people from Capet Sports Entertainment start approaching Wayne Huizenga, the owner of the Miami Dolphins.


    Is Steven Ross richer than him?


    The full-blown U.S. subprime mortgage crisis had Wall Street in a panic, resulting in unemployment, bankruptcies, and damaged import trade, affecting not just America but global markets too.


    The Federal Reserve started cutting interest rates again at the beginning of the year. Bear Stearns, the fifth-largest investment bank, was the first to fall on Wall Street, acquired by JPMorgan Chase for millions of dollars.


    One of the world's two largest financial institutions, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), announced that global subprime losses exceeded one trillion dollars!


    In Capet Fund's office, Charles sat on a chair, enjoying the view of Wall Street through the floor-to-ceiling windows.


    A while later, Dona Williams came in, looking at her boss as if he was Jesus.


    "Boss, are you really going to invest an additional $5 billion in U.S. bonds?" Dona Williams couldn't believe it. The net profit from Capet Fund's shorting this time was nearly 10 billion dollars, even after taxes, interest, and repaying the $1.2 billion bank loan.


    "Why not? With this $5 billion, we can buy over $16 billion worth of bonds overseas!" Charles turned around, smiling at Dona Williams.


    "You should buy some too. It's a guaranteed profit."


    Adding the previous PS400 million, which is $800 million, they have a total principal of $5.8 billion.


    Now, the dollar is weak, and with so many dollars in hand, investing in U.S. bonds is the best option.


    When the Federal Reserve ramps up printing money, and the dollar strengthens, they'll profit even more. America has always been about draining the world.


    If all goes as planned, the stock market will bottom out next year, and the U.S. government will stop the dollar's outflow, print more money, and increase the deficit. The dollar will strengthen against the euro, pound, and yen!


    "Georgia isn't peaceful right now. Last year, America stirred up trouble in Eastern Europe. Once war breaks out, the euro will be hit hard again," Charles said with a certain meaning.


    The Russo-Georgian War was about to start!


    America always started a major foreign war to divert domestic crises, like the Gulf War after the 1987 stock market crash, and the Asian Financial Crisis after Asia's economic rise in 1997. The EU, afraid of America's financial wars, formed the Eurozone to counter the dollar, prompting the U.S. to start the Kosovo War, igniting European conflict, thus driving international capital back to America, fueling the dot-com boom.


    This led to America's tech bubble, right in time for the 9/11 attacks, and then they launched the large-scale Iraq War!


    Dona Williams nodded, "I've also invested in U.S. bonds. Boss, your foresight is never wrong."


    "Did you find out if Wayne Huizenga is willing to sell the Miami Dolphins?" Charles changed the topic.


    Dona Williams nodded, "Yes, he has already discussed selling the Miami Dolphins, Dolphin Stadium, and surrounding land with real estate mogul Steven Ross!"


    "The estimated price?"


    "Around $1 billion, but we need to compete with Steven Ross and others!"


    Charles nodded. Wayne Huizenga made his fortune in waste management and recyclable energy and later entered the car rental and entertainment industries, even being a shareholder in Blockbuster.


    "Prepare the funds. CSE should have its own NFL team," Charles said as he lay down on the sofa, resting his head on Dona Williams' lap, who naturally started massaging his head.


    "No problem!"


    "And this building is for sale, right?" Charles liked this building located at 56th Street, southside, between Sixth and Seventh Avenues in Midtown Manhattan.


    Standing at 248 meters high with 75 floors, a mixed-use skyscraper completed in 1987, located south of Central Park in New York, the location was convenient!


    "Boss, you want to?"


    "That's right. If it's under $1 billion, just buy the building," Charles was definitely smarter than Jared Kushner, whose Kushner Companies purchased 666 Fifth Avenue and lost almost $1.1 billion.


    With high-interest loans and mortgages, monthly payments were as high as $3.2 million!


    "In that case, we have to pay in cash!"


    Dona Williams had no objections; cash held significant attraction at this time.


    "No worries, we can always mortgage it for loans later," Charles was unconcerned. With over $20 billion in cash, what was there to fear?


    "Got it!"


    "Once acquired, rename this building to Capet Center Building," making it the East Coast headquarters of Capet Group.


  




  Chapter 363: Chapter 363


  

    At the Plaza Hotel in New York, Charles and Ivanka attended a charity gala together.


    "After the big renovation, the Plaza Hotel is truly different," Ivanka sighed. Located at the southeastern corner of Central Park, and close to Grand General Plaza, the Plaza Hotel holds countless stories as one of New York's century-old landmarks.


    The Trump Group bought the Plaza Hotel in 1988 and sold it again in 1995.


    After changing owners several times, the Plaza Hotel was bought by Israel's El-Ad Properties in 2004. It closed for renovations and reopened on January 1st this year.


    "Really?" Charles shook his head, wrapping his arm around Ivanka's waist. "I feel like it's filled with the scent of nouveau riche decay. It's all gold and glitter without any real elegance!"


    Ivanka chuckled. The Plaza Hotel has always represented the rise of new American wealth, while the old European aristocracy viewed these new rich as upstarts.


    "Alright, I'm going to the restroom. I'll come find you later!" Ivanka kissed Charles on the cheek before walking away.


    Charles then encountered Jeff Robinov, the president of Warner Bros. Pictures. "Jeff, good evening!"


    "Oh, Charles, good evening," Jeff Robinov replied with a smile. He then looked at Charles and sighed gently.


    "You've accomplished a lot at such a young age. Next year, Capet Pictures will become an official member of the MPAA Association!"


    Thanks to Rupert Murdoch's efforts, 20th Century Fox, Paramount, Sony, and Universal all supported Capet Pictures becoming the seventh official member of the MPAA Association.


    "It won't be official until January next year," Charles said, feeling a bit annoyed but knowing he could wait a year.


    "Warner Bros. just announced they're splitting the last Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows into two parts, and they also delayed the release of Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince from November this year to next summer, causing a lot of fan frustration!"


    Jeff Robinov chuckled, "Charles, you're a Harry Potter fan too? You should be able to guess why we did that."


    The reason was no more than fears about the impact of the financial crisis.


    "I'm more interested in New Line Cinema's recent announcement of Guillermo del Toro directing The Hobbit and its sequel," Charles said. He genuinely liked The Lord of the Rings trilogy. New Line Cinema, recently acquired by Warner Bros., just announced these plans.


    It seemed that Warner Bros. had reached a settlement with the Tolkien Estate.


    As for Guillermo del Toro, his fame skyrocketed with the 2006 release of Pan's Labyrinth. In the commercial field, he also directed Sony Columbia's Hellboy. Last year, he even turned down Warner Bros.' offer to direct Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince to work on Hellboy II: The Golden Army!


    "With Peter Jackson as the producer, we all believe Guillermo del Toro can handle The Hobbit series," Jeff Robinov affirmed, offering no hidden information about the already public details.


    Charles just smiled. Let's not forget, New Line had the production rights to The Hobbit, but the distribution rights were with MGM.


    MGM also wanted to distribute The Hobbit, but they were mainly focused on the upcoming Bond film Quantum of Solace this year. Besides, MGM's debt was piling up.


    New Line wanted to develop The Hobbit, but MGM as the distributor would have to fund it. Otherwise, would New Line pay for production only for MGM to handle the distribution?


    Was Warner Bros. lighting a candle to burn themselves to illuminate others?


    With MGM nearing bankruptcy, did they even have the funds to work on The Hobbit?


    Charles patted Jeff Robinov's shoulder meaningfully, "If the distribution rights for The Hobbit were in my hands, we could directly develop it together."


    "Ah, what a pity!"


    Jeff Robinov laughed, "Soon, though. We'll start production next year. Pre-production and script work are already underway."


    "Haha, that's great. I'm a huge fan of The Lord of the Rings series," Charles chuckled and parted ways with Jeff Robinov.


    After chatting with Jeff Robinov, Charles suddenly noticed a stunning beauty who made his heart flutter.


    With captivating light blue eyes, long brown hair, fair and delicate skin, and a figure that even a black strapless evening gown couldn't hide, she exuded a cool, natural beauty.


    Charles, holding his wine glass, approached the woman and said gentlemanly, "Lovely lady, may I join you for a drink?"


    "Oh, Mr. Charles Capet!" The woman's eyes sparkled with excitement.


    "My name is Alexandra Daddario, and I'm an actress too," Alexandra Daddario introduced herself with enthusiasm.


    "Well, let's go over there. It's quieter for drinking and chatting," Charles said, extending his arm for her to take, leading her to a quiet corner lounge area.


    Alexandra Daddario, 22 years old, came from a good background with both her parents being lawyers. She entered the entertainment industry at 15, playing a role in a TV series.


    In 2005, she participated in her first film, The Squid and the Whale, which received good reviews. However, as a supporting actress, it didn't bring her much in terms of resources.


  




  Chapter 364: At Least There's Freedom


  

    In the evening, after Charles and Ivanka left the Plaza Hotel, Charles called Amelia, arranging for her to prepare for his meeting with Wayne Huizenga in Miami.


    "This financial crisis is terrible; it's not just the banks, insurance companies, and investment funds linked to the subprime mortgage, even other industries are struggling." Ivanka seemed a bit worried back at her small apartment in Trump World Tower.


    "Your father's Trump International Hotel Tower in Chicago is facing difficulties, isn't it?" Charles was sharp. Why else would Ivanka worry about the economic crisis?


    If it didn't affect her, she wouldn't pay attention to these things!


    "We suggested that Deutsche Bank defer the repayment, but they didn't agree," Ivanka waved her hand.


    "So Deutsche Bank sued the Trump Organization for repayment?" Charles laughed, knowing Trump was notorious for such issues.


    "My father will counter-sue Deutsche Bank for predatory lending, or Deutsche Bank will take over the Trump International Hotel Tower in Chicago," Ivanka shrugged.


    Charles hugged Ivanka, moving his hand into her dress. "Your father is quite something!"


    Charles couldn't bring himself to call her father shameless. Lawsuits and negotiations were just a way to solve these issues.


    Ivanka, under Charles' advances, kissed his ear passionately and asked, "The presidential candidates making the biggest splash now are the Democrats - Hillary and Obama. But it seems Obama is gaining more and more support. Will he become America's first Black president?"


    "Of course, people would rather accept a Black man as president than a woman," Charles said, ripping the dress off her shoulders and kissing her.


    In no time, Ivanka was making sweet music under Charles...


    ...


    Forbes: The first quarter of 2008 saw 750,000 new foreclosures in the US. Since 2007, over 3 million homes have been foreclosed. America needs to save the homeless;


    CNBC: The government is considering the feasibility of taking over Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae!


    Financial magazines like Fortune, BusinessWeek, Financial Times, and The Wall Street Journal could not offer any confidence.


    Among the five major investment banks on Wall Street, Bear Stearns was acquired by JPMorgan Chase, while Merrill Lynch and Lehman Brothers were seeking buyers, and both Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley were handling distressed assets looking for help.


    The S&P 500 index and the NASDAQ index were falling, with the three major rating agencies - Standard & Poor's, Moody's, and Fitch - predicting further market decline.


    While Charles was busy buying skyscrapers and acquiring NFL teams in New York, Hollywood was far from peaceful.


    Hollywood's notorious Harvey Weinstein was facing collapse, and his wife was divorcing him along with high compensation for the victims.


    Weinstein Company, established just three years ago, was already in crisis. The British Academy of Film and Television Arts expelled Harvey Weinstein.


    The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences decided to expel Weinstein and remove him from the board.


    The Producers Guild of America and the Directors Guild of America also expelled Weinstein!


    Harvey Weinstein, the independent film king dominating Hollywood for twenty years, at 56, had lost everything. But at least he was still free and didn't have to spend the rest of his life in prison.


    In Beverly Hills, at the ETA headquarters in Evelyn Capet's office, Nancy Josephson put down her newspaper, "Harvey Weinstein finally got what he deserved!"


    Evelyn smiled, "He messed up too many young women over the years."


    "Charles is growing fast and hasn't lost his head with success. Keeping stability in Hollywood is paramount to maximizing profit and avoiding becoming a target." Nancy Josephson, who joined ETA, had become good friends with Evelyn.


    The rapid rise of Charles Capet was nothing short of shocking. ETA's deep cooperation with Capet Entertainment had been highly profitable!


    "In the entertainment industry, this kind of thing is inevitable," Evelyn didn't care much about these matters.


    "The actors' union and the Producers Alliance's contract is up this June. What's your take? The Directors Guild already reached an agreement with the Producers Alliance in February," Evelyn asked.


    "No strike will happen. Right now production companies are reducing film projects, and the actors' union won't make excessive demands," said Nancy Josephson.


    Although the actors' union was the largest of the three labor unions, it had many big stars who were basically part of management!


    Even the conflict between the actors' union and the talent agencies was no smaller than that between the union and the Producers Alliance.


    "Now is an important time for our merger talks with William Morris. This Hollywood mess - you can't tell if it's good or bad luck." Nancy Josephson sighed.


    "It's not important. What's important is that after the merger, ETA's executives lead," Evelyn was confident; after all, ETA's development in recent years was evident.


    Nancy also grinned, "True enough. Hollywood's top film developers are practically half ETA people."


    Charles Capet being Evelyn's son certainly counted.


    "Charles' CSE firm has acquired the English Premier League's Arsenal club. We should also invest more in sports management," said Evelyn. Charles had seriously reminded her during their trip to the UK that soccer, as the world's number one sport, had immense influence.


    Nancy was taken aback, "Charles knows soccer too?"


    Since when did soccer players become like Hollywood stars? Would joining Charles' team make a soccer player famous, just like how acting in Capet Pictures' films brought Hollywood fame?


    "He doesn't know much; he just likes it. Arsenal's doing well this season, possibly winning the championship. Mainly because Charles spent a lot on players during the winter," Evelyn said, but her pride was unmistakable.


    After all, Charles Capet was now a billionaire with assets exceeding 10 billion dollars!


    Just then, Evelyn's assistant came in to report news:


    "DreamWorks and Paramount have had a huge falling out and are seeking independence again!"


  




  Chapter 365: Alexandra Daddario


  

    In North Miami, Charles Capet and his party arrived at the Hilton Diplomat Beach Resort in Hollywood after coming from Fort Lauderdale-Hollywood International Airport.


    After arriving in Miami with Alexandra Daddario on a private plane, Charles and his group chose a beachfront vacation house.


    "Charles!" Alexandra Daddario embraced Charles and kissed him as soon as she entered the house.


    "Mhm," Charles, of course, didn't waste the beautiful woman's kindness and, holding her, headed towards the bedroom.


    The next morning, the Atlantic waves carried moisture and pounded the beach. A few seagulls flew over the rooftops of the nearby docks, screeching loudly.


    Florida's sunshine streamed through the curtains and onto the carpet. Charles, who had been up half the night, opened his eyes while lying in bed.


    "Mmm, you're awake," Alexandra Daddario woke up, roused by Charles' arm-stretching movement.


    Looking at Alexandra Daddario's blue eyes, Charles said, "Darling, these eyes of yours are really captivating."


    Alexandra Daddario lowered her head, kissed Charles' chest, then looked up and asked, "What else about me attracts you?"


    Charles' hand cupped her full chest and said, "This, of course. A 36, right?"


    "It's 36E!" Alexandra Daddario confidently rubbed against Charles.


    Charles nodded. She was quite voluptuous, even more so than Phyllis Jones, and it reminded Charles of the Japanese actress Haruka Ayase.


    "By the way, Charles, do you have any advice for my acting career?" Alexandra Daddario was eager to hear Charles' opinion.


    Charles smiled, "Throughout 2007, 775 films were released in the US. In North America, 


    29 movies grossed over 100 million dollars, 


    61 movies grossed over 50 million dollars, 


    82 movies grossed over 30 million dollars, 


    142 movies grossed over 10 million dollars, 


    and 243 films earned over 1 million dollars. 


    With the number of members registered with the Screen Actors Guild, you've seen how fierce the competition in Hollywood is!"


    Alexandra Daddario looked at Charles and licked her lips. "Charles, what should I do then?"


    "Don't worry. Just get more exposure to let the audience remember you. Your attributes aren't bad; there should be plenty of opportunities for you," Charles said, planting a kiss on her lips with a smile.


    "Haven't you got me? Someday you could become as big as Megan Fox!"


    As for Alexandra Daddario's acting skills, it was best if she just stuck to being eye candy.


    "Got it!" Alexandra Daddario's eyes curved into a smile and she leaned in to kiss Charles.


    Soon, Alexandra Daddario slid under the covers, making Charles feel an electric thrill.


    ...


    To the southwest of Hollywood, in Miami Gardens, there was the home field of the Miami Dolphins, the Dolphin Stadium.


    "There's quite a bit of land around Dolphin Stadium, all owned by the club. It can be developed. But Dolphin Stadium was built in the 70s, so it's a bit old," in the afternoon, a consultant from CSE accompanied Charles to view the Dolphin Stadium.


    The stadium was outdated, and the team's performance was poor. However, the location was excellent, and Miami's Latin flair always attracted lots of tourists.


    Dolphin Stadium had also hosted several Super Bowl games. Who could resist the allure of the hot and spicy bikini-clad cheerleaders?


    "Maybe after acquiring it, we can either renovate it or build a new multi-functional sports complex," Charles liked the idea of an entertainment complex, which could better tap into the market value.


    "There hasn't been a team acquisition in North America exceeding 1 billion dollars. CSE's offering price is definitely a new record," the acquisition consultant was amazed when he learned that Charles was willing to spend 1 billion dollars to acquire the Miami Dolphins.


    "Let's meet and talk with Wayne Huizenga tonight," Charles wasn't too worried. Although Stephen Ross was wealthy, he didn't have enough cash to beat Charles' offer of a billion dollars.


    In the evening, Wayne Huizenga welcomed Charles at his estate in West Palm Beach. As a former Blockbuster shareholder, Wayne Huizenga was quite familiar with Charles.


    "Charles, how do you find Miami?" Wayne Huizenga asked while enjoying wine together in the estate's garden.


    "It's warmer than Los Angeles, no wonder it draws countless wealthy people to settle here," Palm Beach was indeed one of the most famous wealthy enclaves in the US.


    Wayne Huizenga nodded, "Yes, do you remember Ike Perlmutter?"


    "Ike Perlmutter?" Charles paused and then nodded, "Of course, I remember. I acquired Marvel Entertainment from him, and now the company's value has increased more than tenfold. Next month, Marvel Studios will release its second movie, Thor. I take Marvel very seriously."


    Charles laughed as he spoke. One had to wonder if Ike Perlmutter regretted it now.


    "Ike Perlmutter has a villa in Palm Beach Gardens. We met at a charity gala before and became friends," Wayne Huizenga said with a smile.


    Charles silently raised an eyebrow. Wayne Huizenga mentioning Ike Perlmutter now was clearly implying that the Miami Dolphins, like Marvel, had huge potential.


    "A billion dollars," Charles stated a figure.


    Wayne Huizenga shook his head, "The land around Dolphin Stadium in Miami Gardens can be redeveloped."


    "A billion dollars, in cash!" After contemplating for a while, Charles added, seeing Wayne Huizenga's conflicted expression, he didn't want to waste time.


    "Stephen Ross offered over a billion," Wayne Huizenga believed Charles could easily find out this price. However, Charles offering cash was quite enticing.


    Charles smiled, "A billion dollars. I want the Miami Dolphins, Dolphin Stadium, and the surrounding land. I don't believe anyone would offer more than a billion in cash to acquire the Miami Dolphins and Dolphin Stadium!


    Wayne, you know how much can be done with a billion dollars in cash these days," Charles stood up and patted Wayne Huizenga's shoulder.


    "Think it over. A billion dollars in cash is my bottom line. Can Stephen Ross' installment payments match my cash offer?"


    The NFL season started in September. Charles had time to wait. Wayne Huizenga could continue seeking buyers for appraisal.


    Cash is king, especially in the current global financial crisis, emphasizing the importance of liquidity.


    Palm Beach was indeed a great place. Charles should consider owning a villa here too!


  




  Chapter 366: Unequal Revenue Sharing


  

    North of Miami's Palm Beach lies a long, narrow island. On Jupiter Island, near the Indian River area in the north of West Palm Beach, Charles found a grand estate covering 1150 square feet.


    Surrounded by tall palm trees and stunning scenery, Charles really liked the place. The price of $10.5 million was also acceptable to him.


    In Miami's Hard Rock Hotel & Casino, Charles was playing blackjack with Alexandra Daddario.


    "Come on, blow on it, let's get a four," Charles said slowly, and Alexandra Daddario blew on the cards as hard as she could.


    "Oh wow, 19! Not bad," Charles revealed a 9.


    "We just won $20,000!" Alexandra Daddario exclaimed in surprise.


    Charles nodded, "Let's go. We've won almost $20,000 in total. Let's go grab a drink."


    Charles enjoyed small bets, but he didn't have an addiction. Anything that could get you hooked wasn't a good thing.


    Just as they entered the bar inside the Hard Rock Hotel, Charles received a call from his mother. Due to the bar's noise, Charles took Alexandra Daddario back to their room.


    On the sofa, Charles called his mother back to ask what was so urgent.


    "You want to spend a billion dollars to buy an NFL team?" Evelyn exclaimed over the phone.


    "Yep, waiting for Wayne Huizenga's response. The value of NFL teams has great potential for appreciation, and transactions are rare. It's worth holding onto long-term," Charles explained. Although his social status was now very high, being the owner of an NFL club was still a big deal.


    "I also plan to buy an NBA team, but I haven't heard of any for sale yet!"


    "Given the financial crisis, Wayne Huizenga is selling the Miami Dolphins. An NBA team owner might also consider selling," Evelyn knew about Charles' idea of developing CSE into an entertainment and sports alliance.


    "Oh, that's what I think too. But what about the two teams in Los Angeles, are they possible?" Charles asked, placing one hand on Alexandra Daddario's thigh.


    "That's tough. The Buss family has turned the Lakers into a golden brand in Los Angeles. The Staples Center's parent company, AEG, also has stakes, so the Lakers probably won't be sold," Evelyn analyzed the situation for Charles.


    "As for the Clippers, Donald Sterling bought them in the '80s and moved them to LA, so if he ever sells, it would be at a sky-high price!"


    "Yeah, but doesn't Donald Sterling have a reputation for being racist? Can we find evidence of his racial discrimination?" Charles inquired, thinking Los Angeles would be perfect as his base of operations and owning a team there would be ideal.


    "Hah, it's not that easy. Such things need the right opportunity. I'll have someone contact Donald Sterling for now," Evelyn also wished for CSE to own a team in LA, as Capet Entertainment and ETA's influence in Hollywood would only grow stronger.


    "For now, let's make contact," Charles had backups in mind, like the Warriors and Nets, as one was moving from Oakland to San Francisco and the other from New Jersey to New York.


    "By the way, there's something else. DreamWorks and Paramount had a falling out, and they want to break away again," Evelyn said from her office, flipping through a file.


    "Revenue sharing problems? Different visions?" Charles chuckled.


    "Something like that. Steven Spielberg wants to make a CGI animated version of Tintin with a high budget and Peter Jackson involved, but Paramount isn't keen on it. Steven Spielberg feels that Paramount has interfered with his independent production. Last year, DreamWorks' Shrek the Third, Bee Movie, and Disturbia all did well at the box office, much better than Paramount's films. You know Spielberg, he doesn't like being controlled!"


    Charles laughed, relieved that Transformers wasn't in DreamWorks' hands; otherwise, Paramount would be even more subordinate.


    "Of course, Spielberg's revenue share is too much. Both Paramount chairman Brad Grey and Viacom chairman Philippe Dauman are very unhappy with Spielberg's greed!"


    Listening to his mother, Charles realized his guess was right - it was about uneven profits. "That's it. DreamWorks' buyout won't be cheap. They'll need to repay their high debts and fund future projects."


    At the end of 2005, Viacom had raised $1.6 billion in cash to acquire DreamWorks, also taking on $400 million in debt.


    "DreamWorks has already reached out to India's Reliance Entertainment and JPMorgan Chase for support to complete the buyout," Evelyn quickly explained the funding source.


    "Ah, so they have Indian capital backing them," Charles exhaled. Reliance was originally founded by Dhirubhai Ambani, India's largest private company. After his death, his sons Mukesh Ambani and Anil Ambani split the empire.


    Reliance Industries Limited headed by Mukesh Ambani, and Reliance Anil Dhirubhai Ambani Group headed by Anil Ambani. Reliance Entertainment is under Anil Ambani's group.


    "Yeah," Charles said, excited, while Alexandra Daddario stood up with a look of resentment, one hand over her mouth and the other pointing to the bathroom before walking away.


    "Do you have business dealings with Reliance?" Evelyn asked.


    "No, I just think we should pay more attention to the Indian market. Many film companies are now turning to Asia for capital," Charles casually explained.


    "Didn't you have a film this year, Slumdog Millionaire, shot in India? You could use that as a breakthrough," Evelyn's words immediately cleared Charles's mind.


    "Absolutely, I'll return to Los Angeles as soon as possible!" Charles had been in Miami for a few days, even buying a house, but it was time to leave.


    "Okay, I also have a film project from Peter Jackson's agent for you to look at," Evelyn said as she hung up, gathering her desk documents and preparing to go home. It was project files sent by Peter Jackson's agent.


  




  Chapter 367: Chapter 367


  

    Los Angeles, Beverly Hills, Wilshire Boulevard, an Audi R8 had stopped in front of the Wilshire Hotel.


    Charles opened the door and got out, leaving the valet to park the car as he entered the hotel's banquet hall.


    He found his mother; it was clearly another typical Hollywood party. Just last night, he had returned from Miami to Los Angeles.


    As he walked, many celebrities and other filmmakers greeted Charles, and he nodded in acknowledgement.


    He continued to find his mother first, "Something you want to tell me?"


    "Come home with me tonight; Peter Jackson has a script looking for investors," Evelyn, who held the famous director Peter Jackson in high regard, was actively promoting his script.


    "Peter Jackson? Isn't he preparing to shoot the film adaptation of the video game Halo? Isn't that a Sony-Columbia project?" Charles was puzzled.


    "Sony has backed out of the investment. The budget for Halo is too large, and they have little faith in it," Evelyn said as she guided Charles to a nearby sofa.


    "Originally, Peter Jackson planned to have Neill Blomkamp direct Halo, but now that Sony has dropped it, Peter Jackson really believes in Neill Blomkamp's ability, so he's helping him pitch a feature-length version of his short film, Alive in Joburg, from a few years ago. 


    Alive in Joburg, it mainly tells the story of a group of aliens seeking refuge on Earth and being forcibly relocated from District 9 by the South African government!"


    Charles looked at his mother; was his luck really that good right now? Wasn't this District 9? Hadn't he been yearning for this unconventional sci-fi drama film?


    Charles nodded, "No problem, but there's no need to go home; have it sent directly to Capet Pictures."


    Evelyn nodded, that was fine; after all, the budget for this film wasn't high, and having Peter Jackson as the producer added some buzz.


    "By the way, I saw Jackie Chan and I noticed some of your company's higher-ups. Are you planning to enter the east Asia talent agency business?" Charles inquired.


    Evelyn nodded, "Yes, ETA has also established an office in Hong Kong. Jackie Chan just transferred from CAA to our ETA, and the actress next to him has also signed with us. The Forbidden Kingdom will be promoted in Los Angeles over the next few days. Jet Li couldn't make it, so Jackie Chan is the main focus!"


    "Hey, Jackie," after talking with his mother for a while, Charles started chatting with Jackie Chan, whom he had known for a long time.


    "Charles, good evening," Jackie Chan said, shaking Charles's hand and then introducing the young actress Liu Yifei.


    "Good evening, Mr. Capet," Liu Yifei, only 21, was very polite, young, and beautiful.


    "Miss Yifei, you are really pretty!"


    Charles chuckled, "How many cities in the U.S. will you be promoting in?"


    "We just came from San Francisco, where we had a promotional event. After the event in Los Angeles tomorrow, the North American premiere the day after tomorrow, then we return," Jackie Chan explained.


    "I see," Charles nodded, knowing that neither Jackie nor Jet Li had much box office pull in Hollywood anymore.


    Jackie Chan, who knew many people in Hollywood, soon mingled to greet other acquaintances.


    "Miss Yifei, shall we dance?" Charles extended his hand in invitation.


    Liu Yifei nodded, extending her small hand as Charles led her to the dance floor. Being American-born, Michelle was very familiar with both English and other aspects of American life.


    Liu Yifei starring in The Forbidden Kingdom was her direct entry into Hollywood, and with a $70 million investment, it was no small production.


    Of course, if The Forbidden Kingdom had better reviews and box office success, Liu Yifei might have achieved wider recognition.


    "Do you plan to develop your career in Hollywood?" Charles Capet asked, holding Liu Yifei by the waist on the dance floor.


    Liu Yifei shook her head and smiled, "If there's a chance, I'll participate in Hollywood movies, but it's not easy for Asians to succeed in Hollywood."


    Charles smiled, "Indeed. Perhaps we'll collaborate in the future, as Capet International has ongoing business relations in east Asia!"


    Liu Yifei's acting skills weren't top-notch, but as a leading beauty, she fit the role perfectly. Her attitude towards acting was solid, though talent wasn't her strong suit.


    "Mr. Capet, If I could collaborate with Capet Pictures, it would be a dream come true," Liu Yifei smiled.


    "Sure, but just call me Charles," he smiled back. "Next time you're in America, I'll show you around."


    After that, Charles and Liu Yifei hugged briefly and then parted ways.


    The party hadn't ended yet, but Charles left the hotel early, driving to bring Britney Spears back to the Capet mansion.


    Britney Spears, who was busy with a new album and her world tour, had also recently launched her namesake perfume, which was quite popular.


    "This year's economic situation isn't great in the U.S. and Europe, so the tour and album releases are necessary to maintain income," Charles laughed, holding Britney as they sat on the sofa.


    Britney stuck her tongue out, "It's just about a dozen shows in Australia, Japan, Korea, and a few Southeast Asian cities. Mainly, it's to promote the new album!"


    Britney didn't lack money, but she did spend a lot. Supporting her family and some real estate investments that went south had taken their toll.


    "You've been busy this year. From New Year's Eve shows to Grammy performances, the Super Bowl halftime show, and now the Coachella Music Festival," Charles said, running his hand through her blonde hair. 


    "Well, my parents' business failed, and you're always so busy, so I've been working hard, practicing singing and dancing. I don't want the media to keep calling me a lip-sync artist," Britney said, hugging Charles' head and kissing him.


    Charles returned a few kisses, squeezed her chest, and said, "Honey, I have some work to do. Maybe you should wait for me in the bedroom while I handle some things in the study."


    "Work again?" Britney pouted, then asked, "Thor doesn't come out until the 9th of next month. What work do you have?"


    "It's about the new Hulk movie. We've been preparing for a while now and it's set to start filming. The schedule's fixed for next Christmas," Charles said as he patted her, preparing to head to the study.


    Britney followed him to the study, looking curious.


    Charles sat at his desk, checking emails. The lead roles for the new Hulk were set to be Mark Ruffalo and Marion Cotillard.


    Mark Ruffalo wasn't well-known, but Marion Cotillard had just won an Oscar, making her a selling point for the movie.


    Thanks to Ang Lee's 2003 Hulk, audiences already knew the origins of Hulk, and the new Marvel Hulk would focus more on his life after transformation.


    The movie's primary villain would shift to Abomination, setting a distinctly commercial, action-packed tone without much need for artistic expression.


    Everything was to align with the interconnected Avengers universe, given Hulk's high popularity.


    "Hey, are you guys recasting for the new Hulk?" Britney asked, coming up beside Charles after navigating the bookshelf for a while.


    "The company did approach Eric Bana to continue as Hulk, but he refused," Charles said, pulling Britney onto his lap.


    After all, Bruce Banner is a top-notch physicist, and Mark Ruffalo fits the scientist image well.


    Eric Bana was the lead in the 2003 Hulk.


    "What about Captain America? Who's playing him?" Britney asked while embracing Charles.


    "They're still negotiating, but Chris Evans is likely the choice," Charles said without concealing much. Kevin Feige had been in talks, and from the Fantastic Four movies, only Jessica Alba was memorable.


    Plus, with the poor reviews and box office of last year's Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer, 20th Century Fox had already scrapped plans for a third movie.


    "Chris Evans?" Britney pondered, and Charles prompted, "Johnny Storm from Fantastic Four!"


    "Oh, it's him!" Britney remembered.


    Britney, wearing just a loose short t-shirt, sat on Charles's lap, continuously teasing him.


    Charles slipped his hand under her t-shirt, finding no bra, just her soft mounds. He whispered in her ear, "You won't be begging for mercy tonight, will you?"


    Britney's hands moved around for a while before responding, "Well, now I have to drain your energy ahead of time!"


    With that, she slid to the floor, using her famous voice to perform a silent but passionate song.


    Charles placed his hands on the desk, feeling Britney's dedication while continuing to go through reports.


    Tonight was bound to be another wild, unrestrained night!


  




  Chapter 368:  Expanding Sources, Reducing Expenses


  

    "This year's marketing budget has been reduced by 20% to cope with the economic crisis," announced in the meeting room at Capet headquarters as the new budget report for the year was released.


    CFO Annie Depp presented the budget allocations for different businesses. Although a significant amount had been cut from film marketing, bank support for film projects also diminished.


    "Next, we also aim to reduce the production budget for film projects. This year, we have ten films slated for release. For next year, about ten films are already in the pipeline. Except for the French film The Intouchables, Capet Pictures doesn't have any projects with a budget below $30 million," she explained.


    "Although our performance last year was impressive, we acquired Netflix and signed several online streaming deals with other movie groups. This increased our spending on film projects. The subscriber growth for Netflix hasn't hit our expectations. Additionally, we also acquired shares in companies like Dolby and IMAX," she added.


    Annie Depp detailed everything, and Charles felt a pang of concern. Was he really spending that much?


    Then Annie Depp shifted her tone, "Although our expenditures are high, investing in international distribution channels is essential. Netflix's paying subscribers can continually provide cash flow. The specific format for Blu-ray DVDs also enables us to distribute high-quality Blu-ray DVDs, reducing production and promotion costs.


    Moreover, our company's brilliant performance in the past two years has demonstrated the strong cash-generating capacity of the home entertainment market," she continued.


    "So, Capet Entertainment is doing much better than other movie companies. After we join MPAA as a formal member next year, the increased influence will benefit us," she concluded.


    After Annie Depp finished, the newly appointed COO Michael Lynn spoke, "All movie companies are expanding sources and reducing expenses, mainly focusing on reducing expenses."


    "Reducing the number of movie productions and cutting marketing costs are key strategies. Traditional TV, newspapers, and posters are the primary targets for budget cuts, while online promotions through Google, Facebook, Twitter, etc., are much cheaper," he stated.


    "In terms of production budget, negotiations between the Producers Guild and the actors' union are not going smoothly. However, everyone agrees that in the economic downturn, we can't offer high pay as before!" Michael Lynn said.


    Donna Langley asked, "Didn't the Producers Guild plan to strike an agreement with the Screen Actors Guild-American Federation of Television and Radio Artists first?"


    Michael Lynn nodded, "The Screen Actors Guild-American Federation of Television and Radio Artists is the second-largest actors' union and has quite an influence. However, the primary focus of negotiations is still on the largest actors' union, the Screen Actors Guild."


    The Screen Actors Guild is the most influential in these negotiations. Although it has fewer members compared to the Screen Actors Guild-American Federation of Television and Radio Artists' 90,000 members, it is much more dominant.


    "The recent Writers Guild strike caused at least $2 billion in economic losses and left 40,000 behind-the-scenes workers unemployed in California. Does the Screen Actors Guild dare to strike again?" Charles grumbled in frustration.


    Actor strikes are much more impactful than writers' strikes. The Golden Globes' cancellation this year wasn't due to a lack of scriptwriters; it was because almost 100 nominated actors chose not to attend in support of the writers' strike. That was the main reason the Golden Globes were canceled this year.


    If the actors' union strikes, almost all film projects and award ceremonies would be canceled, causing unimaginable losses.


    The economic losses due to the actor strike in 2023 resulted in estimated economic losses of over $6.5 billion to the California economy.


    Michael Lynn sighed, "The situation largely depends on the progress of the negotiations. Currently, the Directors Guild and Writers Guild have signed new labor agreements with the Producers Guild. Once the Producers Guild reaches an agreement with the Screen Actors Guild-American Federation of Television and Radio Artists, the last hurdle will be the Screen Actors Guild."


    ...


    Back in his office, Charles handed over Peter Jackson's project, District 9, to Henry Winster. The $30 million budget wasn't too high.


    "Boss, this is the marketing cost report for Thor," Phyllis Jones handed Charles a file.


    "The marketing budget for Thor is indeed high, exceeding $60 million," said Charles, leaning back in his chair. A 30-second Super Bowl ad alone costs $3 million!


    There were also ads on ABC, NBC, CBS, Fox, along with newspapers, magazines, and billboards.


    "Making money isn't easy," Charles said, feeling overwhelmed after a long day of meetings.


    Understanding his mood, Phyllis Jones closed the office door and started massaging Charles' head from behind.


    "By the way, isn't Roland Emmerich's movie 10,000 BC a flop?" Charles recalled seeing ads for it.


    "Pretty much. 10,000 BC was released on the 7th last month. Its North American box office is just $92 million, unlikely to hit $100 million. However, the international market has brought in $150 million so far," Phyllis Jones responded.


    "The film's investment was $105 million, and its reputation isn't good either. Warner Bros. certainly won't meet their expected profits!" she added after some thought.


    Considering Roland Emmerich's past films like Independence Day, Godzilla, The Patriot, and The Day After Tomorrow, which were all known for their grand special effects and thin storylines, he had a significant setback this time.


    "However, Roland Emmerich has started another global disaster film similar to The Day After Tomorrow, this time based on the Mayan prophecy about the year 2012. I think it's called Goodbye Atlantis," Phyllis Jones mentioned.


    "This time Roland Emmerich is collaborating with Sony Columbia," she said, making Charles realize it was none other than 2012.


    It's currently called Goodbye Atlantis, but near the release, they would rename it to 2012 to bank on the end-of-the-world hype.


    When Sony Columbia took Hancock from Warner Bros, Charles couldn't secure it.


    Now Sony partnered with Roland Emmerich for 2012 first, which upset Charles.


    "This movie has significant investment. Can Roland Emmerich manage only with Sony?" Charles wondered, deciding to pursue it.


    "Contact Roland Emmerich and see if we can get the international distribution rights. North American rights will surely go to Sony, and Japan is probably out too. Let's go for other international markets," he instructed.


    International markets were crucial for Roland Emmerich's disaster films. Charles wasn't sure about their pricing, but he didn't think it was worth pursuing if it was too high.


  




  Chapter 369: Chapter 369


  

    In the afternoon, Charles met Liu Yifei for dinner after she participated in the promotional event for The Forbidden Kingdom.


    The meal lasted two hours, and they initially hit it off well. But then, Liu Yifei received a call from her mother asking her to return to the hotel.


    "I'm sorry, my mom wants me to head back. I have to return tomorrow," Liu Yifei said awkwardly, saying goodbye to Charles.


    Charles nodded, "I'll drive you back."


    He drove his Audi R8 and took Liu Yifei to the Hilton Garden Inn in Hollywood. "I'll visit you soon."


    Liu Yifei unbuckled her seatbelt, "Sure, I'll show you around!"


    Charles pointed to his cheek, "In America, we say goodbye with a kiss."


    Liu Yifei was momentarily taken aback but then smiled and gave Charles a quick peck on the cheek. Charles then swiftly turned and kissed her on the lips.


    "Hahaha, bye-bye, see you!" Charles waved as he watched Liu Yifei walk into the hotel with a smile.


    ...


    In Hollywood, at a private club, Charles met with Woody Allen in a room with Camille.


    Affected by the Harvey Weinstein scandal, independent director Woody Allen was being bashed in the newspapers by his ex-wife, Mia Farrow, and both were embroiled in a legal battle.


    "I don't care if you did it back then or not. Handle that crazy woman properly," Charles didn't care about good or bad people; Woody Allen and Mia Farrow weren't saints.


    For now, Woody Allen was still useful, whereas Mia Farrow had been written off by Charles. 


    Woody Allen nodded, "She has no support this time. She can't win the case."


    Charles looked at Camille, "Gather a strong legal team. Give that crazy woman a lesson she won't forget. Isn't she supposed to have mental issues? Best to send her to a mental hospital!"


    Charles wasn't being overly cruel; he had already made it clear that he wouldn't allow feminism to spread this time. Yet Mia Farrow dared to stir things up under the banner of feminism.


    This was a blatant challenge to Charles's authority and disrespectful.


    "Rest assured, Mia Farrow doesn't stand a chance. Just like before, we can counter-sue for defamation, false accusations, slander, and reputational damage," Camille had prepared for this, recognizing that it was a mismatch in terms of power. "Even if she isn't jailed, we can at least bankrupt her!"


    Charles nodded and turned to Woody Allen, "Be more cautious from now on. I don't want to control Hollywood's endless scandals, but I won't allow anyone to challenge my authority or damage my interests. Do you understand?"


    Woody Allen nodded. Now that Charles Capet's wealth had soared, and Capet Pictures was set to become an Academy member next year.


    The steps of Hollywood's golden child ascending the throne were drawing nearer. The young and vigorous Charles Capet was destined to be the future king of Hollywood.


    Who would dare provoke Charles Capet now? Small-time actors had no power, and Mia Farrow wouldn't be able to resist at all.


    Camille nodded, "Mia Farrow has no substantial evidence. Even if she had, you could sway the outcome in your favor."


    "Heh," Charles chuckled, "Hollywood has never been short of sex scandals. The news is already spreading in Europe, isn't it? "The domestic scene is still chaotic. Looks like we need to stir up some trouble in the European entertainment scene too!"


    With Charles's influence in France, it was easy to cause a little stir.


    After that, Charles left the club with Camille.


    ...


    April was an exceedingly slow season for the North American movie market, even worse than August. 


    At Capet Pictures, aside from the February release of Taken produced by Luc Besson, and the March release of Cloverfield, they had no movies lined up for April. Next up in the summer blockbuster season were Thor in May and 27 Dresses, in June.


    Other movies in their lineup included Mamma Mia!, Vicky Cristina Barcelona, Slumdog Millionaire, Saw VI, Twilight, and The Reader.


    This year, aside from Thor, there were no big blockbusters. This was mostly because a lot of the funds had been spent on marketing and other aspects last year.


    In actuality, Capet Pictures' cash flow was quite robust this year. Transformers, released on DVD and Blu-ray since last November, sold around 13 million units, generating over a 220 million dollars in revenue!


    Iron Man and other titles like Saw V and Juno, which were released at the end of last year, also had their DVDs and high-definition Blu-ray versions, providing a continual cash flow for the company.


    This year's major film, the new version of Hulk, had a budget of a hundred million dollars for special effects. Transformers 2 and Iron Man 2 both had budgets reaching 200 million dollars!


    Looking ahead to next year, movies like Twilight 2, The Blind Side, and District 9 would undoubtedly make Capet Pictures a dominant force in Hollywood.


    "How's it going? Does Roland Emmerich's disaster film need a third-party collaborator?" Charles asked directly upon arriving at the office in the afternoon.


    Phyllis Jones shook her head. "Roland Emmerich's Central City Productions has already signed a global distribution deal with Sony. Sony Columbia is responsible for worldwide distribution, and they are confident in Emmerich's disaster film."


    "Goodbye Atlantis is a project Roland started two years ago. After the failure of 10,000 BC with Warner Bros., he sped up the development of this new film, set to start shooting in July!" she added.


    Charles nodded. He hadn't expected much. It was just one movie, after all. Who knew how early Sony had signed the deal with Emmerich's Central City Productions?


    "Hmm, Nicholas Cage's investments failed, his net worth plummeted, and he's selling off assets and collectibles to pay off high taxes?" Charles glanced at the newspaper in front of him.


    So, his $20 million paycheck from The Da Vinci Code in 2006 didn't do him much good?


    Last year, he had two blockbusters, National Treasure 2 and Ghost Rider, both earning him $20 million each!


    This year's Angels & Demons had at least a $20 million paycheck, plus bonuses from the sequel.


    Was he gearing up to become the king of bad movies?


    "Haha, boss, Nicholas Cage's life is quite complicated. He has a lot of jewelry, famous paintings, yachts, planes, and luxury cars. He alone owns nine Rolls-Royces and over 50 luxury cars in total," Phyllis Jones responded.


    "More importantly, he has properties, villas, and apartments worldwide. Not to mention ancient European castles - 14 of them - private islands in the Bahamas. The subprime mortgage crisis hit him hard," she continued.


    "He's also made some bizarre investments, like keeping albino cobras, sharks, and crocodiles. Plus, buying dinosaur skull fossils stolen from Mongolia and haunted houses, Mayan pyramid tombs, and other weird stuff!"


    Phyllis Jones seemed to know all about Nicholas Cage, having paid close attention to him.


    Even if he got another $20 million, it wouldn't change his bad spending habits.


    "True, we need to be cautious about movies involving Nicholas Cage. When someone needs money, they'll stop caring about their reputation," Charles noted. He not only had to watch out for Nicholas Cage but also for Keanu Reeves and Johnny Depp, whose movies would mostly bomb in the next ten years.


    Phyllis Jones nodded. Nicolas Cage was, after all, an Oscar-winning actor. Would it really come to that?


    Later on, Charles exerted pressure through the Hollywood Women's Club to revoke the Best Director award given to sexual predator Roman Polanski by the Oscar Academy.


    This fire spread from Hollywood to Europe as Hollywood's seven major film groups pressured the Cannes Film Festival and Venice Film Festival to ban Polanski, who had a standing arrest warrant.


    Allowing him to participate would be an affront to women's dignity!


    A flagrant disregard for human rights!


    A blatant challenge to the law!


    Hollywood's non-political stance? The biggest joke ever. The seven major film groups, the Producers Guild, the Directors Guild, the Screen Actors Guild - all hoped to move past the Harvey Weinstein scandal quickly.


    When they pressured the major European film festivals, they didn't hesitate. Polanski, despite his fame, had indeed abused a 13-year-old girl in the U.S.


    Targeting him drew support from women's rights organizations, children's rights organizations, and various human rights organizations.


    The Golden Globes and the Oscars were the first to show support. The Foreign Press Association and the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences separately called for revoking all of Polanski's awards and honors.


    Golden Globe Best Director Award, Oscar Best Director Award, everything was to be taken back.


    A few days later, the Berlin International Film Festival was the first to boycott Polanski, banning him from participating; the Venice International Film Festival issued a similar statement.


    Finally, it came down to the Cannes Film Festival in France. They wanted to protect him, as Polanski was a French citizen.


    However, with the 2008 Cannes Film Festival just a month away, the refusal of Hollywood's seven major film groups to participate would significantly impact Cannes.


    So Jacques Jacob, the 78-year-old chairman of the Cannes Film Festival, announced: Roman Polanski is an unwelcome person at the Cannes Film Festival!


  




  Chapter 370: Chapter 370


  

    During the summer blockbuster season, the first hit was Marvel Studios' second self-produced film Thor. Its competitor was Warner Bros' Speed Racer, a big-budget special effects film directed by the Wachowski brothers based on the anime of the same name.


    With the successful experience of Iron Man, Thor was also heavily promoted. Eva Green, who had just appeared on a TV interview, came to Charles' beachfront villa in Palisades, Santa Monica, in the evening.


    Italian director Bernardo Bertolucci was also caught up in a Hollywood scandal. Eva Green's debut film, The Dreamers, was directed by him.


    Of course, when questioned by reporters, Eva Green claimed she wasn't very aware since she was just a newbie and had only worked on one film with him.


    In the bedroom, Eva Green, on top of Charles, screamed and collapsed on him, satisfied. "I can't take it anymore!"


    Afterwards, she rolled off, and after a bit of shuffling, rested her head on Charles' chest.


    Charles patted Eva Green's head and smiled. "Satisfied?"


    "Mhm, felt like I was in heaven!" Eva Green replied weakly.


    "I've seen a lot of media criticism of French director Roman Polanski recently. He's being boycotted by international film festivals. Looks like he's really done for," Eva Green sighed.


    "Ha, one shouldn't mix up work and personal ethics. Polanski should have paid for his sins ages ago," Charles said, rubbing her back.


    "Yeah, and Bill Cosby went to prison for drugging and assaulting women. Over 15 women have accused him, and his prison term could easily last 20-30 years!"


    Moreover, Bill Cosby was already 71, and it was likely he wouldn't live to see the outside of a prison again.


    Eva Green nodded. "Many actresses are relieved about Harvey Weinstein being expelled from Hollywood. He was a menace in Europe too!"


    Hearing Eva Green's words, it seemed many actresses were tormented by Harvey Weinstein for a long time.


    "Well, he's got nothing now, hasn't he?" Charles chuckled.


    "Now, you're my lady, who would dare mess with you?" Charles yawned. "Let's get some sleep."


    ...


    Capet Pictures' annual conference in Los Angeles lasted over a week, with department heads and top executives in attendance, including TV company president Roger Anderson and home entertainment president Jack Paul.


    James Tunan, responsible for European operations, and Xu Xiaoling and Masami Takahashi, in charge of the Asia-Pacific region, also attended.


    Charles arranged for the executives to vacation at Paradise Island Resort near Nassau in the Bahamas.


    Charles brought Alexandra Daddario along. If Eva Green hadn't been in Europe promoting Thor, he would have brought her too.


    Scarlett Johansson and Kate Beckinsale were filming Iron Man 2; Blake Lively was filming Gossip Girl Season 2; Anne Hathaway was busy with Bride Wars; even Emily Blunt was occupied with Sherlock Holmes!


    However, with Alexandra Daddario's 36E and Phyllis Jones' 36D, Charles felt quite satisfied.


    On the beach, Charles lay on a chair, drinking juice and watching Alexandra Daddario and Phyllis Jones playing in bikinis.


    ...


    After the meetings, Charles Capet returned to his room and only saw Phyllis Jones sitting on the sofa, watching TV.


    He walked over, hugged Phyllis Jones, feeling her 36D chest, and after some intimacy, he asked, "Where's Alexandra?"


    "In the shower," Phyllis Jones pointed towards the bathroom door, then wrapped her arms around Charles' neck, rubbing her chest against him, "Isn't Alexandra's chest really alluring to you?"


    Charles chuckled and said, "Relax, you're the best. Yours aren't small either."


    "Should I compare with her?" Phyllis Jones flirtatiously asked.


    Hearing this, Charles immediately stood up, took off his clothes, and pulled Phyllis Jones into the bathroom.


    In the shower, Alexandra Daddario suddenly saw Charles and Phyllis Jones come in. Before she could say anything, Charles pulled her into a kiss.


    "Sweetie, Phyllis says hers are bigger than yours," Charles said as he held Alexandra Daddario, and waved to Phyllis Jones.


    "I'm a 36E!" Alexandra Daddario proudly pushed out her chest.


    "Yeah, I know," Charles said and kissed Alexandra Daddario again, and Phyllis Jones, understanding the situation, joined in directly.


    They took an incredibly steamy shower for three hours before they came out of the bathroom!


    The next morning, Charles was on the sofa with Alexandra Daddario, while Phyllis Jones reported, "Since last year, a lot of print magazines and newspapers have been losing money. Hearst Media is looking for a buyer for the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, which has a 140-year history.


    The Washington Post Group's Newsweek, one of America's top three news weeklies, is also looking for a buyer.


    Another news weekly, U.S. News & World Report, and the mainstream newspaper, The Christian Science Monitor, are considering stopping their print editions and switching to online newspapers!"


    "Hmm... Print newspapers definitely won't disappear. In the future, newspapers will have online editions, but many will continue publishing print editions. Whether it's out of tradition or habit, print newspaper subscriptions bring in more revenue than online subscriptions."


    In the future, the prices of major newspapers like the Los Angeles Times and the Washington Post were so low mainly because of the decrease in print subscribers.


    The era of internet media is unstoppable. All media groups launched online news, and most online news was free, just a way for companies to attract traffic.


    "Oh, is the boss interested in the Seattle Post-Intelligencer or Newsweek?" Phyllis Jones asked again.


    "Heh, if their parent company can reduce some debt, I'd be interested," Charles shook his head with a smile. He remembered that Newsweek was sold for just $1 in the future!


    Of course, it wouldn't be at that price now. Even with high debts, it was estimated that in two years, print media would see their sales cut in half, and then...


    Alexandra Daddario, sitting nearby, was a bit confused, staring with wide eyes and asking, "I think I heard the Tribune Company has a high debt!"


    Phyllis Jones raised her head and laughed, "The Tribune Company is heading for bankruptcy!"


    In 2000, the Tribune Company, which owned the Chicago Tribune and Baltimore Sun, as well as 15 TV stations, acquired the Times Mirror Company, which owned the Los Angeles Times, Dallas Morning News, and Denver Post, as well as 7 TV stations, for $8.3 billion. This made the Tribune Company the third-largest newspaper group in the US by circulation and the second-largest by revenue.


    Last year, Chicago real estate tycoon Sam Zell acquired the Tribune Company for $8.2 billion using high-leverage financing and employee stock plans, less price than the 2000 Tribune purchase of Times Mirror.


    "The Tribune Company now has over $12 billion in debt, with assets only worth about $7-8 billion. Filing for bankruptcy restructuring might be a good choice," Charles actually had thoughts about the Los Angeles Times. If the Tribune Company was willing to sell it separately, Charles would be interested in discussing the purchase price.


    "Alright, get ready, we're leaving here today," Charles stood up. Capet Pictures had big plans this year. Besides movies, they also had to start preparing studios in Toronto, Canada, and Atlanta, Georgia!


    The financial crisis had increased tax breaks and financial subsidies for the entertainment industry in many places, and Capet Pictures needed to keep growing.


    On Charles' private jet, looking at Alexandra Daddario's perfect figure, especially recalling her bikini girl charm earlier.


    Charles thought of a movie that was very suitable for Alexandra Daddario, and that was Piranha 3D, a sensual and bloody horror thriller!


    "Phyllis, what do you think about having Alexandra Daddario star in a Piranha movie?"


    Charles said as he hugged Alexandra Daddario with a smile on his face.


  




  Chapter 371: Female Directors


  

    At the end of April, when Charles Capet returned to New York from the Bahamas, it was just in time for the 7th Tribeca Film Festival.


    Capet Pictures was promoting its romantic comedy 27 Dresses, which would be released in June, and its limited September release of Slumdog Millionaire at the festival.


    The young and beautiful actress Blake Lively, who rose to fame with the first season of Gossip Girl, was indeed a darling of the fashion world. She looked absolutely stunning in a Tom Ford women's ready-to-wear outfit.


    The Conrad Hotel by the Hudson River in Lower Manhattan was where the crew of 27 Dresses stayed.


    In a booth at the hotel cafe, the director of 27 Dresses, Anne Fletcher, and Charles Capet were sitting face-to-face.


    Charles was reading a new project Anne Fletcher wanted to prepare for, a romantic comedy written by Peter Chiarelli titled The Proposal.


    The script primarily revolved around an executive at a well-known American publishing company named Margaret, who faced deportation to Canada due to visa issues. To secure her residency in the U.S. and keep her job, she "forced" her assistant Andrew to fake a marriage with her, leading to a series of hilarious events.


    "Not bad. Like 27 Dresses, it's also about marriage, but The Proposal has a broader perspective, showing the various issues a man and woman face when suddenly confronted with a wedding," Charles definitely wanted to shoot this film.


    Importantly, the budget wasn't high either. "Finding a male actor is easy. What we need is a suitable female lead - someone with a strong presence but who can also have a romantic comedy vibe."


    Nicole Kidman wouldn't work; her past few rom-coms proved she couldn't sell the genre.


    Charlize Theron and Kate Beckinsale were too icy; where's the comedy in that?


    Reese Witherspoon, with her weak aura as a blonde, was even worse!


    "I think Julia Roberts would be good, but her fee is way too high," Anne Fletcher said somewhat wistfully.


    "Julia Roberts?" Charles was also quite incredulous. Since winning the Oscar for Best Actress in 2000 with Erin Brockovich, Julia Roberts had been stuck in a rut like Nicole Kidman.


    From 2001 to 2005, she topped the list of highest-paid actresses for five consecutive years. In 2003, she received a record-breaking $25 million for Mona Lisa Smile.


    It wasn't until 2006 that Nicole Kidman took the top spot with $17.5 million, but Julia Roberts still charged $15 million, the same as Angelina Jolie now.


    However, Julia Roberts' Duplicity this year was sure to flop again, and with the financial crisis, her fee would definitely drop, but it would still be in the $10 million range.


    Angelina Jolie's action film Wanted, scheduled for release this year, had a $15 million fee, and after a success, she was likely to join the $20 million club.


    Reese Witherspoon demanded between $15 million to $20 million after winning the Oscar for Walk the Line, backed by her past two Legally Blonde films. She had topped the highest-paid actresses list over the last few years.


    Since 2000, Julia Roberts hadn't had a successful film, and Nicole Kidman had also seen constant flops since 2002.


    But Julia Roberts' reputation as the queen of romantic comedies was incomparable to Nicole Kidman's, mainly because Roberts was the undisputed box office queen of the '90s.


    Now Nicole Kidman couldn't even fetch a $10 million fee, with no one willing to hire her even for $7 million.


    In Capet Pictures' The Blind Side, Nicole Kidman only received $5.5 million, the same as the 'sweet and naive' Anne Hathaway.


    Anne Hathaway only earned $5.3 million for Bride Wars, but once Get Smart was released, her fee would rise significantly.


    It's easier for American stars to raise their fees; they either win awards or have solid box office performances.


    Marion Cotillard won the Oscar for Best Actress this year and got the highest fee of $4.5 million for The Incredible Hulk.


    Of course, it's because Marvel movies belong to the special effects-heavy category, where actor fees are generally low. But even her fee wouldn't go much higher; no Hollywood studio would offer her more than $8 million.


    She still had the solid box office foundations of The Da Vinci Code and La Vie en Rose!


    "The Proposal's budget is $40 million, so the female lead's fee definitely can't reach tens of millions," Charles thought for a moment, "What do you think about Naomi Watts?"


    "She's the right age, has good acting skills, and should fit the role of the female lead," Charles nearly forgot about this actress known for high-protein diets back in the day.


    "Naomi Watts?" Anne Fletcher thought for a moment, then nodded, "I'll talk to her. It shouldn't be a big problem, and the movie won't start production until at least September or October!"


    After all, Anne Fletcher needed to handle the release of 27 Dresses first since it was her second film, and she took it very seriously.


    It wasn't easy for female directors in Hollywood; many big productions didn't go to them, and their main direction was romantic comedies.


    Capet Pictures had a pretty good attitude towards female filmmakers in Hollywood; many of Charles Capet's movies emphasized women's leading roles.


    Director Anne Fletcher not only had 27 Dresses coming out, but now she also had her next project lined up.


    Twilight was also entirely female-led from producer to director and screenwriter.


    After Anne Fletcher left, Charles went straight to Blake Lively's room at the Conrad Hotel.


    It might have been a coincidence, but last year, Charles had dined with Blake Lively for the first time at the rooftop restaurant of this Conrad Hotel!


    "Charles, you're here. Finished your meeting?" Blake Lively hugged Charles as soon as he entered the room.


    "All done," Charles wasn't bothered at all that Anne Fletcher had reached out to him through Blake Lively.


    Blake Lively definitely got some benefits from being with Charles.


    "You look gorgeous today!" Charles said, pressing Blake Lively against the wall and kissing her.


    Blake Lively responded passionately, tearing at their clothes, as if releasing the pent-up longing from not seeing each other for so long, or perhaps indulging after being busy for over a year!


  




  Chapter 372: Higher Distribution Costs


  

    After spending one day and two nights at his Hudson River villa with Blake Lively, Charles returned to his place.


    However, he had a visitor, Dan Glickman, the chairman of the American Film Association.


    Amelia came in with two cups of coffee. Dan Glickman took a sip, smiled at Charles, and said, "Charles, you've got what you wanted. Next month, you need to go to the Cannes Film Festival in France and meet with Gilles Jacob for a chat!"


    Gilles Jacob was the chairman of the Cannes Film Festival, and Charles had to sweet-talk him.


    "I got what I wanted? Slumdog Millionaire is still rated R, and I have to wait until January next year for you to announce that Capet Pictures has become a full member," Charles pouted, obviously a bit displeased.


    People are like that; as their abilities and status increase, so do their desires!


    "It's just applying some pressure from Hollywood to the Cannes Film Festival. Why should I go?" Although Charles knew he had to go to maintain the film exchange and cooperation between the U.S. and France, for such a trivial thing, he had to make the trip?


    "Charles, you know the French can be peculiar in some areas. This time, our strong stance has made some French filmmakers resent Hollywood. You wouldn't want Hollywood movies to be targeted in the French market, would you?


    Besides, your relationship with the French entertainment industry is special. Your co-productions like The Da Vinci Code and Taken speak for themselves. Your film La Vie en Rose was even more successful, and Capet Pictures produced another French film this year too."


    Dan Glickman put down his coffee. "Anyway, France is still the third-largest economy in Europe, and their entertainment market isn't small!"


    Of course, Glickman didn't explicitly mention that Charles Capet's half-French heritage was also an advantage.


    As for why he didn't mention Germany and Italy, it's because Germany is a tool for the U.S. to control Europe.


    As for Italy, there's nothing much to say; it's practically nonexistent, while France always has ambitions of dominating continental Europe.


    The British Isles have basically transformed from America's grandparent to its child!


    "The economic situation isn't good now, and Capet Entertainment has been in touch with some Middle Eastern capital. I don't want pressure from Washington D.C.," Charles looked at Dan Glickman.


    "Don't worry, Capet Entertainment is under my control, but future endeavors might require substantial funds!"


    Hollywood can be quite exclusive at times, with shareholders of large film groups entangled in political issues.


    Middle Eastern capital investing in Hollywood often faces all sorts of messy scrutiny and frequently gets halted.


    Dan Glickman nodded, "You're not the only one who has raised this issue; we are indeed lobbying Congress to ease things up; We all know who's really opposing Middle Eastern capital!"


    "Don't worry, this is a growing trend. Middle Eastern tycoons have a lot of money, and if they aspire to join high society here, we should welcome them with open arms," Charles knew well that it was Jewish influence stopping the Arab world from having a voice.


    "I trust you. As long as you don't give up control of Capet Entertainment, they can't do anything," Dan Glickman had no doubt that a wave of mergers would sweep through Hollywood after the economic crisis.


    "Alright, I'll take a trip to France," Charles saw no big deal in going to France, considering Vicky Cristina Barcelona had to be promoted at the Cannes Film Festival!


    "Oh, and I don't want Slumdog Millionaire to still be rated R before it's released. At least get it to PG-13!"


    Dan Glickman nodded, planning to look into this movie once he got back. If some cuts could bring it down to PG-13, that would be good.


    In the evening, Charles lay in bed with Phyllis Jones giving him a massage.


    "We held dozens of screenings for Slumdog Millionaire, but it's so niche. The scenes in the Indian slum and the lack of stars make it hard to market," Phyllis Jones said while massaging.


    "Hah, without an Oscar buzz, such movies are tough. Juno, from its release last year to its takedown in early April, cost us more than $20 million in marketing and PR!" Charles understood. Low-budget, high-art films with good reviews need money for marketing and PR.


    Moreover, Juno cost just $7 million to make, and at least they had Kate Beckinsale to market, with Ellen Page having some recognition in the indie film world.


    That $20 million in marketing won Juno an Academy Award nomination for Best Picture and Best Actress. Worth it!


    The most important thing is Juno had great reviews, and a global box office haul of $230 million was a great success!


    "Even though Slumdog Millionaire releases in September, it will likely start in a pitifully small number of theaters, and slowly build up word-of-mouth. We'll keep spending on marketing and PR to boost its reputation at film festivals. Shouldn't be a problem," Charles planned to spend over $20 million on marketing for the movie, and the Oscar for Best Picture would need serious PR too!


    "I think Slumdog Millionaire is really well-made," even Phyllis Jones had developed some understanding of the film industry. To get box office numbers, you need more people to know about the film.


    Awards are a great way to spread the word, just like how Japan saw a surge in interest for Departures after it won the Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film, keeping it in theaters from last September all the way to April this year.


    Long-running films have different marketing models compared to short runs, but the amount of money spent on distribution can reduce the screening time needed to maximize box office potential sooner.


    Charles always remembered his first film, My Big Fat Greek Wedding, had no money for promotion and stayed in theaters for over a year.


    Cloverfield was innovative, and despite its $25 million budget, its mockumentary-style monster horror and Odette Annable's starring role earned high praise.


    Capet Pictures spent $15 million on advertising, opening in 3,400 theaters and pulling in $40 million in its first weekend, with a total North American box office of $86 million. The international box office was also set to surpass $90 million, more than the North American market.


    Of course, such a film wouldn't waste money on Oscars PR, but might get awards at the Saturn Awards or Scream Fest!


    It's clear that in recent years, the cost of film promotion has been climbing higher and higher.


  




  Chapter 373: Arsenal Sponsorship Contracts


  

    On April 30th, Charles Capet's Capet Fund bought the One Worldwide Plaza from American real estate developer Tishman Speyer for 1.3 billions dollars in cash.


    This skyscraper, built in 1987, stood at 248 meters tall with 75 floors. It was soon to be renamed Capet Center Building.


    The tower's first 23 floors were designated for offices, while the upper floors were luxurious apartments, with a total area of 200,000 square meters.


    The building's distinctive shape resembled a constellation formation, with a central octagonal part, two sides divided into three sections each narrowing upwards. The top section looked like an octagonal terraced pyramid, with a dome-like structure at the pinnacle. For a while after its completion, it had a notorious reputation.


    Charles kept the 66th floor for himself, a luxurious high-rise residence spanning over 800 square meters.


    "Has Wayne Huizenga from the Miami Dolphins agreed yet?" Charles asked Dona Williams over the phone while sitting in his office on Greenwich Street in downtown Manhattan at Capet Pictures.


    "No, he's still considering it."


    "Ha, let's see how long he can hold out. Isn't $1 billion in cash enough?"


    NFL team ownership represented social status and was a good way to expand one's network. There were many influential fans in politics and business. The desire for expansion grew stronger with capital as its foundation.


    Arsenal made it to the Champions League semifinals this year but lost to Chelsea. The final would be Manchester United versus Chelsea.


    However, the Premier League still had two rounds to go. Arsenal was currently leading the table, two points ahead of Manchester United and four points ahead of Chelsea.


    In the final two rounds, Arsenal would play Everton at home and Sunderland away. Everton had nothing to fight for, while relegation-threatened Sunderland needed attention.


    Anyway, he had to go to France, so he might as well go to England to watch Arsenal win the Premier League. Meanwhile, Arsenal was negotiating new sponsorship deals with Nike and Emirates Airline for shirt sponsorship and stadium naming rights.


    Charles planned to take a firm stance. The contract with Nike only had two years left, and it could be bought out directly.


    As for the contract with Emirates, though they had only been partners for two years, the conditions were too low, and Charles definitely wouldn't agree.


    On May 3rd, at Arsenal's Emirates Stadium, Arsenal won 1-0 against Everton in the 37th round of the 07-08 Premier League season and remained at the top of the table.


    Charles watched the entire game from his box, along with club executive David Dein and Emirates Airline Chairman Sheikh Ahmed.


    Sheikh Ahmed was a member of the Dubai royal family, but Charles didn't care about their identities or complicated relationships. He only cared about his sponsorship.


    Sheikh Ahmed, in his thirties, sported a large beard and wore a white robe. He didn't look very shrewd at first glance.


    "Mr. Ahmed, what do you think? Do we continue our partnership or negotiate an early termination?" Charles asked as they sat on the sofa at the Riverbank Plaza Hotel in Canary Wharf that evening.


    "Oh, Mr. Capet, Arsenal is a club with deep roots and significant influence. Emirates is very willing to renegotiate a new contract!" Sheikh Ahmed didn't care about the money. Facing a Hollywood mogul who wasn't short of cash either, he was more than willing to maintain good relations.


    Charles nodded. "You know, Arsenal's previous 15-year stadium naming rights contract and 8-year shirt sponsorship contract with you, plus the travel contract with Emirates, was only 100 million pounds. I can't even say it out loud! Chelsea signed a 5-year shirt sponsorship with Samsung last year for 10 million pounds each year."


    Sheikh Ahmed nodded. "That indeed does not reflect Arsenal's status. And Arsenal is about to win the Premier League this year!"


    "Here's the deal, the stadium naming rights will still follow the original 15 years, expiring in 2021. The 100 million pounds will be all for the stadium naming fee. We'll sign a new agreement for the shirt sponsorship and the travel contract with Emirates. Six years, worth 100 million pounds, considering we've already had two seasons together. That averages out to just 12.5 million pounds per year!"


    Sheikh Ahmed hesitated. "Isn't that a bit too expensive?"


    With this calculation, the contract duration didn't change at all, and Emirates just increased their sponsorship fee by 100 million pounds.


    "Mr. Ahmed, you must know that my team isn't just any ragtag bunch. This is a top Premier League club. Without substantial sponsorship, how can I buy new players?" Charles said, patting Ahmed's shoulder. 


    "Last winter, I spent 60 million pounds on player acquisitions! 


    Don't you want to see Arsenal players lifting the Champions League trophy while wearing jerseys with the Emirates logo?


    Don't you want the entire world to know that Emirates is the number one airline in the Middle East and is striving to become the world's top airline?


    Don't you want to enhance the influence of the Dubai emirate and even the Arab world?"


    ...


    Securing a deal with Emirates was straightforward. After all, both parties didn't care about money. One sought fame, and the other sought money, making it simpler.


    Give it some time and let Sheikh Ahmed discuss it with his side first.


    As long as Arsenal clinched the Premier League title with a victory over Sunderland on May 11th, the new contract with Emirates would undoubtedly be announced!


    "David, how's Nike doing?" Charles asked David Dein at the Colney Training Ground. Only two years remained in the sponsorship contract with Nike, and the buy-out wouldn't be expensive.


    "Nike is very eager to continue the partnership, especially since the team they are sponsoring is likely to win both the Champions League and the Premier League this year," David Dein explained. Arsenal's path to the Premier League title seemed smooth, and Manchester United also had a strong chance of defeating Chelsea to win the Champions League.


    Nike was the sponsor for both Arsenal and Manchester United.


    Charles shook his head. "Didn't Nike just acquire Umbro this year? They have money. Basically, Nike needs to offer a suitable sponsorship deal, or we will negotiate with Adidas, Warrior, or Puma. An annual sponsorship of less than 8 million pounds is an insult to me!"


    "Adidas is very interested in us right now. Arsenal's games are exciting to watch. Didn't Chelsea switch from Umbro to Adidas in 2006 after terminating their contract early?


    Remember, an annual sponsorship deal worth 15 million pounds is my bottom line, and the sponsorship duration must not exceed 7 years!"


    David Dein took a deep breath. An annual sponsorship of 15 million pounds would be second only to Manchester United's 23 million pounds in the Premier League.


  




  Chapter 374: Chapter 374


  

    The Premier League season was about to end, and Arsenal had just lost to Chelsea in the Champions League semi-finals, missing out on the final.


    In the FIFA Cup, they also lost to Manchester United. While Arsenal's youthful vigor was commendable, their midfield and defense were still unsatisfactory.


    In the summer transfer market, Charles had already been sharpening his knives, and the team wasn't very stable either. There was a captaincy struggle between William Gallas and Gilberto Silva, and main striker Eduardo had broken his leg!


    Adebayor and Sanchez partnering up front guaranteed Arsenal's attacking power.


    "Selling the players who need to be sold is just fine. Wenger is really good at nurturing young talent, but there are too many young players on the team. There can't be that many geniuses," Charles said, sitting in his office at Colney Training Ground, chatting with David Dein.


    "Look at it this way, without the signings of Ivanovic, Neuer, Modric, and Sanchez, would we have won this season?" Charles was planning to take advantage of the current championship to sell some players for a higher price.


    David Dein nodded and explained, "I heard there's been a twist with Man City's owner. Some Middle Eastern capital seems interested in Man City."


    "I know, the Abu Dhabi Group. I talked to a representative from the Dubai Royal Family who told me," Charles naturally knew this; Man City's financial football was on the rise.


    "Get ready for the last match. We have a game against Sunderland the day after tomorrow afternoon!"


    ...


    That evening, Charles invited Emily Blunt, who was filming Sherlock Holmes in London, to a bar on Regent Street in Soho.


    "Charles, did you know? Christian Bale has to go shoot Terminator Salvation after finishing Sherlock Holmes!" Emily Blunt chatted with Charles in a private room.


    "The fourth Terminator movie, right?" Charles knew the series well; James Cameron's first two movies were classics.


    In 2003, Terminator 3 was still starring Arnold Schwarzenegger, but it failed. The Terminator rights now belonged to Halcyon Company.


    The Terminator script was initially sold by the then-unknown James Cameron to Gale Anne Hurd for $1, who later became his second wife. In 1990, Gale Anne Hurd sold the Terminator rights to Carolco Pictures, which co-developed the second movie. In 1995, due to the box office failures of Cutthroat Island and Showgirls, Carolco went bankrupt and was acquired by MGM. During this period, producers Andrew Vajna and Mario Kassar bought the Terminator rights from Carolco for $15 million, which greatly upset Cameron, causing him to refuse to direct the third movie.


    After the failure of Terminator 3, Halcyon company bought all Terminator rights for $25 million in 2007 from Andrew Vajna and Mario Kassar, starting the preparation of Terminator Salvation to create a new Terminator trilogy.


    In October 2007, Warner Bros. obtained the North American distribution rights for Terminator Salvation, and Sony got the international distribution rights!


    However, Charles was more interested in another James Cameron movie, Avatar, which was set to be released next year.


    Emily Blunt took a sip of her drink, kissed Charles on the cheek, and laughed, "Charles, have you kept an eye on this year's Saint Denis Film Festival?"


    Charles shook his head, "Haven't heard of any good movies at this year's Saint Denis Film Festival."


    Emily Blunt hugged Charles, "A low-budget indie film I starred in with Amy Adams, Sunshine Cleaning, won Best Screenplay at the Saint Denis Film Festival. The producer of Sunshine Cleaning is the same person who developed Little Miss Sunshine for you."


    A thirty-something single mom and her hot-headed and lazy, reality-avoiding sister face an odd family life and then start a crime scene cleanup company called Sunshine Cleaning.


    "So, can't find a distributor?" Charles understood after listening to Emily Blunt.


    Given the previous success of Little Miss Sunshine and Sideways, small-budget indie films focusing on small characters' lives and hardships, offering emotional comfort and therapeutic value, were in vogue.


    Emily Blunt nodded, "No distribution company has picked it up yet!"


    Amy Adams, who rose to fame last year with Disney's adaptation of Enchanted, was a late bloomer, too, being 34 this year.


    Charles hugged Emily Blunt, "I'll make sure someone pays attention to this film. It's a low-budget indie anyway; distribution won't cost much!"


    Emily Blunt nodded. Since she was Charles's woman, as long as he paid attention to it, it would be fine.


    Then, Emily Blunt took the initiative to kiss him passionately, wrapping her arms around Charles's neck.


    After responding for a while, looking at Emily Blunt's red hair, Charles whispered in her ear, "During the scriptwriters' strike this year, I heard you were cast in a historical drama, The Young Victoria. Do you still have the period costumes at home?"


    Emily Blunt smiled, hugging Charles's arm, "Do you want to see my period look?"


    Charles nodded, and Emily Blunt added, "I have some court and noble dresses at home from my previous stage performances and TV dramas!"


    "Darling, let's go back then. I want to see your court lady dress," Charles said as he stood up and pulled Emily Blunt to leave.


    Emily Blunt laughed, holding Charles's arm and whispering, "What are you up to now?"


    "I'm thinking about how life was like for those royal or noble people in Europe back then," Charles said as he wrapped his arm around her waist, "I also want to experience the decadence of European royalty!"


    Emily Blunt then leaned into Charles's ear, speaking seductively, "Your Majesty will feel it tonight!"


    Charles couldn't help but smile. Truly, when it comes to role-playing, professional actors are the best - they can get into character anytime.


    Actors should indeed be professional!


  




  Chapter 375: English Premier League Champion


  

    In Notting Hill, inside Emily Blunt's apartment bedroom, the gloomy weather outside did nothing to dampen the warmth inside.


    Scattered court costumes and discarded white gloves lay quietly on the carpet.


    "My scenes will be done in about a month, then I'll start shooting for The Young Victoria," Emily Blunt said, lying softly on Charles's chest.


    She was wrapping up her scenes for Sherlock Holmes before moving on to The Young Victoria!


    "British people sure do like making historical dramas," Charles chuckled, rubbing the woman's smooth back.


    "Oh, by the way, Arsenal is playing their last match against Sunderland tomorrow. Aren't you going to watch the game?" Emily Blunt asked, hinting that Arsenal was on the verge of another championship.


    "The team leaves today. I'll head to Sunderland's Stadium of Light tomorrow morning," Charles replied. Sunderland is in the northeast of England, in the same county as Newcastle, Tyne and Wear.


    "If nothing goes wrong, Arsenal will win their fourth Premier League title," Charles continued. 


    Since the Premier League started in 1992, Manchester United had the most titles with nine. Arsenal, including this year, would have four, Chelsea with two, and Blackburn with one in the 94-95 season.


    However, Arsenal hadn't achieved much in the Champions League.


    "This year, I guess you'll be shaking things up in the Premier League again," Emily Blunt laughed.


    "Well, it's not just me. The Premier League is about to enter a new era with big money. The Abu Dhabi royal family from the UAE is preparing to buy Manchester City," Charles commented, seemingly looking forward to the Middle Eastern billionaires investing in the Premier League. The injection of money would further boost its commercial value.


    On May 11, at 2 PM London time, Arsenal faced Sunderland in their last match, while Manchester United played away against Wigan Athletic.


    Arsenal led Manchester United by two points, but United had a better goal difference. If Arsenal didn't win their final match and United won, the Premier League title would go to Manchester United.


    As for Chelsea, they trailed Arsenal by four points and had no hope of winning the championship.


    Sunderland and Wigan Athletic were both relegation-threatened teams, with just a point separating them. However, both had secured their spots in the league in the previous round, so they had nothing to fight for now.


    In the final round, either Arsenal would lift the trophy at Sunderland's Stadium of Light, or Manchester United would defend their title at Wigan's JJB Stadium.


    Over 5,000 Arsenal fans traveled from London to Sunderland by train to cheer on their team.


    In the first half, Arsenal's Sanchez scored a goal. Sunderland's current coach was former Manchester United captain Roy Keane, and Sunderland played fiercely and combatively.


    "Looks like Roy Keane still has deep feelings for Manchester United," Charles observed as the second half began, noticing Sunderland's intensified effort.


    In the box, Emily Blunt laughed and explained, "Manchester United is also leading Wigan 1-0. Sunderland just needs a draw, and Manchester United will likely win the title!"


    "Haha, I think the FA should just send the trophy over here already," Charles said confidently, though he was a bit anxious inside. Could it go off the rails?


    Finally, in the 78th minute, Adebayor scored another goal. Relief washed over him!


    "Oh, Manchester United is leading 2-0 as well," Emily Blunt continued to follow the United vs. Wigan match closely.


    "Haha, look at our fans already starting to celebrate," Charles pointed to the Arsenal jersey-clad fans outside.


    Charles then turned to another side where Sheikh Ahmad was watching the game intently and laughed, "Mr. Ahmad, what do you think? Isn't the Premier League exciting? See, the champion isn't decided until the last round!"


    Sheikh Ahmad laughed, "Mr. Capet, you're absolutely right. Arsenal is indeed an extraordinary club! I've decided that our Emirates sponsorship for Arsenal's shirt front should be revised."


    "Huh? You're revising the shirt front sponsorship deal?" Charles was puzzled for a moment.


    Sheikh Ahmad continued, "Starting next season, our Emirates sponsorship for Arsenal's shirt front will be 15 million pounds a year for six years, totaling 90 million pounds. The 13.75 million pounds we paid for the shirt front sponsorship in the first two seasons won't count in this."


    "Uh, this..." Charles thought it through but could only conclude it amounted to an extra 3.75 million pounds. The previous shirt front sponsorship was 55 million pounds over eight years.


    Sheikh Ahmad then added with a smile, "I heard Manchester United's deal with AIG was 56.5 million pounds over four years, the highest in the Premier League."


    "Now that Arsenal has won the title, I believe Arsenal deserves the top shirt front sponsorship in the Premier League!"


  




  Chapter 376: Cannes


  

    In the 07-08 season, Arsenal outperformed Manchester United to win the league title, bringing joy back to Arsenal fans!


    Subsequently, Arsenal announced a new contract with Emirates Airline: The naming fee for Emirates Stadium was changed from 45 million pounds for 15 years to 100 million pounds. The front jersey sponsorship was changed from 55 million pounds for 8 years to 90 million pounds for 6 years!


    The Times: Arsenal's front jersey sponsorship fee is now the highest in the Premier League;


    The Daily Chronicle: The era of the Manchester United, Arsenal, and Chelsea triumvirate has arrived;


    Manchester City: The Middle Eastern tycoons will show you what money football really is!


    Liverpool: Shouldn't it be a four-nation competition?


    The Sports Report: Although Arsenal won the Premier League, they are still not satisfied. The new owner now aims to win the Champions League!


    The Guardian: This summer's transfer market will see the Premier League continue to dominate Europe!


    The day after Arsenal's victory, while fans and the club were still celebrating, Charles received a call from Dona Williams in Hong Kong.


    "An earthquake over 8.0 magnitude?" Charles checked his watch. It was 2 PM Beijing time, meaning it happened around 7 AM in London today.


    Charles paused for a moment, sighed, and said, "Inform Xu Xiaoling to donate 5 million dollars in the name of Capet Charity Foundation!"


    After hanging up, Charles rubbed his cheeks vigorously. He had also attended the Championship celebration at the club last night.


    Emily Blunt had gone to the set of Sherlock Holmes early in the morning!


    In a villa on Bishop Avenue, Hampstead, London, Charles sat on the sofa as Arsenal's CEO, David Dein, reported some work arrangements.


    "Nike thinks our asking price is too high!"


    Charles felt a bit annoyed, "Even after winning the Premier League, it's not enough?"


    David Dein nodded, "However, Adidas is very optimistic about us and wants to use us to compete against Manchester United! They've offered a 7-year sponsorship worth 100 million pounds, but if we don't make it to the Champions League, it will be reduced by 40 million pounds!"


    Charles nodded, "Go ahead and negotiate. Buy out the 2-year contract with Nike and sign with Adidas. 


    Then, focus on the summer transfers. The team has accumulated too many players. Clear out some. There's no way we can have that many free transfers with quality players.


    Liverpool's Xabi Alonso has conflicts with his coach, right? Wenger also likes him. And there was Yaya Toure we missed earlier. Barcelona might let him go now, and the defender Kompany who went to Hamburg. Get it all sorted out!"


    David Dein nodded. These were the ones Wenger had his eye on before, but the prices weren't agreed upon. Xabi Alonso had issues with Liverpool's coach Benitez, and Benitez was eyeing Aston Villa's Gareth Barry.


    "Next month is the European Championships. After the games end, it will be time for the clubs to make moves," David Dein no longer had to be frugal.


    Many players wouldn't discuss transfers now but would negotiate after the European Championships to leverage their good performances.


    In the next two days, Arsenal announced the early termination of their two-year contract with Nike, paying 4.5 million pounds in compensation. Simultaneously, Arsenal signed a 7-year 100 million pound sponsorship contract with Adidas, starting from the 08-09 season!


    After winning the championship, under the operation of the cse system, Arsenal's commercial value skyrocketed. The stadium naming rights, front jersey ads, and jersey brand sponsorship alone brought in an annual revenue of 38 million pounds, an increase of 28 million pounds from just these three items alone!


    Adding other brand deals, Arsenal was set to receive over 50 million pounds from sponsors next season!


    ...


    On May 17th, the day after participating in Arsenal's championship parade, Charles went to the Cannes International Film Festival in France!


    "Phyllis, I need to have a meeting with Gilles Jacob tonight," In the Eden Roc Hotel, Charles instructed Phyllis Jones beside him.


    Phyllis nodded and quickly went to make arrangements.


    A moment later, Lin Chi-ling came out of the bedroom and hugged Charles. Lin Chi-ling was originally supposed to arrive with the Red Cliff crew on the 20th for promotions, but upon hearing that Charles had come to Cannes, she came early.


    "You had a long flight, take a good rest at the hotel. I have some things to handle."


    Charles hugged and kissed her before leaving for the premiere of Vicky Cristina Barcelona at the Palais des Festivals. Director Woody Allen and the main cast Scarlett Johansson, Rebecca Hall, Javier Bardem, and Penelope Cruz were in attendance.


  




  Chapter 377: Thor Released


  

    In an office at the Cannes Film Palais, Charles Capet and the 78-year-old Cannes Film Festival chairman, Gilles Jacob, were discussing something.


    "Roman Polanski won't appear at the Cannes Film Festival anymore. Hollywood shouldn't have taken such an approach to talk with us," said Gilles Jacob. He was quite shocked when he first heard about the pressure from Hollywood's seven major film groups.


    Even the documentary Roman Polanski: Wanted and Desired, originally selected for the Cannes Film Festival, was urgently withdrawn and banned.


    "Don't worry, it's over now. Hollywood suffered a lot this time too, and many people got affected. Allowing a vile sexual offender like Roman Polanski to be sheltered is largely your responsibility as well," said Charles. With his current status, he no longer needed to keep a low profile like before.


    "Cannes International Film Festival is still one of the top three film festivals in Europe!"


    Gilles Jacob looked at Charles. Hollywood, with its dominant power, aimed to divert attention to European entertainment scandals. Who couldn't see through it?


    Harvey Weinstein's actions were more notorious, and European filmmakers were even more aware of it than Hollywood.


    "It's over, right? The entertainment industry has always been this way, and such things are simply unavoidable," Gilles Jacob said again.


    However, Gilles Jacob truly admired the young Charles Capet. Just look at the achievements of Capet Pictures.


    Moreover, he had an eye for French films. La Vie En Rose made Marion Cotillard an Oscar-winning actress and established a working relationship with France's top director Luc Besson.


    With capital and vision, and collaboration with many French actors, Gilles Jacob believed that Charles Capet's special affection for France was because he had half-French blood.


    Charles nodded. "It's indeed over now. Currently, the economic situation is making people care more about their wallets and jobs. Besides, the film connections between Hollywood and France won't cease."


    "Films should be pure, without too many other things mixed in," Gilles Jacob said helplessly.


    Charles stood up, smiled at Gilles Jacob. "Alright, such words can be told to the public through the media. For people of our stature, saying such things will only sound like excuses for incompetence!"


    ...


    With the summer release season kicking off, Capet Pictures' blockbuster Marvel film Thor premiered the previous Friday, achieving an impressive $68 million in its North American debut.


    Currently, it had been showing for 10 days with $100 million in North American box office and $100 million in overseas markets.


    Meanwhile, Warner Brothers released its $120 million blockbuster Speed Racer on the same day. Its debut performance was only $18 million, and its North American box office had just reached $30 million, with overseas markets also at $32 million - a total flop.


    But Disney's fantasy children's movie sequel The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian released last Friday, with a North American opening box office of $55 million, which seemed decent.


    Disney planned to counter the Harry Potter series with the Narnia series. The production cost of Prince Caspian was a staggering $225 million.


    However, the first weekend's reviews proved that this sequel didn't live up to The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe.


    ...


    At 10 PM in Cannes, Charles was attending the party for Vicky Cristina Barcelona!


    Actually, Vicky Cristina Barcelona came to the Cannes Film Festival mainly for promotion, and like Paramount's Indiana Jones 4 and DreamWorks Animation's Kung Fu Panda, it was part of the non-competition lineup.


    "People always say Woody Allen is good at filming sexy beauties. Indeed, it's not just talk," Charles said, looking at Scarlett Johansson, Penelope Cruz, and Rebecca Hall beside him. "Not bad at all!"


    However, he mentioned that Penelope Cruz was 34 years old that year and seemed to have a connection with the male lead Javier Bardem in the movie, as they were both from Spain.


    Afterward, they all parted ways, and Charles went straight to his hotel room with Scarlett Johansson.


    As soon as he entered the room, he hugged the sultry Scarlett and started kissing her, the alluring body beneath her sexy evening dress stirring his emotions.


    "Charles, I have to go back home tomorrow to promote Mamma Mia!, and then I have to continue filming Iron Man 2," Scarlett Johansson leaned against the wall, letting Charles kiss her chest, while teasing him with a mischievous smile, "Maybe I'll bring Keira Knightley or Eva Green along for a three-person date next time!"


    Charles could only nod his head in agreement since his mouth was otherwise occupied.
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    On a private beach at the Eden Cap Hotel, Charles and Lin Chi-ling, wearing a bikini, lounged on rocks, enjoying a sunbath.


    After spending the night with him at the hotel, Scarlett Johansson had flown back to the US this morning.


    "It's getting a bit hot," Charles wasn't fond of staying in the sun for too long, so after a bit, he headed to the shade of an umbrella to enjoy the sea breeze.


    Lin Chi-ling glanced over and followed him, ordering two drinks. They relaxed on the sun loungers, chatting away.


    "Today, the crew of Red Cliff will fly to Cannes for promotion. This is my first time attending an event at the Cannes Film Festival!" Lin Chi-ling was visibly excited.


    Charles took off his sunglasses and put them aside. He smiled and commented, "What are you so excited about? The North American distribution rights haven't been sold yet. The previous distributor, Summit Entertainment, returned the film. In Asia, it was split into two parts, but in Europe and the US, it's still one film, and it hasn't made much of a splash."


    Lin Chi-ling, not fully understanding, whispered, "Is there no interest from North American distributors?"


    "Not at the moment. Maybe next year they'll find a distributor." The promotional version of Red Cliff had already been sent to US distributors, and Charles had seen it.


    Lin Chi-ling, being the lead actress in her first film, just needed to look pretty.


    "This year, The Pursuit of Happiness and Taken both did well after the buyout. These two distributed films made Red Fruit Entertainment nearly 10 million yuan!"


    Lin Chi-ling switched topics and mentioned last year's films purchased by Red Fruit Entertainment, "Yuanyuan asked me to see if you had any movie recommendations?"


    "French film Transporter 3 is a good action movie worth buying. It'll cost more, but it should be profitable."


    Lin Chi-ling noted it down, planning to inform her company for a quick acquisition.


    In the afternoon, Charles took Lin Chi-ling sightseeing around Cannes as she requested, even visiting Saint-Marguerite Island off the coast.


    In the evening, Charles half-lay on the sofa in the bedroom at the Cap Hotel, receiving a call from Sophie Marceau.


    "The Intouchables is being filmed, want to come by and see?"


    "Sure, I'll come to Paris tomorrow. I have no major interests at the Cannes Film Festival this year," Charles initially came to Cannes to meet festival chairman Gilles Jacob and network with French filmmakers.


    "Charles, I'll be busy attending a movie press conference and media briefing with the Red Cliff crew tomorrow. It'll take two to three days," Lin Chi-ling emerged from the shower, the sexy sheer nightgown revealing tantalizing glimpses.


    Charles nodded, got up, and hugged her from behind. "No problem, I'll be in Paris for a few days. If you're free after the festival, come visit Paris!"


    "Really?" Of course, Lin Chi-ling wanted to go. She turned around and kissed Charles.


    As they kissed, Charles's hands explored her 34C bust. "Sure, Paris, London, and New York, anywhere you'd like!"


    Later, they moved to the balcony, which faced the Mediterranean Sea, enjoying life amidst the scenic Mediterranean views.


    Lin Chi-ling leaned on the balcony, feeling the Mediterranean breeze, admiring the night scene, and occasionally looking back with a face full of suppressed desire!


    "Wow," Charles, draped over her back, felt exhausted, squeezed her 34C bust, and teased, "Isn't the view beautiful?"


    Lin Chi-ling nodded, then turned back to kiss him again, seemingly determined to use up her last ounce of energy.


    Charles stood up, cradled her in his arms, and moved to the sofa, cherishing the tender moment together!


    ...


    Paris, George V Peninsula Hotel, a private reception was taking place.


    "The Intouchables was made entirely according to your vision, directed by Olivier Nakache and Eric Toledano, starring Francois Cluzet and Omar Sy. I made a cameo as well. When are you planning to release it?" Sophie Marceau, still elegant at 42 years old, asked.


    "Next February or March," Charles knew that The Intouchables was nearing the end of filming but didn't plan to release it this year.


    "I heard you're planning to shoot a film with the Italian bombshell Monica Bellucci? People are eagerly anticipating the showdown between two European goddesses!" Charles added.


    Sophie Marceau nodded, "It's a psychological thriller about schizophrenia, and indeed, Monica Bellucci and I were chosen for it. The movie is called Don't Look Back and is scheduled to start filming in August!"


    "Alright, I'll catch up with you later. For now, I need to mingle with some other folks," Charles whispered.


    Sophie Marceau smiled, "Make sure you don't drink too much, so you still have some energy tonight!"


    After chatting with a few French filmmakers and investors, Charles found Luc Besson and asked when he could start preparing for the sequel, Taken 2.


    "Taken 2? I'm really tied up now. EuropaCorp has several movies lined up for the next two years, all written and produced by me. I don't think I'll have time until the year after next!" Luc Besson spread his hands helplessly.


    "Releasing it the year after next is fine, but if you don't start preparing until then, it'll be too late," Charles said, thinking about the hefty box office earnings of Taken in North America and globally. Capet Pictures made a killing with it.


    EuropaCorp had the distribution rights in France, and this guy wouldn't be jealous of Capet Pictures, would he?


    After all, the major part of Taken's box office earnings came from the North American market!


    Luc Besson nodded, "Don't worry; I guarantee that Taken 2 will be released in 2010!"


    "That's good. As long as it gets released, it's fine," with Luc Besson's guarantee, Charles felt assured. Taken had a budget of only $25 million, but the sequel's budget was definitely going to increase. A $45 million budget would surely suffice.


    Subsequently, Charles encountered Lea Seydoux, who came from a prestigious French film family. Since her debut in 2006 with the film My Friends, Lea Seydoux had been auditioning for movie roles.


    This year, she had an art film called The Beautiful Person which received positive reviews at the Cannes Film Festival, but she was still considered a newcomer.


    "Lea, I heard you always go for auditions on your own?" Charles asked as he clinked glasses with the 23-year-old Lea Seydoux while sitting on the couch.


    Lea Seydoux nodded, "I've auditioned for many productions, but unfortunately, everyone thinks I don't meet their requirements!"


    With your family background, why do you waste your time like this?


    "Don't worry; it's normal for newcomers," Charles had high hopes for Lea Seydoux because of her strong family background, making her potential immense. This is incomparable to the likes of Eva Green and Olga Kurylenko, who were also Bond girls.


    "Thank you, Mr. Capet!" Lea Seydoux's attitude toward film boundaries was typical of many European actresses - completely indifferent.


    My Friends and The Beautiful Person were both artistic works with significant boundaries. For French actresses, shedding clothes was as ordinary as eating and drinking.


    Charles Capet had earlier brought Marion Cotillard to Hollywood, even helping her win an Oscar for Best Actress. Now, Eva Green was playing the lead actress in Thor, all thanks to Charles.


    Two women connected to Charles Capet had already firmly established themselves in Hollywood. Who would be the third?


    "By the way, Mr. Capet, I heard you've been awarded the French Legion of Honour, the highest accolade from the French government. The ceremony will be held at the Elysee Palace, right?" Lea Seydoux enviously said.


    Charles nodded, "Just call me Charles; we're all young here. As for the award ceremony, it will be held in a few days at the Presidential Palace!"


    The Elysee Palace is the residence of the President of France.


    The award was decided during Easter in April. Charles' mother, Evelyn, would also attend. Charles himself didn't care much, but his mother seemed quite pleased about it.


    At least it's the Legion of Honour. If it were some high-ranking knighthood or similar medals, Charles wouldn't even bother responding.


    At the ceremony, Charles would also get a chance to chat with the current President of France, Nicolas Sarkozy!


    Lea Seydoux nodded, smiled, and said, "If you ever need a guide while touring Paris or any other place in France, do look me up. I'd be happy to help."


    Charles nodded, "That would be great. I'll give you a call then!"


    With that, Charles stood up, hugged Lea Seydoux, accepted a kiss from her, and prepared to leave the hotel.


    He planned to discuss life matters with Sophie Marceau at her countryside villa.


    Sophie Marceau personally drove Charles back to her villa, "Never thought the French Kiss herself would play chauffeur!"


    Sophie Marceau glanced at Charles, "It's only because you're worried about the journalists. Otherwise, would we need to sneak around like this?"


    Charles chuckled, reaching out to gently touch the actress' thigh.


  




  Chapter 379: Legion of Honour


  

    In the western suburbs of Paris, Poissy, bordered by the Seine River to the west and the Saint-Germain-en-Laye forest to the east, is where Sophie Marceau's European-style villa was located.


    Returning to Sophie Marceau's Poissy villa from the George V Peninsula Hotel, the air quality was much better due to the proximity to the Saint-Germain-en-Laye forest.


    After taking a bath, Charles lay on the bed casually flipping through a magazine, while Sophie Marceau, wrapped in a large bath towel, leaned into his arms.


    "How about it? Did you have any new movies to plan on this trip to France?" Sophie Marceau asked as she kissed Charles's chest.


    The ticklish sensation made Charles a bit eager as he untied Sophie Marceau's bath towel, "Didn't find anything suitable. I'm not that interested in overly artistic films. A lot of movies in the U.S. would only get an NC-17 rating and won't make any money!"


    Moreover, French films were famously neurotic, and French comedies didn't have much of a market in the U.S.


    Sophie Marceau, not lifting her head, enjoyed the feeling of Charles's muscles, "French films pursue art!"


    "Heh, art? Then why is Luc Besson the most famous director in France?" Charles shook his head, acknowledging that France had many fans of art films. However, capital was the same everywhere; commercial films were always the driving force of the film industry.


    In France, about a third of the film's budget came from TV stations, a third from producers, and the rest from overseas, film funds, and the French National Center of Cinematography (CNC)!


    Moreover, due to major French film unions, including BLIC (Film Industry Bureau), BLOC (Film Organization Bureau), and ARP (Society of Authors, Directors, and Producers), these non-profit organizations made French films more unique.


    "Hollywood is too commercial. When I went to Hollywood to shoot Braveheart and The World Is Not Enough, I was just a pretty face in the movies, with no real role to play. So, I went back to France and didn't want to take any more Hollywood movies!"


    Charles smiled, "Hollywood does love using European pretty faces!"


    ...


    Later, during the days of the Cannes Film Festival, Charles not only met with executives and producers from various French film companies in Paris but also signed a broadcasting cooperation agreement with Channel 4.


    Moreover, he signed a streaming media content rights agreement with major French film companies like Pathe and Gaumont for Netflix.


    On May 24, Evelyn specially flew from Los Angeles to Paris to attend the Legion of Honour award ceremony hosted by French President Nicolas Sarkozy at the Elysee Palace.


    The ceremony was simple, just nine people in total, and Charles found it somewhat boring!


    "Charles, you are practically half French. I hope you can continue to promote French film culture!"


    Nicolas Sarkozy pinned the Knight's Cross on Charles with a red ribbon and patted his shoulder.


    "Don't worry, Mr. President. France, as the birthplace of modern cinema, naturally has a unique film culture. The French cultural renaissance is not far off!"


    After the ceremony, they attended a banquet, and in the evening, Charles returned to the George V Peninsula Hotel with his mother.


    "This new French president doesn't have much news, but marrying the sexy actress Carla Bruni this year was definitely in line with the French spirit," Charles gossiped after returning to the hotel.


    Evelyn smiled, "Carla Bruni has had quite a few tabloid stories. Becoming France's First Lady this year was indeed interesting!"


    Carla Bruni, born in Turin, Italy, and raised in France, was a model, singer, and actress. Her love life was quite exciting and complex.


    Marrying Nicolas Sarkozy this year made her the focus. Otherwise, who would care about the private life of a sexy starlet?


    "What's going on? Is Hollywood quiet now?"


    Evelyn nodded, "Almost. Your move against Mia Farrow left her almost penniless. Who would dare to speak recklessly about feminism again?"


    In the Harvey Weinstein incident, there were many who tried to stir up trouble using feminism, with Mia Farrow among the prominent ones.


    "I've always said, the knife of feminism should only be held by me. Otherwise, I would not let it hurt anyone!" At this point, Charles felt no one was irreplaceable.


    Evelyn patted Charles's shoulder, "She is just a small fry, but this Harvey Weinstein incident served as a wake-up call for Hollywood. Many will be more cautious in the future!"


    Charles shook his head and laughed, "Cautious? Hollywood has no morals. If I hadn't pushed for it, the Jewish forces and politicians behind Harvey Weinstein would have covered it up. 


    Don't think Roger Ailes was any better. He had a mountain of blackmail materials, and every female anchor in the Fox News network was harassed by him! 


    Capital, social status, and political connections together make you fearless. Even the biggest scandals can be covered up!"


    Charles was always acquiring capital; his social status was rising quickly - Hollywood mogul, philanthropist, and sports team owner, among others.


    As for political connections, how much support had he given to Obama? Funding, media, and his advisor, Arianna Huffington, were all his people!


    Of course, capital was the premise. With capital, you could better chase after other things.


    In a few years, when Charles's early investments paid off, who could control him?


    "Politicians in Washington, D.C., and actors in Los Angeles are the same. The public only sees the side they present," Evelyn, with growing capital and influence along with her son, was increasingly in the inner circle.


    Her mindset had long changed; after tasting the intrigue of power, she couldn't return to the life of an ordinary person.


    "A trade-off, each taking what they need," Charles wasn't particularly concerned.


    Evelyn patted her son's shoulder, feeling somewhat reassured, "You already have a lot. You're still young; take your time. Mom's going back to the country tomorrow. I can't stay here too long. Our ETA merger negotiations are at a crucial stage!"


  




  Chapter 380: NFL Team Owner


  

    As the Cannes International Film Festival ended, Manchester United won the Champions League final against Chelsea in a penalty shootout to lift the trophy.


    However, Charles took Lin Chi-ling, who had just attended the closing ceremony of the Cannes Film Festival, to Paris for a few days and then flew directly back to Miami at the end of the month.


    The reason was, the Miami Dolphins owner Wayne Huizenga finally agreed to sell the team!


    Charles offered $1 billion in cash, which smelled sweeter than the $1.1 billion offer from real estate magnate Steve Ross of the Vornado Realty Trust, who couldn't offer cash.


    Charles finally became an NFL team owner in North America, and a big market like Miami no less.


    The Miami Herald first reported the biggest acquisition in North American sports so far, a $1 billion deal, marking the first time a North American team was valued over $1 billion.


    The New York Times: "Charles Capet's CSE Group showed its teeth again after acquiring the Premier League champion club Arsenal last year!"


    The Wall Street Journal: "The Hollywood entertainment magnate is becoming a sports tycoon too!"


    In Charles's big mansion on Jupiter Island in West Palm Beach, Miami, he chatted with Miami Dolphins president Tom Garfinkel.


    "A lot of land surrounds the Dolphin Stadium in Miami Gardens, which could be fully utilized. My idea is to build a new rehabilitation center, training base, and business executive center. 


    Currently, there are significant issues with the execution at Dolphin Stadium; the ticketing and management departments are too far from the field, and the training base being at Nova Southeastern University's training grounds is not as comfortable as having our own. 


    My goal is a metropolitan complex comprising the club headquarters, rehabilitation center, training base, and commercial plaza, hotels, and office buildings!"


    Tom Garfinkel listened to Charles's words, "These investments must be considerable, right?"


    "They're manageable. At least we need headquarters and a training base first. The rehabilitation center can be cooperatively established with medical institutions, not exclusively for the team.


    The commercial center, hotel, and office buildings can also be developed with real estate groups. The Dolphin Stadium area is about 200 acres, with the stadium taking up less than 30 acres.


    I will invest at least $100 million in this stadium-centered complex. Naming rights and tourism would easily cover the costs!"


    The Miami Dolphins were bottom-tier then; improving their performance needed to be expedited. Miami had hosted several Super Bowls, and the January or early February sunshine was very appealing for the game.


    The Super Bowl venue for the 2009 season had already been decided to be at Dolphin Stadium, taking place at the Miami Dolphins' home ground in early 2010.


    Before the 2009 season started, Charles aimed to secure a naming sponsor for the stadium, which had only been called Dolphin Stadium since 2006.


    "Prepare well for this season. We still have time before September when the season starts. Do a great job in recruiting new players!"


    Tom Garfinkel's heart was still racing when he left Charles's villa; Charles Capet was much more generous than Wayne Huizenga.


    After Tom Garfinkel left, Charles went to the pool behind the villa, where Lin Chi-ling was lying comfortably on a deck chair, enjoying the sunshine.


    Charles sat down next to her and kissed her on the cheek, "How come you're not out shopping? Don't you like Miami?"


    "I've already explored quite a lot in Paris, spent a few more days in Miami, and it's been over half a month since I left. I suppose it's time to head back!" Lin Chi-ling had seen the lifestyle of the super-rich during this period, and it was indeed grand.


    ...


    After the European Cup ended, Charles needed to focus on Arsenal's player transfers before the summer season in North America ended.


    After Lin Chi-ling flew back from Miami, Charles returned to New York and attended the premiere of 27 Dresses on June 11.


    The nationwide release of 27 Dresses in North America was on Friday, June 13.


    "Naomi Watts is pregnant; her belly is already showing. We need to replace the female lead in The Proposal," director Anne Fletcher explained to Charles in the theater's lounge.


  




  Chapter 381: Chapter 381


  

    In the evening, after the premiere of 27 Dresses, Charles Capet took Odette Annable and Blake Lively back to his luxurious villa in the Upper East Side.


    Gossip Girl turned Odette Annable and Blake Lively into fashion darlings, boosting their endorsements and advertisements.


    In May this year, the two also attended the charity gala at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York as guests!


    That night was incredible for Charles, being pampered by Queen S and Queen B. However, Odette Annable had to film a new movie, and Blake Lively had to promote hers, so they were really busy.


    ...


    On Sunday evening, on the third floor of Charles's villa in the Upper East Side of Manhattan, the TV in the hall was broadcasting financial news. Ivanka was sitting next to Charles on the sofa.


    "Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi called for a second round of economic stimulus."


    "Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson said the U.S. financial markets were slowly recovering from the credit crunch, and although the worst of the credit crisis might be over, it would take several more months to fully resolve the market issues."


    "The House of Representatives passed a bill to establish a $300 billion mortgage insurance fund and provide billions of dollars in additional aid to homeowners."


    "In the New York Stock Exchange, General Motors' stock price dropped below $10 today, closing at the lowest price since September 2, 1954."


    "Lehman Brothers, the fourth-largest investment bank in the U.S., faced a severe financial crisis!"


    The dire economic situation really caught the U.S. government off guard.


    "You know John Paulson? He's the king of hedge funds on Wall Street now. He made almost $4 billion last year," Ivanka said enviously.


    John Paulson made a huge profit by shorting risky CDOs and buying cheap CDSs through his Paulson Fund!


    "Of course, I know. John Paulson and five other fund managers made so much money during the subprime crisis that they were invited to Washington, D.C. for a talk," Charles smiled.


    Charles also earned a lot, but mainly from the European and Japanese markets by aggressively shorting the two housing giants. Otherwise, he would have been invited to Washington too.


    However, very few people knew how much Charles really made, as it was challenging to track the joint actions of the Cayman Islands accounts and dozens of companies.


    Lily Ying had moved her base to Hong Kong, likely because she was too overwhelmed by the magnitude of the situation.


    With the dollar still low, Charles bought over $17 billion worth of U.S. Treasury bonds for $5.8 billion. Once the dollar strengthened, these Treasury bonds would be highly sought after.


    Ivanka certainly did not know about many of Charles's investments, but she was surprised by his recent acquisition of the NFL team, the Miami Dolphins.


    One Worldwide Plaza building on 56th Street in Midtown Manhattan was already a significant move!


    "Charles, your acquisition of the Miami Dolphins is so enviable," Ivanka said, hugging Charles's arm tightly.


    Her ample chest made Charles feel very comfortable. 


    Charles held Ivanka tightly and placed her on his lap, "Do you like football? We can watch the game in the stadium suite together!"


    "Sure, my father owns a large estate in Mar-a-Lago, Miami," Ivanka said as she initiated a kiss with Charles.


    ...


    Meanwhile, in a restaurant in Hollywood, Los Angeles, Anne Fletcher was discussing The Proposal with actress Sandra Bullock!


    Sandra Bullock, 44, shot to fame after Speed with Keanu Reeves in 1994.


    Then, she hit a rough patch with some flop movies, so she started her own production company, Fortis Films. In the millennium, she found success with the Miss Congeniality series and later participated in the well-received Crash.


    Sandra Bullock, with many acclaimed works, was a big star. However, she fell into a slump again after Crash, with several undesirable movies.


    Sandra Bullock laughed, "When I saw the script, I was surprised. I wondered if the role suited me because it seemed like a story about an older woman forcing a young boy to marry her. I'm 44 now, and dating a guy in his twenties feels a bit weird."


    Anne Fletcher laughed, "We cast Ryan Reynolds as the male lead. He's 32, so it won't look so mismatched!"


    Sandra Bullock nodded, "If it's Ryan Reynolds, I do feel a bit more at ease."


    "There's a scene where you and Ryan Reynolds bump into each other naked. Do you need any special preparations for that?" Anne Fletcher asked. This kind of scene always required the actress's opinion.


    Sandra Bullock shook her head, "That scene is very comedic and doesn't show any explicit parts, so it's not a problem!"


    "I'll make sure Ryan Reynolds takes good care of you," Anne Fletcher was pleased with Sandra Bullock's response.


    "Thanks. Nowadays, no actor would refuse a movie from Capet Pictures. Anne, you said even Charles Capet thinks highly of me. I surely won't let you down," Sandra Bullock said, needing to return to the public's eye as her love life and career had both seen setbacks. 


    In 2005, she married her boyfriend, Jesse James, a TV reality star who repeatedly betrayed her, causing her much trouble.


    For the past few years, both love and career were challenging for her, and a high-grossing movie was crucial.


    Anne Fletcher was thrilled. Her second movie, 27 Dresses, was currently in theaters, and now her third film was about to start shooting. Once the lead actress was confirmed, the pre-production work was complete.


    Next, they just needed to find filming locations, report to Capet Pictures, and start shooting!


  




  Chapter 382: Summer


  

    After the opening of 27 Dresses, its North American box office reached $25 million in the first weekend, which was quite good for a romantic comedy with a budget of less than $30 million.


    In Capet Pictures' office on Greenwich Street, Manhattan, Charles was sitting in his chair, paying attention to the summer releases of various companies.


    Capet Pictures' Thor had a North American box office of over $100 million and a global box office of over $200 million. Although it couldn't compete with Iron Man, its reception was quite good, and it was sufficient to warrant a sequel.


    Meanwhile, Warner Bros.'s blockbuster Speed Racer grossed $43 million in North America and $93 million worldwide, a total flop.


    Released in mid-May, Disney's blockbuster The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian now had a North American box office of over $100 million but found it difficult to break $150 million.


    The most impressive was Paramount's release of Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull. Directed by Steven Spielberg, this reboot sequel was released in late May with an opening performance of $100 million in North America. In less than a month, it grossed over $200 million in North America and more than $400 million worldwide!


    On the last day of May, Warner Bros.'s movie version of Sex and the City opened with a North American box office of $57 million. Half a month after its release, its North American box office surpassed $100 million, and the overseas market also exceeded $200 million. Warner Bros. had made a significant comeback.


    Last week, DreamWorks Animation's Kung Fu Panda had an opening North American box office of $60 million. In ten days, its North American box office reached over $100 million, with overseas earnings also exceeding $200 million!


    Released concurrently with 27 Dresses, 20th Century Fox's disaster film The Happening had a North American opening weekend box office of $30 million.


    Indian-American director M. Night Shyamalan, who rose to fame with supernatural horrors like The Sixth Sense, Signs, and The Village, was among Hollywood's favorite directors.


    Unfortunately, his 2006 film Lady in the Water, which cost $70 million to make, was a box office disaster. This year's sci-fi disaster film The Happening had a budget of less than $50 million!


    The North American box office market in May was extremely hot, with successful low-budget comedy films like What Happens in Vegas from 20th Century Fox, which earned $80 million in North America and $150 million globally with a budget of just $35 million.


    The box office appeal of the sexy actress Cameron Diaz could still withstand the test!


    "Indeed, during an economic crisis, the movie market tends to thrive," Charles sighed. There was nothing they could do about it. Watching movies was a low-cost consumption for developed countries.


    "Boss, but we had a hundred-day screenwriters' strike earlier this year. It will definitely impact the films in the fourth quarter and the first half of next year," Phyllis Jones reminded him from the side.


    "This Friday, Warner Bros. is releasing a remake of an early TV show, Get Smart, starring Anne Hathaway and Steve Carell.


    Next Friday, two films are coming out: the action blockbuster Wanted, starring Angelina Jolie, and Pixar's 3D animated feature WALL-E. 


    This summer is going to be awesome!"


    Charles nodded and then looked at the films to be released in July. Sony Columbia's Hancock would be released on July 2nd, and Hellboy II: The Golden Army on July 11th.


    Warner Bros.'s The Dark Knight and Capet Pictures' Mamma Mia! were both set for release on July 18th.


    On July 25th, 20th Century Fox's The X-Files: I Want to Believe would hit theaters!


    On August 1st, Universal would release The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor.


    ...


    Soon after, the new project The Proposal was confirmed to star Ryan Reynolds and Sandra Bullock.


    Currently, Ryan Reynolds' wife was the Canadian singer Alanis Morissette, not Scarlett Johansson as in the parallel world!


    "Todd Phillips' new project looks pretty good," Charles handed a script from the table to Phyllis Jones.


    "The Hangover!" Phyllis Jones read it.


    The story was about three groomsmen and the groom, about to have a wedding, who had a wild bachelor party. The next day, they awoke to find that the groom was missing. So, they had to recall what happened the night before to find the groom and ensure the wedding went smoothly.


    Todd Phillips had directed comedy films like Road Trip and Starsky & Hutch and had co-written the hit 2006 comedy Borat.


    "This plot: a wild bachelor party on the eve of the wedding, waking up hungover with no memories and the groom missing. They have to solve the mystery to save their lives! " Phyllis Jones was familiar with such plots. Capet Pictures had produced many raunchy comedies, from Wedding Crashers to 27 Dresses, all about marriage and love.


    "Original scripts are rare now," Charles was now focusing on comic book adaptations as the company's flagship items!


    "This TV show idea is great, too. Modern Family, a mockumentary-style comedy about family life, which we can recommend to major networks," Charles was invested in TV production as well. The profits from hit TV shows were enormous, and this year, Capet Pictures had only produced one new show, Breaking Bad.


    Next year, they would have two new shows, The Walking Dead and Modern Family.


    Charles couldn't forget the rights to the novel A Song of Ice and Fire, but he couldn't convince George R.R. Martin, due to his high demands for the adaptation.


    First, the script had to satisfy him, and then the investment in the series!


    No wonder HBO took five or six years to launch the Game of Thrones series in the past. The author George R.R. Martin was indeed difficult.


    "How are the negotiations with DreamWorks and Paramount going?" Charles asked. After all, it was a film company managed by Steven Spielberg.


    "Negotiations are going well because the distribution contract between DreamWorks Animation and Paramount lasts until 2012. DreamWorks leaving Paramount won't affect them much," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "Steven Spielberg seems to be discussing a distribution deal with Disney, as the terms offered by Universal or 20th Century Fox aren't as good as Disney's!" Phyllis Jones knew this information.


    Charles took a sip of coffee and remarked, "He knows Jeffrey Katzenberg and Disney are like oil and water, yet he still turns to Disney?"


    "Indeed, business is business!"


    DreamWorks teaming up with Disney suggested a complete split from DreamWorks Animation.
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    For the situation involving DreamWorks and Paramount Pictures, Charles Capet didn't have much to say. After all, Steven Spielberg was someone who prioritized profit above all else, and working for Paramount was indeed difficult for him.


    After Phyllis Jones left Charles' office, Capet Pictures' COO, Michael Lynn, came in to talk about it.


    "Having Capet Pictures distribute for DreamWorks?" Charles listened to Michael Lynn's idea, and to say he wasn't interested would be a lie.


    But he shook his head and said, "It's tough. Spielberg's grand gestures are too much for us to handle, and for us, investing in DreamWorks has too low a return on investment!"


    Michael Lynn smiled wryly, "Charles, you can't use your standards to judge this. Your movie projects are just too phenomenal. However, we actually don't need other movie projects at the moment. We already have over ten planned movies for next year!"


    Charles nodded, "But, I heard that this collaboration with DreamWorks and Reliance Entertainment from India has another purpose for coming to Hollywood?"


    Reliance Entertainment wasn't just collaborating with Steven Spielberg; independent production companies of Brad Pitt, Leonardo DiCaprio, and Nicolas Cage were also in touch with Reliance Entertainment.


    Michael Lynn laughed, "Hollywood now needs Asian capital. The Indian movie market is very unique, with Hollywood films accounting for less than 10% of its market. Moreover, since 2005, the number of movies produced in India and shown in theaters annually exceeds 1,000. This year, our Slumdog Millionaire might make a mark in the Indian market!"


    In the 80s, Hollywood entered the blockbuster era with the introduction of VHS tapes and VCDs, dramatically increasing movie costs with a significant influx of Japanese capital.


    In the 90s, with the advent of DVDs, the movie industry got even hotter, attracting investments from Wall Street banks, insurance companies, and German capital.


    After the millennium, the German government continuously amended film fund tax relief laws to close loopholes. The internet bubble and 9/11 economic downturn fostered collective investments in Hollywood.


    Now, during another global financial crisis, with heavy losses in Europe and America, new Asian capital has caught Hollywood's eye. Indian, Chinese, and Middle Eastern investments are all potential targets.


    For Hollywood, this external capital represented gullible but wealthy investors, with Hollywood offering nothing but some illusory international hype in return.


    Charles sighed, "India's languages, races, and religious beliefs are too diverse, making it hard for foreign films to succeed."


    Bollywood movies are characterized by one word: variety.


    "Our movies distributed in India are also handled by local companies. But India is a huge market with over a billion people," Michael Lynn reminded him.


    "Stick to the old method. Sign exclusive distribution deals with local distributors in different regions. As for developing Indian local films, we'll consider it if the opportunity arises." 


    If there's another film like Slumdog Millionaire, it would definitely be worth developing.


    "But, Capet Entertainment is very welcoming of Indian capital!"


    Upon hearing this, Michael Lynn exchanged smiles with Charles.


    Hollywood's accounting skills made even Wall Street accountants feel inferior. Foreign investors practically never came out unscathed.


    What they needed was international renown, to leverage Hollywood's global influence to expand their brand value. Being credited in Hollywood films was what they sought!


    As for the rest, they shouldn't overthink; profitable areas wouldn't seek them out.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles attended a business cocktail party at the Plaza Hotel.


    Charles, with the seductive Ivanka Trump on his arm, was having a great conversation with Steven Ross, chairman of Vornado Realty Trust.


    "Congratulations, Charles. Wayne finally sold the Miami Dolphins to you," Steven Ross said. He wasn't particularly interested in the Dolphins themselves; his main aim was to develop real estate around Dolphin Stadium.


    But a billion dollars in cash? No way to compete!


    "Mr. Ross, I'm planning to build an urban entertainment complex in Miami Gardens, with the Miami Dolphins as a brand booster. We could work together on that!" Charles had his own real estate company, and Dawn Investments, under Capet Capital, had a Dawn Realty company.


    Steven Ross nodded, "That's a good proposal!"


    The two clinked their glasses.


    "Spent a billion to buy the Miami Dolphins and Dolphin Stadium; another billion on One Worldwide Plaza!"


    After Steven Ross left, Ivanka clung to Charles's arm a bit tighter, "So, what's next on your agenda?"


    Charles shook his head, "Don't know yet, we'll see how things turn out!"


    Shorting the real estate market, Charles made more than 12 billion dollars in profits, with $5 billion given to Lily Ying to buy U.S. Treasuries. After spending another billion, he still had nearly $6 billion left.


    Previously, Charles had borrowed PS1 billion from British banks for two years of short-term loans to acquire Arsenal and for Lily Ying to buy U.S. Treasuries for the first time.


    Now, over PS50 million remained in CSE Group's account, reserved for Arsenal's summer transfers and loan interest repayment.


    After all, Arsenal had won the Premier League this year and signed new sponsorship deals, significantly boosting their revenues. Moreover, Charles had repaid Arsenal's PS200 million debt earlier, so Arsenal wasn't short of money.


    Charles wasn't going to keep U.S. dollars on hand. The nearly $6 billion in cash would definitely be spent, but not in Europe.


    Charles was waiting for the U.S. stock market to continue sinking for a good buy.


    When the dollar surged, Charles could directly convert U.S. Treasuries into dollars, so he wouldn't lack dollars to buy U.S. stocks at the bottom.
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    This time, the cocktail party held at The Plaza Hotel attracted many big names:


    Bernard Madoff, Chairman of Madoff Investment Securities;


    John Thain, Chairman and CEO of Merrill Lynch;


    John Mack, Chairman and CEO of Morgan Stanley;


    Vikram Pandit, CEO of Citigroup.


    Charles Capet was holding Ivanka Trump by the waist. He recognized these Wall Street titans and couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction seeing their worried faces.


    Ivanka softly asked Charles, "Mr. Madoff's investment firm achieved a return of 8% last year. Aren't you interested, Charles?"


    Bernard Madoff often hosted charity dinners in Palm Beach, Florida, inviting many investors to participate in the events.


    The Trump family frequently vacationed at Mar-a-Lago in Miami and had attended Madoff's events, so they knew each other.


    Charles just shook his head with a smile. "Do I need someone else to manage my investments?"


    He looked at the back of Bernard Madoff, who had just left the scene. Did this 70-year-old man still want Charles to invest in his fund?


    Charles pondered that the fraud at Madoff Investment Securities might soon be exposed. Many investors were in need of cash to solve their business problems, and they should be retrieving their funds from Madoff's.


    "You're right," Ivanka agreed that Charles did not need anyone else to plan his investments.


    "Kushner Companies had invested $50 million in Madoff's firm, but buying the 555 Madison Avenue building was a complete failure!" Ivanka was concerned. She used to think Jared Kushner was a capable person, but now she saw him as a total failure.


    All these years, Jared hadn't achieved anything except criticizing the judge and prosecutor who sent his father to prison.


    Looking at Charles again, although he had a less privileged background, his abilities were far superior. The difference was too stark.


    Charles, oblivious to Ivanka's thoughts, was thinking about whether he could make something out of the Ponzi scheme at Madoff Investment.


    It seemed none of his friends had invested in Madoff's fund. Madoff's clients mostly comprised European banks, funds, American state government pension plans, and wealthy Jews.


    "Palm Beach Country Club, a famous high-end Jewish private club, brought a lot of business to Madoff. Previously, people approached Madoff Fund for investments. Now, Bernard Madoff had to solicit clients himself!" Charles remarked, patting Ivanka's shoulder. "Did your family invest in his fund?"


    Ivanka shook her head, "No, my father doesn't have much cash flow and isn't very interested in financial investments."


    No investment, no problem. Charles checked his watch; it was getting late. Time to head back.


    "Let's go straight to the Citadel Center; it's just a few blocks away," Charles said.


    Ivanka nodded. "I need to head to the restroom. Wait for me in the lobby."


    In the reception area of the banquet hall, Charles sat on the sofa, bored, resting his head on his hand.


    "Mr. Capet!"


    "Oh, you are...?" Charles was surprised to see the familiar face.


    "I'm Elon Musk. Marvel Studios filmed some scenes for Iron Man at my factory," Elon Musk explained.


    "Now I remember. SpaceX, Tesla Motors, nice!" Charles shook hands with Elon Musk, realizing he'd forgotten about this genius.


    "I heard your company launched a rocket. How is Tesla Motors doing?" Charles asked.


    Elon Musk smiled awkwardly, "All three rocket launches failed, and Tesla is facing bankruptcy! I came to New York seeking funding."


    Charles paused, then patted Elon's shoulder. "I believe in you. Come by my foundation's office in the next few days. I'll support your electric car project. It's crucial for human energy and the environment!"


    Elon Musk looked at Charles with wide eyes, very excited. "Thank you so much. The financial crisis has hit the auto industry hard."


    It was understandable that Tesla faced a crisis. This year, America's Big Three automakers - General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler - also had big problems. Declining sales and cash flow issues made them consider bankruptcy reorganization.


    After parting ways with Elon Musk, Charles felt somewhat nostalgic. With increasing status and wealth, he had lost the drive to follow many familiar companies and celebrities.


    Faced with Tesla nearing bankruptcy, Charles decided to take action!


    The Plaza Hotel was just three blocks from the Citadel Center. Charles and Ivanka quickly arrived at his luxury residence on the 66th floor.


    "Honey, what are you thinking about? You've been deep in thought since we were in the car," Ivanka asked, snuggling up to Charles on the sofa, whispering in his ear.


    "Nothing much, just met an interesting person in the hotel lobby," Charles smiled as Ivanka helped him take off his jacket.


    Elon Musk indeed was an interesting person.


    "More interesting than me?" Ivanka stood up and took off her dress, revealing her perfect 32D figure.


    "Of course not," Charles pulled the lady into his arms and kissed her 32D!


    Before long, Charles was enjoying Ivanka's service on the sofa.


    Charles took out his phone and called Dona Williams, asking her to come to New York to handle the Tesla investment.


    "Sure, I'll catch a flight back tonight," Dona Williams said.


    After hanging up, Charles pulled Ivanka off the floor, nudging her to lean on the sofa with her hands. "Sweetheart, I'm coming in..."


    Ivanka rolled her eyes at Charles but obediently got into position as the knight made his charge from behind.


    Tesla would be another unicorn in Charles' future investment portfolio!
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    Tesla's market value was less than $500 million at the time, but due to the financial crisis, its debts were high. Elon Musk was very pleased with Charles Capet's investment and support.


    Dona Williams quickly negotiated the investment ratio with Tesla after returning to New York. The Capet Fund secured 22% of Tesla's shares with $100 million in cash.


    This was Tesla's Series E funding round, and the major contributor was Elon Musk himself, who had already invested $55 million into Tesla by then!


    ...


    In late June, Charles returned to Los Angeles from New York, around the same time Thor's North American box office earnings exceeded $150 million, with overseas earnings also crossing 200 million.


    Marvel Studios held a celebration banquet at the Chateau Marmont in West Hollywood. Achieving a global box office of over $350 million using relatively unknown actors was undeniably a success.


    "This approach is correct. Thor 2 is also set to release in 2010," Kevin Feige was now in awe of Charles, acknowledging that this defined Marvel Studios' operational strategy.


    "Starting next year, Marvel Studios will release two movies annually, with The Avengers series featuring in-between. Let's see how DC Entertainment tries to shake our Marvel Universe," Charles chuckled.


    "Warner Brothers' The Dark Knight is really popular this year. Christopher Nolan's 2005 Batman Begins started off strong," Kevin Feige was very focused on Warner Brothers' adaptations of DC Comics.


    "Warner Brothers' reboot of Watchmen is a non-traditional superhero theme. It started filming last year and releases next year!"


    Watchmen had quite a following. Zack Snyder, after directing 300 for Capet Pictures, became a big name. 


    DC Comics had several sub-brand comic companies producing titles like Constantine, V for Vendetta, Red, Watchmen, Jonah Hex, and Road to Perdition.


    "Is there any news on George Miller's Justice League project? Did Warner Brothers abandon it?" Charles asked.


    "After last year's writers' strike, I heard Warner Brothers shelved it. With Christopher Nolan's Batman being so successful, Warner Brothers is hesitant to cast another actor as Batman," Kevin Feige explained.


    Charles laughed, "Christopher Nolan's portrayal of Batman doesn't really fit into a team dynamic. He's already a Dark Knight!"


    The plot of Batman Begins was indeed deep, and Nolan's Batman trilogy had a high tone.


    Unlike Marvel Studios' positioning, which was more about family-friendly blockbusters with lots of special effects, focused on spectacle rather than plot!


    After chatting with Kevin Feige, Charles found his mother.


    "Look, I've made two more newcomers famous for you. Chris Hemsworth and Tom Hiddleston are becoming known!" Charles said, glancing at Chris Hemsworth and Tom Hiddleston in the distance.


    Evelyn smiled, "You seem to like French actresses quite a bit, don't you? Eva Green, Marion Cotillard?"


    "They are cheap, obedient, and compared to American, Australian, and British actresses, they need opportunities more!" Charles wasn't running a charity, but with their talent and looks, if they were affordable, of course, he'd use them.


    "It helps Capet Entertainment's international market as well," Evelyn Capet knew her son's ambitions were significant.


    "This is all small stuff. By the way, has Hillary decided to drop out of the presidential race? The Democrats should be selecting their candidate soon, right?" Charles was curious about Obama's presidential campaign.


    "It's decided. At the Democratic National Convention next month, they will nominate Obama. Hillary will announce her withdrawal at the end of this month," Evelyn whispered.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Hollywood support really has its effects. Hillary's reach due to Bill Clinton's political resources is truly impressive!"


    "Obama's attitude toward Silicon Valley is better than toward Hollywood. Aren't you worried?" Evelyn reminded him.


    "What should I be worried about? Can America do without Silicon Valley but not without Hollywood?" Charles scoffed.


    "Right now, the main focus is the Internet Copyright Revision Act. It's a significant point of contention between Silicon Valley and Hollywood; Congress won't dare to favor either side. Hollywood can be frightening when united. The Internet Copyright Revision Act has to pass, or companies like Google and Facebook will keep taking advantage of us!"


    Hollywood wanted Congress to pass this act to secure its copyright interests, while Silicon Valley opposed it, hoping to continue using some Hollywood film clips to attract traffic.


    "By the way, the two Democratic Senators from California, Dianne Feinstein and Barbara Boxer, are getting old. Do you have any ideas?" Evelyn reminded him again.


    Dianne Feinstein and Barbara Boxer had both been elected in 1992. This was their third term, with each term lasting six years.


    Dianne Feinstein was 75 and Barbara Boxer 68, but the American Congress had many members in their seventies and eighties.


    Unless there was a significant event, it was tough to replace them!


    "I have funded Dianne Feinstein before. As for Barbara Boxer, I'm not close to her. This year I will push Dianne Feinstein to become the California Democratic Party Chair. 


    If Barbara Boxer, who is 68, supports my candidate in replacing her as the next California Senator in two years, I will fully support her replacing the current Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi. Nancy Pelosi would then remain the Democratic leader in the House of Representatives!"


    Charles didn't like Barbara Boxer but disliked Nancy Pelosi even more. He planned to push Barbara Boxer further into Washington, as she was already well-known within the Democratic Party and had more seniority than Nancy Pelosi.


    The downside was, Barbara Boxer was famously seen as one of the dumbest senators, making headlines before!


    Charles looked at his mother, "You know how much work I've put into Obama's presidential campaign. He has to give me the due rewards, and Obama wouldn't care whether the Speaker of the House is Nancy Pelosi or Barbara Boxer. They're both left-wing representatives within the Democratic Party."


    Nancy Pelosi had been a California Congresswoman before becoming a House Representative. Barbara Boxer replacing her would be a perfect transition.


    "Alright, I will discuss this with Arianna Huffington," Evelyn hadn't realized her son was already so deeply involved in politics.
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    Charles left the celebration party for Thor before it even ended. He wanted to leave with Eva Green, but as the female lead of Thor, it wasn't appropriate for her to leave so early.


    Charles had heard that Britney Spears, upon returning to Los Angeles, went straight to her mansion in the Hollywood Hills.


    "Aren't you attending the celebration party?" Britney was already in bed, but Charles' phone call had left her wide awake.


    "Boring. Capet Pictures hold too many of these kinds of celebration parties," Charles said nonchalantly and sat himself on the sofa.


    "Hey, that's a cool statement!" Britney handed Charles a glass of water, sat next to him, and kissed him on the cheek.


    Britney's white silk nightgown subtly revealed her sexy figure.


    "I was going to find you tomorrow. You've just returned from New York," Britney, who had been traveling to various places earlier this year for her new album, finally returned to Los Angeles for a break.


    "What about the concert? Is it still happening?" Charles recalled hearing that Britney was planning a world tour earlier this year.


    Britney nodded, "Yes, but only about twenty shows starting in October. It's also a promotion for the new album. 


    This year, Capet Records has released many new albums. Newcomer Katy Perry's single last year was very well-received, and her first album released recently is selling very well.


    Another newcomer, Lady Gaga, wrote a song for me last year. This January, her single Just Dance became a number one hit in seven countries. Her first studio album will be released in August!"


    Charles chuckled and pulled Britney onto his lap, "And what about Taylor Swift, who really likes you? Her first album sold very well, didn't it? It went five times platinum!"


    "Taylor, huh? I performed with her on New Year's Eve. Last year, she released three singles and was nominated for Best New Artist at the 50th Grammy Awards. This year, she's preparing her second album," Britney said with a smile.


    "That girl is getting taller and taller, like a Victoria's Secret model!" Britney said, raising her hands to indicate height.


    "She wasn't short two years ago," Charles said, stroking Britney's thigh.


    "She's about 180 cm now, much taller than before," Britney, who is only 163 cm, noted the significant height difference.


    "Anyway, you're still the top singer at Capet Records," Charles said, kissing Britney deeply.


    Responding to his kiss, Britney smiled after they parted, "My new album isn't ordinary. The shooting went very well!"


    "You've been to a lot of places?" Charles teased.


    "Of course, I went to the scenic mountainous areas, which is what I wanted," Britney replied.


    "Let's go rest," Charles said before taking Britney to the bedroom.


    ...


    In late June, the 2008 UEFA European Championship knockout stage was underway in Austria and Switzerland. Although David Beckham had joined the Major League Soccer, soccer still didn't hold much appeal in the United States.


    Meanwhile, Hollywood's film companies were fiercely competing for the summer box office!


    At Charles' seaside villa in Santa Monica Palisades, Anne Hathaway, who hadn't seen Charles for a while, had specially come over for a delightful evening.


    Sitting on Charles's lap, Anne Hathaway panted, "It's crazy. That guy is really a con artist!"


    "Huh?" Charles was confused, "Dear, what are you talking about?"


    "Charles, do you remember my manager introduced me to an Italian businessman in '04?" Anne said. "Raffaello Follieri. He got sent to prison this year. Thank God I met you back then, or I don't know what would have happened!"


    Anne Hathaway shuddered with fear. She had been stunned when her manager told her the news.


    Back then, she had quite a good impression of Raffaello Follieri. If it weren't for Charles' intervention, things could have turned out very differently.


    "Oh, I thought it was something serious. It was years ago. Looks like your manager kept in touch with that guy all this time," Charles said, not really interested. After all, he was more into Anne Hathaway's body.


    After a while, Anne Hathaway lay down in Charles' arms, "Charles, we've been together for four years now. Are you bored with me?"


    "What are you thinking? No, I've always liked you," Charles said, squeezing her chest.


    "But you like so many women," Anne Hathaway sighed, "I want to get married after thirty!"


    "Stop overthinking. When you meet the right person, just marry them. You know me; I'm not into the whole marriage concept," Charles said casually.


    "You... really..." Anne Hathaway bit him playfully on his shoulder and smiled, "You're perfect in every way, except you're too much of a flirt. But the happiness you bring is hard to give up!"


    Charles whispered in her ear, "So, if you're satisfied, but I'm not, what should I do?"


    Anne Hathaway hesitated, feeling Charles' condition. It was indeed a troublesome kind of happiness, and she laughed, "I'm going to suffer again!"


    "Come on, then! Otherwise, who knows when it'll end!" Charles urged.


    "Looks like I should make you tire out your energy first next time!" Anne Hathaway said, diving under the covers.
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    Anne Hathaway was in Los Angeles promoting her action-comedy movie Get Smart, which grossed $38 million in North America over its opening weekend.


    She planned to attend promotional events in Miami, New York, and other cities, so her stay in Los Angeles was brief.


    After spending two days with Charles Capet, Anne Hathaway left with her legs somewhat wobbly.


    In a beachfront villa on Colonial Avenue, Malibu Beach, this was a property Evelyn Capet acquired earlier this year.


    Evelyn invited Charles over, and there was another guest, Miky Lee, the chairperson of South Korea's CJ Entertainment Group.


    CJ Group, originally known as Samsung Sugar, was founded by the eldest granddaughter of Samsung's founder Lee Byung-chul, Miky Lee, the eldest daughter of Lee Myung-hee.


    Due to internal strife within Samsung, the eldest son Lee Myung-hee, who couldn't get his act together, was ousted by his third brother, Lee Kun-hee, who then became the chairperson of Samsung Group.


    Lee Myung-hee's family received Samsung Sugar, which was later renamed CJ Group. CJ Entertainment, a subsidiary of CJ Group, is now South Korea's largest entertainment group.


    Samsung Group's key industries include Samsung Fire & Marine Insurance, Samsung Electronics, Samsung Fisheries, and Samsung Heavy Industries, among others.


    After Samsung Sugar was rebranded as CJ Group, the business focus shifted to entertainment, with Miky Lee overseeing CJ Entertainment while her brother led CJ Group.


    "Ms. Lee, you're very interested in the film and media sector, right?" Charles sat across from Miky Lee. CJ Group's complicated relationship with Samsung was evident.


    Miky Lee, who was about fifty, short and stout, smiled and explained, "I've always been passionate about the entertainment fields, including movies, TV, and music. This time, through Evelyn's introduction, we'd like to explore collaboration between Capet Pictures and CJ Entertainment in the Korean market!"


    Of course, Miky Lee understood that CJ Entertainment didn't have the credentials to form a deeper partnership with Capet Pictures.


    "The Korean market?" Charles tapped the table. CJ Entertainment could undoubtedly dominate Korea, but in the international market, it was just a small fish.


    "Has the DreamWorks investment ended?" Charles suddenly inquired.


    In the 1990s, after David Geffen, Steven Spielberg, and Jeffrey Katzenberg formed DreamWorks, the largest investment they received was from Paul Allen, co-founder of Microsoft, and Miky Lee of CJ Entertainment.


    Afterwards, DreamWorks' film distribution rights in Asia, except Japan, were given to CJ Entertainment.


    "When Paramount acquired DreamWorks at the end of 2005, our collaboration ended, but due to our long-term partnership, we still handle the Korean distribution of DreamWorks' live-action films," Miky Lee candidly admitted.


    Hollywood wasn't interested in Korean films but rather in Korean capital, which allowed CJ Entertainment to invest in DreamWorks back then.


    Currently, Capet Pictures surpassed DreamWorks in film and television production and global distribution channels.


    Miky Lee treated Capet Pictures with the same respect she had for the big six Hollywood studios.


    "CJ Entertainment owns TV channels, theaters, and various media businesses, and they also have strong production capabilities. Korea is indeed an important market internationally, so we do have potential for collaboration," Charles noted. 


    Capet International Pictures had a distribution office in Korea, set up by Xu Xiaoling.


    "At that time, you can discuss production, distribution, or other aspects with Capet International Pictures' Asia-Pacific region head," Charles added.


    Miky Lee nodded. Meeting Charles Capet through Evelyn's introduction was already enough; she hadn't expected him to take special interest in the Korean film market.


    "How did you connect with Korean capital?" Charles asked his mother after Miky Lee left.


    "ETA and BIN, we need to control the new company's initiative. TPG Capital, CJ Entertainment, and Sequoia Capital were the investors we chose, and CJ Entertainment is significant in Asia. They have a talent agency managing many Korean artists!" Evelyn explained directly.


    Charles nodded. "CJ's business scope in the Korean entertainment industry is broad, and being part of the Samsung system, their influence in Korea is immense."


    "Your Capet International Pictures is expanding into overseas markets, right? Europe aside, Japan and China in Asia have their local films, but the Korean film market is now double that of China. Doesn't Capet International Pictures have any other plans?" Evelyn didn't believe her son would overlook one of the world's top ten international markets.


    "No specific plans at the moment. We're still focusing on promoting Hollywood films, as developing local movies has a low success rate," Charles didn't want Capet Pictures to invest too much effort in local film development.


    Evelyn nodded. "True, as long as you build a good international distribution network, you'll have continuous revenue!"


    Introducing Miky Lee to Charles Capet was already a big step; Capet Pictures was now an international entertainment conglomerate!


    Charles Capet was a major Hollywood mogul, not someone who could be met casually.


    While the intense summer season in June captivated audiences, the executive changes at Time Warner Group also caught significant media attention.


    Time Warner Group's first African American Chairman, Richard Parsons, resigned from his CEO position last year and recently stepped down as Chairman.


    Jeff Bewkes, Chairman of Time Warner Entertainment and Network Division, succeeded Parsons as CEO and Chairman of the group.


    Richard Parsons retained his position on the board of directors, and the executive changes at Time Warner Group drew substantial attention.


    As the world's largest entertainment media conglomerate by market value, Time Warner's moves were highly scrutinized.
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    By the end of June, the 2008 UEFA European Championship took place in Austria and Switzerland. In the final match, Spain narrowly defeated Germany by one goal to take the championship.


    27 Dresses had been in theaters for over half a month and grossed over $60 million in North America alone. The international markets where it was released later surpassed $50 million!


    Director Anne Fletcher started preparing her next film, The Proposal. It's true what they say, "When it rains, it pours."


    In a luxurious home in the Westlake Village area north of Los Angeles, Charles Capet embraced Scarlett Johansson as they sat on the couch watching sports news on TV.


    "This is just a replay!" Scarlett Johansson occasionally appeared courtside at NBA games, and the TV was broadcasting a replay of the 2008 NBA Draft held at Madison Square Garden in New York.


    "Yeah, it's a replay. I forgot to watch it the other day," Charles patted the lady in his arms.


    Looking at Derrick Rose, Kevin Love, and Russell Westbrook, Charles felt an even stronger desire to own an NBA club.


    The Seattle SuperSonics had picked Kevin Durant second overall last year and took Russell Westbrook with the fifth pick this year.


    Kevin Durant had already played one season in the league, appearing in 80 regular season games his rookie year. He averaged points, rebounds, assists, steals, and blocks per game, with a shooting percentage of 43%.


    He was named Western Conference Rookie of the Month five times and was ultimately selected for the All-Rookie First Team and named Rookie of the Year.


    In admiration, Charles glanced down again at the stunning woman in his lap. With her 32D bust, she definitely had the kind of allure that could make Kevin Durant exclaim he wanted to drink her bath water.


    Years ago, before Kevin Durant entered the league, Charles had already been mulling over whether to save some bathwater when bathing with Scarlett Johansson.


    "What's up?" Scarlett looked up and gave Charles a kiss. "Haven't you had enough after all these years?"


    "No, I just heard that last year's second overall pick is a fan of yours - the young guy picked by the SuperSonics!" Charles replied.


    "I've got lots of fans," Scarlett Johansson laughed. "But aren't the SuperSonics moving this year?"


    Charles nodded. "Yes, they're moving from Seattle, Washington to Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. Next season, there will be no Seattle SuperSonics, only the Oklahoma City Thunder!"


    From the 2005-06 to the 2006-07 season, Oklahoma City's Ford Center Arena served as the home court for the New Orleans Hornets for two seasons.


    New Orleans was severely damaged by Hurricane Katrina in 2005, forcing the Hornets to relocate for two years before returning last year.


    Oklahoma City spent millions of dollars renovating the Ford Center Arena to welcome the SuperSonics.


    "So, which team are you eyeing?" Scarlett Johansson, aware of Charles' dream of owning an NBA team, inquired.


    "Teams in Los Angeles would be ideal, but neither the Lakers nor the Clippers are for sale. The Knicks and the Heat are also good options, but their owners are wealthy too," Charles admitted. "I already own the Miami Dolphins, so wanting the Miami Heat isn't far-fetched, is it?"


    The owner of the Miami Heat is the head of Carnival Cruise Lines. Their family has owned the Heat for years!


    "Are there no other options?" Scarlett asked again.


    "Sure, but so far, no owners have shown any interest in selling. I guess I'll have to wait until the economic crisis hits harder," Charles replied.


    Charles was about to head to England and needed to keep an eye on Arsenal's summer transfers.


    "By the way, Mamma Mia! is premiering next month. It's releasing in Europe before North America, right?" Charles remembered that Scarlett Johansson was back to promote her film.


    "Yes," Scarlett nodded. "It will have its world premiere in London. It will be released in Europe a week before North America and then expand to a wider release. 


    By the way, Iron Man 2's scenes are wrapped. The movie is in post-production, and we'll just need to cooperate during promotions," she added.


    The effects-heavy Iron Man 2 would take around seven to eight months to complete. It was scheduled for release in the summer of next year, giving them ample time.


    Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen had started filming earlier, with plenty of special effects as well. Everything should be wrapped up around February or March of next year.


    The Incredible Hulk reboot was the latest, with a November release next year. That gave them plenty of time, too.


    "When are you heading to England?" Charles was ready to go soon.


    "As soon as I get word from the film crew. I have promotional events in several European cities before coming back to the U.S. for promotions," Scarlett explained. After promoting Mamma Mia!, she would dive right into promoting Vicky Cristina Barcelona.


    "Do you want to come with me first?" Charles kissed her cheek as he asked.


    Shaking her head, Scarlett replied, "I need to record in the studio. I'm releasing an album this year!"


    Charles rubbed his forehead, indeed remembering that Scarlett was planning to release an album this year. Almost forgot.


    "I'll have to stay in the U.S. to record the album when I'm not promoting movies. I can sing, you know!" Scarlett wrapped her arms around Charles's neck affectionately.


    "This year, a lot of artists from our record company are releasing albums," Charles acknowledged. Although he didn't consider Scarlett a professional singer, she was still capable of releasing an album.


    "Fine, once we get some free time, I'll take you abroad for a vacation," Scarlett said, kissing Charles on the ear.


    "You can even bring someone else to date with, you know I don't mind!"


    Charles sensed a hint of excitement in Scarlett's voice. He jokingly whispered in her ear, "What if it's not Keira or Eva?"


    "You can also ask Britney or Megan," Scarlett replied nonchalantly, climbing atop Charles.


    "As long as you don't mind dying in a woman's arms!"


    Immediately, Scarlett passionately kissed Charles, intense and fiery.


    Feeling Scarlett's kisses trailing down his neck, Charles pulled off her T-shirt, with Scarlett raising her arms to help.


    Once her T-shirt was off, Scarlett continued what she was doing, leading to her chest being completely freed. Charles then flipped her over onto the sofa...
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    In early July, Charles Capet flew directly from Los Angeles to London on a private jet.


    Sitting on the sofa and gazing out the plane window, Charles was lost in thought. The Time Warner Group had replaced its chairman and CEO.


    The slimming down of the entire Time Warner Group continued, with AOL seeking a buyer. Time Cable Company and Time Magazine Group were also up for sale.


    A few years prior, Warner Records and Warner Publishing Group had been sold. Time Warner's new focus was on content creation, distribution, and marketing, mainly in film and television.


    Kate Beckinsale picked up Charles at the airport and took him to her Notting Hill villa.


    In the morning, Charles woke up in bed and glanced at Kate Beckinsale beside him. He got up and walked to the window, drawing the curtains open.


    The weather in London in July was dry, and although the temperature was moderate, Charles didn't like the air quality.


    Kate Beckinsale's villa was a white, three-story townhouse with a good view that overlooked Hyde Park in the distance.


    After a while, Kate Beckinsale draped a blanket over Charles's shoulders. She herself also wrapped a blanket around her and walked over.


    "Babe, it's less than 20 degrees Celsius right now. It's even colder in the morning," Kate said, wrapping Charles in the blanket and rubbing his muscular body.


    "Thanks," Charles said, looking at Kate's rosy face. "Do many celebrities like living in Notting Hill because of its rich artistic atmosphere?"


    Emily Blunt's apartment was also in Notting Hill, and Kate's previous residence there wasn't this one.


    "Sort of. There are all kinds of people here, and it's very artistic," Kate Beckinsale laughed. "Of course, the annual carnival is the biggest draw!"


    "But the British climate can't compare to those Mediterranean countries like Spain and Italy," Charles really didn't like the UK.


    "So, want to go on a vacation to the Mediterranean? I've got nothing much to do recently," Kate Beckinsale loved being with Charles, both physically and emotionally.


    "I came here to follow Arsenal's summer transfers, so I might be a bit busy," Charles said, shaking his head with a smile.


    He reached out and touched the woman's face, then smoothed her long hair. "I still remember your look in Underworld!"


    "Don't you like Pepper Potts?" Kate Beckinsale said, shaking her orange hair, "I'm Iron Man's secretary!"


    "I love your leather outfit in Underworld; it showcased your figure perfectly," Charles said, pulling Kate Beckinsale onto the bed.


    "Underworld, seems like Sony's Screen Gems wants to continue the sequels. They have plenty of ideas for Underworld 4," Kate Beckinsale said, glancing at Charles. "What about you?"


    Charles shook his head. "No clue. The trilogy's story has concluded, and Len Wiseman's and my ideas have been realized. Continuing means they just want to exploit you as the lead actress!"


    Kate Beckinsale nodded. "My agent said the same. Plus, I saw the rough draft of Underworld 4, and it felt too half-baked."


    "Alright, I have to go to the Colney training ground. I'll be back for dinner with you!"


    After winning the Premier League title in May, Arsenal began working on player transfers.


    Goalkeeper Jens Lehmann moved to Stuttgart on a free transfer, while Flamini moved to AC Milan on a free transfer.


    Vice-captain Gilberto Silva transferred to Panathinaikos for PS2 million.


    Ben Turner joined newly-promoted Stoke City for PS4 million.


    With midfielder Diaby, Rosicky, Denilson, and defender Emmanuel Eboue leaving in the winter, Arsenal's rejuvenation continued.


    "Man City is really flipping things around. Do they want to empty out our Arsenal?" Charles asked during a meeting with the executives at Colney's training ground.


    Main striker Adebayor and defensive mainstays Kolo Toure and William Gallas were under consideration, while Senderos was of lesser concern to Charles.


    "Thaksin is selling Man City to the Abu Dhabi United Group. It's about to be announced. They're making offers for many players," David Dein explained nearby.


    "Yaya Toure, didn't Barca say he's up for grabs?" Charles said, raising a document.


    "Barcelona also wants our Alexander Hleb. Yaya Toure is priced at PS16 million, while Hleb is priced at PS13 million. We only need to add PS3 million to swap," David Dein explained.


    In 2006, Arsenal got PS5 million and William Gallas by trading Ashley Cole to Chelsea.


    Though Gallas's abilities were decent, he had disputes with Gilberto Silva over the captaincy and clashes with coach Arsene Wenger.


    With Gilberto Silva now gone, Arsenal didn't mind parting with Gallas, as they had better options on their recruitment list.


    "No further negotiations with Barcelona?" Charles asked, hoping for a direct swap.


    David Dein shook his head. "We've been negotiating forever!"


    "Mr. Wenger, what do you think?" Charles asked the head coach.


    Wenger thought for a moment and said, "This year's recruitments are numerous, if funds..."


    "Don't worry about funds. Do you want Yaya Toure?"


    Wenger nodded, looking at Charles; a few years ago, money would have sealed the deal.


    "David, do it. It's only PS3 million."


    Did Charles really care about that? Man City's future midfield core was worth it.


    "Samir Nasri, Marseille wants PS12 million, no negotiations. Sign him!"


    "Liverpool wants PS20 million for Xabi Alonso, and we've negotiated down to PS18 million. Hurry before they change their minds!"


    "Vincent Kompany from Hamburg is priced at PS7 million. Sign him! Even Man City has an eye on him, but we're the Premier League champions!"


    "Thiago Silva from Brazil is also good, and he's PS7.5 million."


    Charles quickly allocated around PS50 million for these transfers, and there were still a few more on the list.


    Man City, sorry, but not sorry!
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    In July, while leagues were busy filling gaps in their teams, Arsenal, the reigning Premier League champions, made the first move.


    Xabi Alonso, Yaya Toure, Thiago Silva, Vincent Kompany, and Samir Nasri cost Arsenal PS60.5 million.


    However, selling five players only brought in PS19 million.


    Arsenal's transfer spree didn't stop there; they also eyed Valencia's stars Juan Mata and David Silva, and after acquiring David Sanchez the previous year, they went for it again this year.


    Arsenal seemed to be forming a powerful trio like that of the Batclan.


    When Charles learned in mid-July that they secured these five players, he quickly started negotiations with Manchester City.


    The new Middle Eastern investors didn't attract many players. After seeing Kompany, Silva, and Toure sign with Arsenal, Charles felt the need to strengthen Manchester City.


    Defensive core Kolo Toure and William Gallas joined Manchester City for PS18 million and PS9 million, respectively, while midfielder Sane moved for PS3 million.


    Due to Neuer becoming Arsenal's main goalkeeper last season, Almunia, unwilling to be a backup, was sent to West Bromwich Albion for PS3 million.


    As for Arsenal's main striker Adebayor, who didn't accept the club's pay terms, Arsenal priced him at PS28.6 million, which Manchester City accepted.


    Arsenal's baffling moves left other Premier League clubs questioning how the champions lost so many key players.


    Later, Arsenal announced the PS12.5 million signing of Ajax striker Luis Suarez, who joined only last season.


    Additionally, Arsenal paid PS30 million for Valencia's Spanish midfield stars David Silva and Juan Mata.


    Arsenal's summer investment shocked all of Europe; the club, with its youthful storm, continued by signing eight players all in their twenties.


    However, Arsenal recouped PS80.6 million from player sales during the summer transfer window.


    "Manchester United bid PS22 million for Tottenham striker Dimitar Berbatov, but Tottenham rejected the offer. Berbatov himself expressed great dissatisfaction with Tottenham and wanted to join Manchester United."


    "Liverpool introduced Robbie Keane from Tottenham for PS21.6 million."


    "Pep Guardiola took over Barcelona's coaching position, with Deco and Ronaldinho transferring to Chelsea and Milan for EUR10 million and EUR25 million, respectively."


    "Alves transferred from Sevilla to Barcelona for EUR30 million."


    "AC Milan and Chelsea discussed bringing Shevchenko back to the San Siro Stadium!"


    With the Premier League and European league transfer markets open, the financial crisis year still saw significant spending.


    The Financial Times: "The Premier League leads in summer spending among all leagues."


    The Guardian: "Arsenal signed 13 players and let go of 14 this year!"


    The Daily Telegraph: "Manchester City, under new ownership by the Abu Dhabi consortium, witnessed Arsenal's main players leaving."


    The Sun: "New era for the Premier League with Middle Eastern tycoons and Hollywood moguls!"


    As last season's champions, Arsenal made significant transfers, while Manchester City, newly owned, didn't have much time to manage this year's transfers.


    Arsenal's core players confirmed their capabilities in the Premier League, ensuring team strength improvement upon joining.


    ...


    On July 18th, Mamma Mia! premiered in North America, earning $29 million in its opening weekend.


    However, many European regions started showing it on July 11th, and by July 21st, overseas market revenue had crossed $100 million!


    At Charles' villa in Knightsbridge, London, he lounged on a sofa, absorbed in reading news.


    Kate Beckinsale, holding some newspapers, sat beside Charles. "There's a lot of news about Arsenal; even Manchester City isn't as buzz-worthy as you guys."


    Charles put down his paper, pondering about Manchester City's bids. Atletico Madrid's main striker Aguero and AC Milan's Kaka were their targets. But just having taken ownership, they lacked finalized plans, and stars like them weren't keen on joining yet.


    "Abu Dhabi Investment Authority is rich. Look, I sold many players to them," Charles said nonchalantly, though selling Adebayor puzzled many fans.


    "Middle Eastern foundations, lots of oil!" Kate Beckinsale was delighted that Charles stayed in London for such a long time.


    "Indeed, oil wealth," Charles chuckled, recalling how Roman Abramovich also amassed riches through Siberian oil.


    "Oh, are you leaving London to travel with your daughter soon?" Charles inquired. Kate Beckinsale had an eight-year-old daughter.


    Kate nodded, "I went back to see her a few days ago and promised her a trip."


    Pulling Charles closer and pressing onto him, Kate said, "That means I can't stay with you!"


    "That's alright, I'm leaving soon too. I've been here long enough," Charles placed his hands on her waist, smiling.


    "With all this ice cream, haven't you had enough yet?"


    Kate whispered into his ear casually, "I've been working out, and shooting action movies for years means I'm in better shape than other women."


    "Still, I can't win against you, and I do love ice cream!" she added with a playful tone.


    "Seriously?" Charles leaned in to kiss her.


    "Tonight, wear that black leather outfit again!"


    Kate's eyes twinkled mischievously. "Should I bring the fangs too? Vampire vibes, you know!"


    "Oh no!" Charles quickly shook his head. "Last time, you bit me, and it really hurt!"


    Despite being fake, Kate's vampire fangs were sharper than ordinary teeth.


    "I'll be careful this time, promise," Kate said, grasping Charles.


    "Alright, let's give it a try then," Charles whispered into her ear, "I've been busy these past days with plenty of ice cream. Can you handle it?"


    "I have a big appetite," Kate kissed him and got up.


    "What do you want to eat? I'll cook."


    "Anything is fine!"
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    For Hollywood, July belonged to Warner Bros.' second installment of Christopher Nolan's Batman series, The Dark Knight, which premiered on the same day as Capet Pictures' Mamma Mia!.


    The opening weekend grossed $158.4 million in North America, with 4,366 theaters - the largest number of theaters for a premiere in North America at that time, surpassing the previous record held by Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End with 4,362 theaters.


    Heath Ledger's passing earlier in the year brought significant publicity to the film.


    Sony's anti-hero blockbuster, Hancock, premiered in early July, and its North American box office now stood at $227.9 million, with $300 million overseas, making its impact undeniable.


    In Beverly Hills, inside Nicole Kidman's villa, Evelyn Capet watched as Nicole Kidman exercised and reminded her, "Is it okay for you to be doing this just 20 days after giving birth?"


    Nicole Kidman smiled and shook her head, then stood up, "It's just simple yoga, and I want to get back in shape quickly. The mom in The Blind Side isn't going to be a chubby lady, right?"


    "Shooting starts in October, so there's plenty of time. The director has been searching for a long time for an actor to play the male lead," Evelyn said, shrugging. "You know, in real life, Michael Oher is a black guy over 6'5" and weighs over 345 pounds!"


    "Sure isn't easy," Nicole Kidman thought. There weren't many actors with that build. "Did Charles buy an NFL team this year? Could it have something to do with this movie?"


    Evelyn chuckled, "How could it? That kid is still in London, and Arsenal's summer signings haven't been cheap!"


    "Charles likes sports a lot. Looks like he might be considering buying an NBA team as well," Nicole Kidman wouldn't underestimate Charles Capet.


    "Maybe," Evelyn was too lazy to ask. If Charles wanted to buy, he'd buy.


    "Earlier this month, director Sydney Pollack passed away in Los Angeles, and two producers of The Reader died in succession. I wonder if Charles will release The Reader this year?"


    Anthony Minghella passed away in April, and Sydney Pollack in June. Nicole Kidman had worked with both, so she was aware.


    "Post-production of The Reader isn't done?" Nicole Kidman asked.


    Evelyn shook her head, "No, after you got pregnant, the crew brought in Kate Winslet to replace you as the female lead. They made script changes too, adding some sex scenes. Filming started last December, and Scott Rudin is now in charge. Post-production shouldn't be a big issue!"


    Nicole Kidman nodded. The original script she got had hardly any sex scenes, which suited her image.


    "Is Charles not returning to the States? Capet Pictures did well this summer with their releases, including the action-packed Thor, the romantic comedy 27 Dresses, and the musical adaptation Mamma Mia!. They've all had great results," Nicole Kidman wouldn't doubt Charles' eye for picking films. He had kept The Blind Side for her, so she must be serious about it.


    She was exercising less than twenty days after giving birth because she wanted to look good!


    "Who knows," Evelyn said with a smile.


    ...


    Burbank, Warner Bros. headquarters.


    Warner Bros. Chairman Barry Meyer, Co-Chairman Alan Horn, and President Jeff Robinov finished watching a rough cut of Watchmen sent by Zack Snyder.


    The atmosphere was a bit heavy. Alan Horn, a supporter of commercial blockbusters, frowned, "The style of Watchmen is too dark, with too much philosophical and psychological stuff!"


    Jeff Robinov understood. This kind of anti-traditional superhero movie needed at least a bright and vivid visual style. Hancock, currently in theaters, was a good example.


    But Watchmen used desaturated, cold tones, highlighted with high-saturation, blood-red accents. The dark tone, from the dim scenery colors to the grim and heavy hero costumes, hinted at the struggling and self-doubting inner selves of the heroes. The movie foreshadowed that the ending wasn't going to be a traditional heroic one.


    "Watchmen is basically an anti-traditional superhero comic. Zack Snyder is a big fan of the comic. What he's conveying through this movie isn't the usual righteous superheroes with superpowers saving the world. He's creating complex, flawed, even evil anti-heroes," Jeff Robinov analyzed. In terms of artistry, Watchmen could stand out among pop-corny superhero films and give the audience deep thoughts with its anti-heroism.


    Barry Meyer sighed. Adding so much thought and philosophy to superheroes would certainly alienate a large segment of the audience.


    Christopher Nolan's Batman managed to merge business and art successfully, and Warner Bros. hoped Zack Snyder could achieve similar success. Both shared a dark style and deep storytelling.


    However, it was clear that Watchmen was different from Batman. 


    Zack Snyder's strong visual style emphasized formal elements, with violence aesthetics expertly applied. Nolan's interwoven storytelling, habit of shooting grand scenes, rich plots, and use of quick panning and zooming shots to create suspense and tension were his trademarks.


    "Cut a smooth, visually beautiful, distinctively styled trailer to build hype among fans of the original comic," Barry Meyer finally said. Watchmen had a budget of $130 million, with its flaws as evident as its strengths.


    Zack Snyder indeed had creativity, but there were too many dull and tedious parts in the movie.


    "Release it next March. Drop the first trailer now and we'll see the final cut later and decide on the marketing budget," Alan Horn said. Releasing it in the summer was unnecessary.


    Alan Horn's words showed a lack of confidence in the movie. However, if the final cut had a great response, they could change the release date. After all, it was still only July, and this was just a tentative internal thought.


  




  Chapter 392: Chapter 392


  

    Ridley Scott's daughter, Jordan Scott, finally completed the screenplay adaptation for her first feature film, Cracks.


    Jordan Scott specifically brought actress Eva Green to visit Charles.


    "The script is done, then shoot it. Choose the shooting location and wait for it to be released after filming!" Charles had little patience for this low-budget art film.


    However, Charles really appreciated her father, Ridley Scott - he was like the Steven Spielberg of Britain.


    Jordan Scott looked at Charles with a smile and asked, "You've read the script. There are lesbian scenes. The scope..."


    Charles rubbed his chin. "Scope, necessary nudity is fine, but don't push it too far, or the final cut will definitely be NC-17. You know that the MPAA has strict restrictions on homosexuality and sex!"


    "Capet Pictures is joining the MPAA next year as an official member. Won't that help?" Jordan Scott asked.


    "Jordan, you're not planning to make Cracks like Eva's Last Tango in Paris, are you? Even if Jesus said so, it would still be NC-17, unless you don't care about the North American release," Charles said, rubbing his forehead. Female directors were really bold with their scopes!


    Jordan Scott shook her head, "No, it's not that extreme, just some intimate scenes between Eva and another girl."


    "Let's aim for an R rating, no need for NC-17. Let's finish shooting first. Since Capet Pictures will be an official MPAA member, we can get an R rating with some slight cuts," Charles understood too well that directors liked to go all out during filming.


    "Alright, alright. I promise to find the cast and locations this year, and deliver the final cut next year," Jordan Scott's mind was now filled with various storyboards and scripts for Cracks.


    Jordan came and left in a hurry, while Eva Green stayed behind.


    "So, it took this long to finish the script?" Charles looked puzzled after Jordan Scott left.


    Eva Green touched Charles's hand, "Jordan did a lot of research. She wanted to restore the rules and regulations of British girls' schools in the 1920s and 30s."


    "I've read the script too. My role is very dramatic and challenging. I'll prepare well for the role of a 1920s British girls' school teacher over the next few months," Eva said.


    "The intertwining of reality and desire, exploring human darkness in a confined space, even with youthful and beautiful visuals, it leaves a chilling feeling," Charles himself rated the script highly.


    It's a standard artistic film, with no commercial vibe, a female-centric movie that conveys more than just feminism. It also depicts teenage girls' hormonal cravings and school bullying...


    "The theme of the original novel is the darkness inside a girl's heart," Eva Green thought the script suited her taste the best.


    "Jordan made significant changes, but the main storyline remains, making it more suitable for a movie's length!" Charles noted, looking at Eva Green.


    "When I see you, Miss G from Cracks, mysterious, sexy, elegant, infinitely charming yet slightly neurotic, contradictory and self-absorbed," Charles commented.


    Touching the actress's face, "Seems you like these dark-themed characters. The gothic dark beauty label fits you so well!"


    ...


    Quickly, Charles flew directly from London to Hong Kong.


    He met Lily Ying, who had been low-profile for the past few months. After all, handling nearly $6 billion in US bonds was quite the pressure.


    "Do you need to exchange some of it for yen? The yen is always a low-interest safe haven," Lily Ying explained.


    "I don't have much investment there. The strong dollar mainly targets the Eurozone. The yen won't create much of a splash, so no need to hold on to yen," Charles explained.


    Lily Ying had no objections. The dollar was a global currency. If it weren't for the euro, there'd be no competition.


    Charles nodded. It was all operated through Cayman Islands or Bermuda offshore funds, saving a lot on taxes.


    Moreover, Hong Kong was one of the world's four major offshore financial centers and was suitable for such operations.


    "Dona didn't come over? Previously, her AC Capital was fully loaded with US bonds. Combined, our three investment companies purchased over 50 billion HKD worth of US bonds," Lily Ying laughed. They all followed Charles's lead; HKD and USD had a fixed exchange rate.


    "Dona returned to America to help me invest in an electric car company. You might want to keep an eye on it too. You've done well this time, so generous!" Charles laughed. 


    "It's okay, can't compare with you," Lily Ying laughed while waving her hand. 


    ...


    At a yacht named Star Light in Deep Water Bay, Charles Capet sat in a chair by the pool, flipping through a newspaper.


    The Dow Jones Index, FTSE 100, CAC 40, DAX, Straits Times Index, and Hang Seng Index all plummeted.


    Wearing a bikini, Gao Yuanyuan lounged by the pool, enjoying champagne and feeling very relaxed. When she saw Charles put down the newspaper, she climbed out of the pool.


    Charles smiled as he pulled Gao Yuanyuan onto his lap.


    Gao Yuanyuan wriggled a bit and wrapped her arms around Charles's neck, giving him several kisses. 


    "Investors in European and American banks and securities might take a big hit," Charles said, with one hand on Gao Yuanyuan's waist and the other on her thigh. 


    "How long are you staying in Hong Kong this time? Are you here for the Beijing Olympics?" Gao Yuanyuan didn't care about the financial tsunami.


    "I'm here for business. If I have time, I'll watch a few games," Charles clarified his motives.


    In the morning, Charles woke up to find Gao Yuanyuan was no longer in bed.


    After washing up, he found Gao Yuanyuan laying breakfast on the table in the living room. "You're awake. Let's eat!"


    "Do you like congee?" Gao Yuanyuan asked as she watched Charles enjoy the plain congee.


    "Yeah, it's good. This plain congee is nice too," Charles remembered adding sugar when he was younger, but grew to appreciate its simplicity.


    "Charles, the Olympics will start in a week. Will you go to Beijing?"


    "Hard to say, Beijing is too crowded, and the weather is too hot. I might have to go to South Korea. Capet Pictures is my main business, you know that!"


    Gao Yuanyuan agreed. Capet Capital's main business was indeed Capet Pictures.


  




  Chapter 393: Chapter 393


  

    Even before the Olympic Games' opening ceremony, Charles took Gao Yuanyuan to South Korea.


    They stayed at the Walkerhill Resort Hotel, located on Mount Achasan by the Han River in the northeast of Seoul.


    "I came to Korea for some business," said Gao Yuanyuan, tapping Charles who was lying on her.


    "What business?" Charles lifted his head. "Has Red Fruit Entertainment started operations in Korea?"


    "A romance movie is being directed by a Korean director, and the lead actor is also Korean. I'm here to discuss this project," Gao Yuanyuan explained. 


    "I see. Don't get your hopes up too high, though," Charles shook his head and rolled over.


    "What do you mean? Is a co-production not feasible?" Gao Yuanyuan propped her head up and asked.


    "Co-productions between Japan and Korea have not been very successful. That Korean director's movie Cyborg She made just over 600 million yen at the Japanese box office last year, even though it got decent reviews," Charles explained. Romance films don't have a huge market.


    "What about Departures? Its box office earnings were in the sixty-something billion yen range!"


    "But Departures was filmed in Japan using Japanese actors. It did decently at the box office, but it was still an average performance considering the low production cost," Charles said. The budget for Cyborg She was around 300 million yen, and good reviews might boost DVD sales.


    Gao Yuanyuan thought for a moment, then rested her head on Charles's chest, her fingers idly running over him. "I'll go check things out first; I'm not short on acting opportunities anyway.


    Whether or not I take this romance film won't make much difference to me. Our company has signed on new talent, and I can always recommend someone else."


    Korea's market had been sluggish for the past couple of years. Despite a boom in films after the turn of the millennium, supply still exceeded demand.


    ...


    Capet Pictures' Mamma Mia! began its Asian release in August. By now, Mamma Mia! had grossed $90 million in North America, with overseas earnings reached $300 million!


    Xu Xiaoling had just returned to Korea from Japan, where she attended the Korean premiere of a film, before receiving news of Charles' arrival in Korea.


    "Mamma Mia! is such a force. Its overseas box office is practically on par with Indiana Jones 4," Xu Xiaoling exclaimed upon seeing Charles.


    "In Europe, Mamma Mia! is indeed stronger than Indiana Jones 4, but it's lagging behind in North America and Asia," Charles replied. Mamma Mia! had just premiered in Korea, and its weekend box office results weren't significant yet.


    Xu Xiaoling nodded. That's why the production team stayed in Japan for just a day before heading off to Australia.


    "Have you met with the folks from CJ Entertainment?" Charles asked.


    Xu Xiaoling nodded. "Lee Mi-Kyung was very sincere. With CJ Entertainment helping distribute Capet's movies in Korea, it makes our job much easier.


    Besides CJ Entertainment, there are SHOX and Lotte as competitors. Hollywood films have always been a major part of the Korean market. Partnering with us helps them maintain their market position better."


    Charles took a sip of coffee. "Korean films have started using big-budget special effects. The Host from '06 had an investment of 12 billion won and grossed nearly 90 billion won at the box office.


    Last year's D-War had a 30 billion won budget and earned over 70 billion won. And there's another big movie this year, right?"


    Xu Xiaoling nodded. "The first Korean disaster film Haeundae, by CJ Entertainment, with an investment of 16 billion won."


    Korean stars were inexpensive, and a hundred billion won film was considered a top-tier production.


    "Did you invest?" Charles smiled.


    Xu Xiaoling shook her head. "With a budget of just under $15 million, even Korean effects companies have trouble meeting the special effects demands. It's unlikely to perform well outside Korea either."


    "It might be worth participating. Korea is a unique place with a strong sense of national pride that supports local productions. It shouldn't be a loss," Charles suggested. While he didn't plan on producing Korean films himself, partial investment wasn't off the table.


    "Sure, the film is still in pre-production. Hollywood capital is a promotional point for them. We could be the first Hollywood investors in a local Korean film," Xu Xiaoling agreed, seeing the benefits for Capet Pictures to establish a foothold in the Korean market.


    In the evening, Charles attended a CJ Group party organized by Lee Jae-Hyun, with executives Son Kyung-Shik and Lee Mi-Kyung in attendance.


    As Korea's largest food company and a global Fortune 500 company, he had to acknowledge Samsung's overall strength.


    "Mr. Capet, welcome to Korea. I hope you enjoy your stay at Walkerhill," said Lee Jae-Hyun, Lee Mi-Kyung's brother.


    Charles smiled. "I'm hearing great things about Korea even though it's my first visit. And Korea's cultural exports are now second only to the United States, which is impressive!"


    Movies, TV shows, and music - Korea's small market couldn't sustain all these industries internally. Exports, especially in music, had K-pop sweeping across Asia.


    Charles, being a significant shareholder in NHN, Korea's largest portal and gaming company, knew these facts well.


    "Music and automobiles have been Korea's top exports, but the global economic downturn has hurt export businesses," Lee Jae-Hyun laughed. "CJ Entertainment is a significant part of our group. We're excited to collaborate with Capet Entertainment!"


    Charles nodded with a smile. "We're happy to help promote Korean films internationally. Capet International Pictures' Asia division has decided to invest in Haeundae. This will mark the beginning of our partnership. Besides film and TV, Capet Entertainment also has a record label, and there's potential for cooperation in the Korean market."


    "Let's drink, there's a performance later," Lee Jae-Hyun said, clinking glasses with Charles.


    "There are many Korean artists here hoping for Hollywood mentorship!"


    Lee Jae-Hyun specifically pointed out several Korean actresses at the party.


    Charles glanced around. Indeed, he saw quite a few currently popular actresses, though not the Girls' Generation group he always thought about.


    Idol artists didn't qualify for such events.


    Taking in Lee Jae-Hyun's lifestyle, Charles couldn't help thinking, "Being a Korean chaebol sure is a vibrant and colorful life."


  




  Chapter 394: CCM Entertainment Agency


  

    "Good evening, Mr. Capet, my name is Son Ye-jin, and I'm an actress," a pretty girl named Son Ye-jin introduced herself to Charles Capet at Walkerhill Hotel.


    "Oh, I know you. I've been reading up on a lot of Korean actors recently. Young, beautiful, and talented actresses like you are rare!" Charles called for two glasses of champagne and handed one to Son Ye-jin.


    In recent years, Son Ye-jin had gained recognition in the Korean film and television industry, although she hadn't reached the international fame of Jun Ji-hyun or Song Hye-kyo. But in Korea, she was doing well.


    If memory served correctly, Son Ye-jin was soon going to win several awards in various Korean film festivals. She'd already been nominated for the Blue Dragon Award and the Grand Bell Award, and she had won several performance awards for TV dramas!


    "Thank you," Son Ye-jin smiled. "I still need to work hard."


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Just call me Charles. Your English is quite good. Maybe you can try your luck in Hollywood someday."


    Wasn't there a Korean actor, Rain, in Speed Racer this year? And wasn't Lee Byung-hun starring in the upcoming G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra?


    "Hollywood? I don't think I can make it. Just maintaining my position in the Korean entertainment industry is already quite challenging!" Son Ye-jin said. Having been in the industry for eight years, she hadn't yet considered breaking into Hollywood.


    "Having a dream isn't bad. Who knows, you might get a chance," Charles looked at Son Ye-jin. Life needed dreams.


    "Do you know who I am?" Charles asked.


    Son Ye-jin looked at Charles Capet and nodded, "You're a Hollywood tycoon, and a top one at that. It's not often someone like me gets to meet someone like you!"


    "Do you have time tomorrow evening? Can you join me for dinner?" Charles glanced at his watch; time was running short.


    "I do!" Son Ye-jin nodded. She didn't want to miss such an opportunity.


    Charles smiled, "Great, tomorrow at this Walkerhill Hotel. I'm staying here."


    After saying this, Charles left, not minding the other people around, trusting that Xu Xiaoling would handle the cooperation discussions with CJ Entertainment.


    ...


    Back in his room, Gao Yuanyuan returned, bringing Lin Chi-ling with her.


    "She's been promoting Red Cliff in Korea and then came over here with me," Gao Yuanyuan explained, exhausted from meeting with the creators of the new project in Korea.


    Lin Chi-ling sat beside Charles and started kissing him.


    Gao Yuanyuan stuck her tongue out, "I'm going to take a shower and then rest!"


    "How long are you staying in Korea?" Charles asked.


    "I'm leaving tomorrow. The crew is celebrating the Red Cliff's box office," Lin Chi-ling smiled.


    "I see. I bought a private island near the Philippines. I was planning to take you all there," Charles's assistant, Phyllis Jones, was handling this matter for him.


    "Did you really buy it?" Lin Chi-ling had heard Charles talk about buying a private island before.


    Charles nodded, "Of course. I'm also planning to buy one in the Bahamas in the Caribbean. We can go on vacation anytime. Also, I have a large ranch in Colorado, USA, with a vacation villa. You can ski, hunt in winter, and escape the summer heat."


    Charles was planning to build several facilities on his private island, including a power station, dock, helipad, and villa.


    "How about Christmas? How about Yuanyuan and I go to your ranch for a vacation?" Lin Chi-ling hugged Charles's neck and suggested.


    Charles nodded and then started kissing her.


    Soon, Lin Chi-ling whispered into his ear seductively, "I'm flying back tomorrow. But tonight, I'll be waiting in Yuanyuan's room."


    Charles got excited instantly, squeezing her under her clothes, "You're awesome!"


    "I'm off to take a shower."


    After Lin Chi-ling left, Charles received a call from Xu Xiaoling.


    "I've discussed a partnership with Lee Mi-kyung. Tomorrow, we'll hold a press conference announcing a joint venture between Capet Pictures and CJ Entertainment to produce, market, and distribute Capet Entertainment's movies in Korea. Haewundae will be the first project of the joint venture!"


    "Sounds good. You know the drill. I'm leaving it to you," Charles said, then remembered something.


    "Right, tell Miky Lee I'm interested in CJ Entertainment's small talent agency, CCM Entertainment Agency."


    "Got it. I'll let her know. It shouldn't be a problem," Xu Xiaoling knew CJ Entertainment's many subsidiaries. A small talent agency shouldn't be an issue.


    Xu Xiaoling also knew that Charles had similar companies in China and Japan. East Asia Media was practically Charles's toy.


    After hanging up, Charles had his reasons for wanting to buy a small talent agency. It had a girl group called T-ara, which was set to debut the next year.


  




  Chapter 395: Son Ye-jin


  

    The Walkerhill Hotel in South Korea, known as Asia's first six-star resort hotel combining food, leisure, entertainment, and shopping, also housed South Korea's largest foreigner-exclusive casino.


    The casino only catered to foreign tourists, showing South Korea's clear intentions.


    The next day, Lin Chi-ling rejoined the Red Cliff crew and left. Gao Yuanyuan also returned to Beijing with a new script to discuss the female lead with investors. She didn't want to star in it but would recommend one of her agency's artists.


    Charles met the Korean artist Son Ye-jin, whom he had met the previous night. In a country known for its plastic surgery industry, natural-born artists were extremely rare.


    In the riverside suite at Walkerhill, Son Ye-jin had a lively conversation with Charles.


    Charles asked, "Have you heard of the movie Haeundae?"


    "Yes, it's written and directed by Yoon Je-kyun. It's Korea's first disaster blockbuster and the biggest movie project this year!" Son Ye-jin definitely knew about Haeundae.


    "Would you like to act in it? You totally fit the bill," Charles said, pulling out his phone.


    "Me?" Son Ye-jin was at a loss for words. Director Yoon Je-kyun had a close relationship with Ha Ji-won, and the female lead was almost confirmed to be her.


    Charles called Xu Xiaoling. By this time, Capet Pictures and CJ Entertainment had just held a joint press conference to form a new joint venture movie company.


    "Hey Charles, what's up?"


    "Nothing major. Are you done with your tasks over there?"


    "Almost. The CC investment company you wanted is already being handled. You'll get feedback very soon!"


    "Alright, Phyllis Jones will take over the company when the time comes," Charles said without much thought.


    "By the way, I think Son Ye-jin would be a good lead for Haeundae."


    "Son Ye-jin, huh, got it!"


    Charles hung up, looking at Son Ye-jin's surprised expression. "Your agent should get notified soon."


    Son Ye-jin blinked her big eyes; she had heard Charles' conversation.


    "I heard Haeundae involves a 100 billion won investment. With the economic slump these past two years, the Korean film market hasn't been doing well, and actors had to lower their fees. Big projects have become rare." Son Ye-jin had only participated in low-budget romance films before.


    "160 billion won, actually. At the current exchange rate, that's around 15 million dollars," Charles corrected. The dollar had already started to strengthen against the won, and by the end of the year, this 160 billion won might be worth less than 13 million dollars.


    ...


    At the CJ Entertainment headquarters in Seoul, Xu Xiaoling and Miky Lee had signed a contract and were initially chatting about Korean films in the office.


    Xu Xiaoling soon returned after taking a call. "President Lee, I think Son Ye-jin is a good candidate for Haeundae's female lead!"


    Lee Mi-kyung had no hesitation upon hearing Xu Xiaoling suggest Son Ye-jin. "Indeed, that's a great choice. She just won the Best Actress at the Asia-Pacific Film Festival two years ago and is a top Korean star."


    "Haeundae's investment is very large for Korea, and casting a popular and skilled leading actress is a wise choice!"


    With that, Miky Lee picked up the phone on the table and made a call. "Inform the person in charge of the Haeundae project that Son Ye-jin is chosen as the lead actress. If any pre-selected male actors don't match Son Ye-jin's image, replace them with someone who complements her better!"


    A timid voice replied on the phone, "No problem, I will execute it immediately."


    Xu Xiaoling didn't expect such a quick response. Although she didn't fully understand the Korean, she recognized a few familiar words.


    "Ms. Xu, the matter is settled. Haeundae, as our joint venture company's first movie, will not disappoint," Miky Lee assured. She wasn't concerned about just one movie but knew that Charles Capet had spoken a few words to Son Ye-jin last night.


    "The film's budget has been increased to 180 billion won, which should speed up the production process," Xu Xiaoling added.


    "No problem," Miky Lee at her watch. "There's a stage play tonight. Ms. Xu, would you like to join me?"


    Xu Xiaoling nodded. Now in charge of Capet International Entertainment's Asia-Pacific operations, she clearly held more importance to Charles.


    ...


    That evening, on the Han River shore near Walkerhill Hotel, Charles and Son Ye-jin took a stroll. Son Ye-jin, who had just received a call, nervously walked up to Charles.


    "My agent just called. The Haeundae crew wants me to audition for the female lead in a few days," Son Ye-jin, who was quite shy, said.


    "But from what he said, the audition is just a formality, mainly to discuss the film's idea and requirements with the director!"


    Charles smiled, took Son Ye-jin's hand, and walked a few steps, "That's great news. Only in commercial films can an actor's value truly be realized."


    "Charles, I..." Son Ye-jin started to speak, but Charles stopped her with a kiss.


    Son Ye-jin responded by wrapping her arms around Charles' neck.


    After the kiss, Charles put an arm around the girl's waist and gently brushed her long hair, "The entertainment industry is all about seizing opportunities. With 50 million people in South Korea, there are about a million people working in the industry. If you don't strive for it, you'll be the one to get eliminated."


    "Alright, let's head back."


    As for Haeundae's lead replacement, it made things difficult for director Yoon Je-kyun and saddened Ha Ji-won, who had prepared for the role for months. But none of that was Charles's concern.


    After all, the higher the view, the more beautiful the scenery, oblivious to the struggles of those at the bottom.
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    Early in the morning, Sun Ye-jin woke up from bed and glanced at Charles who was still sleeping. She gently picked up the slip dress beside her and put it on. She got up and went to the window.


    The thin mist on the Han River and the surrounding mountains formed a beautiful scene. Looking down from Mount Eosari at the Han River was indeed an enjoyable experience.


    "Hey, you're up so early?" Sun Ye-jin was admiring the morning view of the Han River when Charles, who had also woken up, hugged her from behind.


    "It's not early. The air is good now, and the morning view of the Han River is really something special," Sun Ye-jin turned her head and kissed Charles on the cheek.


    Charles rested his chin on the lady's fragrant shoulder while looking at the Han River view outside the floor-to-ceiling window. "Where in Korea do you think has good scenery? Let's go explore for a few days?"


    "In terms of scenery, Gangwon Province has the best scenes in Korea. Jeju Island is also called the 'Hawaii of Korea,' and it feels pretty good too," Sun Ye-jin leaned her whole body into Charles' arms, placing her hands over Charles' hands around her waist.


    "Where do you want to go?"


    Gangwon Province is located in the northeastern part of Korea, facing the East Sea and bordered by the Sea of Japan. As for Jeju Island, it is the largest island in Korea.


    "Korea is indeed too small," Charles almost forgot that Korea is a tiny place; there's not much fun to be had.


    "How about going abroad? Any country you want to visit? My private jet is just parked at Seoul Airport anyway."


    "But I still have to prepare for shooting Haeundae. We've changed the lead actors, and since the story takes place in Busan, I need to get a grasp of various situations there," Sun Ye-jin was definitely happy to land the lead actress role in Haeundae.


    "Fine then, I still have to stay in Korea for a few more days anyway," Charles liked Sun Ye-jin's down-to-earth personality. "We could also take a break in Europe or America if we get the chance, just as a vacation!"


    Sun Ye-jin squeezed Charles' hand. "I thought you'd forget about me after these few days?"


    "Are you kidding? How could I?" Charles said as his hands moved upwards, his fingers caressing the peaks.


    "The Korean entertainment industry is quite messy. Believe me, no one will dare give you trouble anymore. Miky Lee should know what to do!"


    Sun Ye-jin's breathing became a bit erratic as she grabbed Charles' mischievous hands. "Last night wasn't enough for you?"


    "Morning is also a time of strong desire," Charles said, directly lifting the lady back to bed...


    ...


    At CC Entertainment Co., President Kim Kwang-soo signed a contract in his office, establishing his own talent agency.


    "Alright, President Kim, working at Net Entertainment is also a good choice," said Miky Lee's representative, putting away the documents on the table. Net Entertainment Holdings, a subsidiary of cccj Entertainment, was a small company.


    Now, Kim Kwang-soo directly signed the stock transfer agreement, and cc Entertainment no longer had anything to do with him.


    Kim Kwang-soo went straight to work at Net Entertainment.


    "The girls I trained at cc Entertainment, I wonder if -" Kim Kwang-soo began but was interrupted.


    "The girls at cc Entertainment, you can't touch even one," Miky Lee's representative glared at him.


    Kim Kwang-soo's heart skipped a beat, he quickly nodded, "Understood, understood."


    After all, the cj Group belonged to the Samsung family. Kim Kwang-soo felt a bit shaky and quickly bowed to apologize.


    After Miky Lee's people took the transfer agreement, they left without looking back. A small fry like Kim Kwang-soo wasn't worth their time.


    ...


    "Boss, where are you? I'm at the headquarters of CC Entertainment in Seoul, South Korea. Oh, it's been renamed East Asia (Korea) Management Company," Phyllis Jones' call woke Charles Capet from his slumber.


    "Oh, I'll head over soon," Charles opened his eyes, put down his phone, and remembered the matter he had almost forgotten.


    "What's going on?" asked Sun Ye-jin, who was rubbing her sleepy eyes beside him.


    "A few days ago, I acquired an artist management company. It's already finalized," Charles leaned on the bed, letting Sun Ye-jin snuggle up in his arms.


    "Why don't you merge your small management company with East Asia (Korea)? It'll be easier for you to manage as the boss."


    Sun Ye-jin's management company was just an ordinary small agency, and its representative, Kim Min-sook, had been managing her for a long time since she discovered her talent.


    "Kim representative is definitely willing," Sun Ye-jin had already spoken to her manager, who was surely on board.


    "You really want me to manage East Asia (Korea) Management Company? I know about CC Entertainment. Although it hasn't been established for long, it has a lot of trainee resources!"


    "Of course. Didn't I say I want you to become a capitalist in the Korean entertainment industry?" Charles smiled, then reached out to touch the woman beside him. "Last night, you kept calling me 'Oppa'. I really liked that. You've spent too much time reading the script for Haeundae (Tidal Wave) these days!


    Come on, call me Oppa again..."


    Sun Ye-jin gave in, kissed Charles on the chest, and softly said, "Oppa..."


    ...


    It was around ten in the morning when Charles and Sun Ye-jin arrived at the headquarters of CC Entertainment in Seoul. The company, acquired for 10 billion KRW, was now East Asia (Korea) Management Company.


    Sun Ye-jin's manager, Kim Min-sook, a sharp-looking woman in her forties, greeted them at the office.


    Phyllis Jones had reviewed some of the company's assets, which mainly consisted of debuted singers and trainees yet to debut.


    In the president's office, Charles Capet, Phyllis Jones, Sun Ye-jin, and her manager Kim Min-sook sat together.


    "Seven singers, one of which is the girl group Davichi, are the main assets. Then there are the trainees, including the girl group T-ara, which was formed early last year and is preparing to debut. It was the ambitious project of the former representative, Kim Kwang-soo," explained Kim Min-sook. She agreed to merge with East Asia Korea because, besides her 10% shares, Sun Ye-jin held 20%.


    Furthermore, the parent company, East Asia Media, had directly invested 5 billion KRW as development funds.


    "All singers, no actors?" Charles suddenly asked.


    Kim Min-sook glanced at Sun Ye-jin, implying they now had an actor.


    "We can sign actors. Representative Kim is an experienced talent manager," Sun Ye-jin explained.


    Charles nodded, "By the way, what's the profit division like in Korean artist contracts?"


    Phyllis Jones was also curious. "I haven't looked into that yet."


    Kim Min-sook quickly explained, "Trainees generally don't get paid. Some companies provide living expenses, but many small companies don't."


    "The profit division after debuting is usually 1:9," she added.


    After hearing Sun Ye-jin's translation, Phyllis Jones blinked. "1:9? Like Hollywood's big agencies?"


    Charles chuckled at Phyllis, "Not quite. Artists get 1, the company gets 9."


    Phyllis's eyes widened in disbelief, "Do they really sign up for that?"


    Sun Ye-jin explained, "There are a lot of idols in Korea. The company invests in them before debut, and the artists make money for the company after debut."


    "Boss, is this legal?" Phyllis quietly asked Charles in his ear.


    "Perfectly legal!"


    However, Charles didn't need to rely on artist management for his income, so he said, "Representative Kim, adjust the contracts to give artists a better share. They can earn more when they become popular. Focus on actors in the future. Movies and advertisements are where the big bucks are!"


    "Got it," Kim Min-sook nodded.


    "Boss, I'd like to check out the trainees," Phyllis was interested in the training system, a star-producing factory.


    "Isn't it just like in Japan?" Charles was puzzled.


    "Does East Asia Japan have this?"


    "Oh, maybe not. Then let Representative Kim show you around," Charles' East Asia Japan mainly had actors, some of whom were idol actors.


    Although AKB48 members were idols, they trained outside of East Asia Japan's offices; only a few artist contracts were managed by the company.


    After Phyllis Jones and Kim Min-sook went to the company's training rooms, Charles started reading through the document on the T-ara trainee group.


    He recognized some familiar faces, but why were there only five members? He didn't recognize two of them. T-ara was supposed to be a six-member group, later becoming seven when an extra member was added, causing a lot of controversies and issues.


  




  Chapter 397: Chapter 397


  

    A semi-hilltop villa in Itaewon, located in the Yongsan District of Seoul, sits on about 800 square meters of land with a building area of over 400 square meters, and the other half is garden space.


    The villa, with two floors above ground and one below, was luxuriously decorated, in a secluded location, and featured beautiful scenery.


    Charles had been living in Walkerhill, and he had Amelia purchase the villa for him. It cost 5 billion won, which was not cheap.


    This was in August 2008, a time when the real estate market in South Korea was in a slump, and prices had dropped considerably.


    From the second-floor terrace, one could overlook Seoul, enjoy views of the Han River, and the urban nightscape of Gangnam. Son Ye-jin followed Charles to the villa and felt quite envious.


    "Gangnam across the river is also an affluent area in Korea. Many wealthy people and celebrities buy properties there!" Son Ye-jin said, linking arms with Charles on the terrace.


    Charles looked up at the night sky, then turned to Son Ye-jin, "Gangnam? I know. Do you have property there?"


    "I'm planning to buy property in Samseong-dong in Gangnam as an investment. Right now, I have an apartment in Cheongdam-dong where I live," Son Ye-jin said. She had saved almost tens of billions of won over the past few years.


    "This house in Itaewon is too expensive!"


    "Don't rush. First, convert your money into dollars. The dollar is still rising. Trading foreign exchange now can make you a profit," Charles reminded her. At that moment, $1 was a little over 1100 won and had room to grow.


    "Really?" Son Ye-jin, who had been with Charles for some time, knew his assets were counted in trillions. After all, 1 trillion won was less than 10 billion dollars!


    "Why would I lie to you? By this time next year, you can cash out and make some money," Charles said while holding the girl's shoulder.


    "If you and your manager have the ability, you can also develop East Asia Korea. Didn't I leave you 19% of the shares? You could directly incentivize through equity."


    "East Asia Media just needs to control 51% of the shares. If you could go public in the future, you'd be swimming in money!"


    Son Ye-jin nodded. The East Asia Korea account now had over 50 billion won, which she could invest in movies and TV shows.


    ...


    After taking a bath, Charles went to the study to check his work emails.


    27 Dresses made $80 million in North America and over $100 million globally, comparable to Cloverfield's box office. The competition between Gossip Girl's two main actresses, Odette Yustman and Blake Lively, ended in a tie.


    Mamma Mia! had made $130 million in North America in a month, $440 million overseas, and was well on its way to breaking $600 million worldwide.


    Vicky Cristina Barcelona had just premiered in North America.


    Not long after, Son Ye-jin, dressed in pajamas, came in and asked from the doorway, "Still working?"


    "Come over. Just looking at some box office numbers," Charles waved her over.


    With his invitation, Son Ye-jin walked over to Charles and sat on his lap.


    "Mamma Mia! made over $500 million globally?" Son Ye-jin was shocked by the box office figures on the computer screen.


    $600 million was over 600 billion won!


    The highest-grossing movie in Korea was The Host from 2006, which had a total box office of nearly $70 million.


    "Well, Capet Pictures is one of the top three movie companies in Hollywood," Charles said, scrolling on his laptop. Nothing major was happening except that Donna Langley had just returned to the company from vacation.


    "Oh, the new girl group the company is preparing will be launched at the end of the year. Among the five girls, two didn't fit. So the company picked three more to form a six-member team," Son Ye-jin suddenly mentioned.


    "Are you talking about T-ARA?"


    Son Ye-jin nodded. "I've seen them at the company before!"


    No wonder. T-ARA debuted as a six-member group. Charles only recognized three familiar names, Park Ji-yeon, Ham Eun-jung, and Park Hyo-min. The other two, Lee Ji-ah and Yang Ji-won, were unknown to him.


    Son Ye-jin continued, opening the computer and showing their profiles, "Look, these two, Lee Ji-ah and Yang Ji-won, left the group. Qri, Boram, and Soyeon are joining!"


    Charles looked at the computer. "They're pretty. What about the ones who left? What happens to them?"


    "They'll debut in another group. It's common practice in the Korean idol scene!" Son Ye-jin said, hugging Charles' neck.


    "You don't have any thoughts, do you?"


    "You're overthinking it," Charles said, slipping his hand inside the girl's pajama top. "Do you think I'd stoop to such low levels and ask them to keep me company?"


    "No, I worry they might come onto you," Son Ye-jin knew Charles lacked nothing. With his wealth, talent, and handsome looks, it was easy to attract women.


    "Didn't you meet with some girls at the company recently? Park Ji-yeon is underage!"


    "How could I tell? I can't remember their names and faces," Charles shook his head. "But I'm interested in Girls' Generation. Could you introduce them?"


    "Poaching them could undermine our competitors and weaken our enemies," Charles remembered only the names of T-ARA and Girls' Generation. Putting faces to those names wasn't feasible for him.


    "Well," Son Ye-jin took a deep breath, "That group isn't doing too well this year. But S Entertainment is a big company in Korea, and Girls' Generation is their major girl group. Their members have long-term contracts."


    "Poaching is almost impossible!"


    Then Son Ye-jin kissed Charles deeply, not caring whether he wanted to poach talent or anything else.


    Besides, was he really interested in poaching? Clearly, he was more interested in them physically, but at that moment, Charles was already lost in Son Ye-jin's fiery kiss.


    As for Girls' Generation and T-ARA, these Korean girl groups were already forgotten.


  




  Chapter 398: Lee Qri


  

    With the intensifying global financial crisis, Charles Capet, who was in South Korea, felt a deep sense of concern. The devaluation of the Korean won, severe asset deflation, and the rapid decline in consumer confidence all contributed to the downturn of the Korean economy.


    In Seoul, at the entrance of the Shilla Hotel, a Lincoln stopped. Charles noticed the nervous expression on Son Ye-jin's face and asked, "What's wrong?"


    "Charles, I..."


    "Hey, call me oppa!" Charles patted her hand to comfort her. "Tonight, your new president Miky Lee will also be here, along with heirs of South Korea's chaebol families. I'm bringing you to this event tonight so nobody dares to bully you in South Korea anymore!"


    "Oppa, I'm a bit scared. You know my identity is..." As a South Korean native, Son Ye-jin naturally feared these chaebols.


    "Don't worry, I'm here with you," Charles reassured her. Even Lee Kun-hee's assets couldn't compare to his; Charles had no regard for the so-called chaebols.


    More than half of the shares in Samsung, Hyundai, and LG were held by banks and investment groups on Wall Street. In fact, 90% of the preferred shares and 55% of the common shares were controlled by American capital, making a significant portion of the profit each year for the American capitalists.


    "Let's go," Charles said as the driver opened the car door. Together, they got out, with Son Ye-jin elegantly linking her arm with Charles's, trying to stay composed.


    In a custom Dior evening gown, Son Ye-jin looked increasingly captivating, with her fair skin and beautiful makeup catching everyone's attention.


    "Charles, you made it," CJ Group Chairman Lee Jae-hyun welcomed Charles when he saw him.


    Charles nodded and shook Lee Jae-hyun's hand, asking, "Is tonight special?"


    Lee Jae-hyun shook his head, "No, it's just an ordinary cocktail party. Many government officials are also attending tonight."


    "Over there, Ambassador Alexander Vershbow has been waiting for you for a while; you should go over," he added.


    "Thanks," Charles responded. Alexander Vershbow was the American ambassador to South Korea, likely in his last year of tenure.


    Charles then walked in the direction where Alexander was waiting, and Vershbow smiled as he approached.


    "Charles, I'll head over there first," Son Ye-jin realized Charles had business to discuss and excused herself.


    After meeting Vershbow, Charles began introducing himself.


    Simultaneously, Charles's presence with Son Ye-jin at the cocktail party attracted some guests nearby.


    Individuals from major chaebol groups like Samsung, SK, Hyundai, Lotte, and Daewoo were present. 


    Alexander Vershbow and Charles moved to a corner of the banquet hall. "Mr. Ambassador, this is your last stretch in Korea, isn't it?"


    Vershbow nodded, "I should hear back soon. Obama currently has very high public support!"


    Last month, Hillary Clinton withdrew from the presidential race, leaving Obama as the Democratic candidate, with Biden as his running mate.


    A running mate is the future Vice President and Senate President.


    "I heard South Korea is preparing to enter a currency swap agreement with the United States. Is that true?" Charles had received information from the U.S. that the devaluation of the Korean won had caused a drop in exports and deflation. For the South Korean government, which had little dollar reserves, defending the won required continuously releasing dollars.


    Vershbow was momentarily stunned, but then nodded, acknowledging that the U.S. and South Korea had indeed been discussing it recently.


    Introduced by Alexander Vershbow, Charles also met and had a brief chat with Lee Myung-bak.


    When Son Ye-jin saw Charles appear, she finally relaxed a bit; the atmosphere here felt quite stifling for her.


    "Finished chatting?" Son Ye-jin asked Charles quietly as she walked up to him.


    Charles nodded and glanced at his watch - more than forty minutes had passed. 


    Sun Yizhen sighed in relief, finally able to leave that place.


    ...


    In a hillside villa in Itaewon, Seoul, in a large bathtub, Charles Capet was holding and kissing Lee Qri from T-ara.


    Lee Qri, at 22 years old, had a nice figure and was one of the three later additions to the T-ara group. Charles quickly took a liking to her.


    She was a student at Myongji University in Korea and, of course, an artist under East Asia Korea Entertainment. 


    "Oppa, will our T-ara group really debut this year?" Lee Qri asked softly while holding onto Charles' neck.


    "Of course," Charles replied, feeling her not-so-full chest while leaning on the edge of the bathtub. "You guys already have endorsement contracts, don't you? Of course, you'll debut!"


    "All the girls are working hard; some have been trainees for several years," Lee Qri mentioned. Though her family's conditions were pretty good, it still wasn't easy to debut.


    "Don't worry, you are my girl. You'll definitely become famous in Korea, and then we'll advance to Japan and China," Charles said while running his fingers through Lee Qri's wet hair.


    Lee Qri nodded and then kissed him voluntarily. Soon, the bathroom was filled with their whispers and soft singing.


    ...


    The next day, Son Ye-jin drove Charles from Itaewon to Gimpo International Airport in Seoul. 


    "Will you come back to Korea?" Son Ye-jin asked, sitting close to Charles in the car.


    "Of course I will," Charles smiled, patting her thigh. "You guys take care of things here. If there's any problem you can't handle, find Lee Jae-hyun."


    "The Korean entertainment industry doesn't have a more powerful force than CJ Entertainment!"


    The two giant chaebols in the Korean entertainment industry were the CJ Group of the Samsung family and the SK Group of the Koo family.


    Son Ye-jin nodded, "The girl you mentioned is Lee Qri, right? I'll look out for her."


    "Also, I've contacted the people in charge at Red Fruit Entertainment and East Asia Japan, we might exchange some resources when the time comes."


    Charles turned and kissed her. "I don't want to leave you now. After Haeundae comes out, you should become much more famous, and you could take part in some co-productions between China and Japan."


    The Korean Wave was sweeping through Asia. It was a bit unexpected just how popular it had become. 


    "Since our company focuses mainly on nurturing actors, a little more freedom and some international channels should attract some stars with expiring contracts," Charles added. "You guys can decide for yourselves. You can also invest in movies or TV shows."


    In Korea, few artists terminated their contracts because Korean entertainment agencies were very powerful. The cost of terminating a contract was high, so usually, artists would simply let their contracts expire before switching agencies.


    "There's a good low-budget romance drama movie that Kim and I are interested in investing in!" Son Ye-jin had already met with Haeundae's director Yoon Je-kyun and the male lead, Jung Woo-sung.


    She had a good impression of the originally casted female lead, Ha Ji-won. In fact, Son Ye-jin felt like she stole the female lead role from Ha Ji-won.


    The romance drama My Love By My Side, which the company received, was very suited for an actress with Ha Ji-won's acting skills.


    Charles put his arm around Son Ye-jin's shoulder. "You guys make the decisions. The company has money now. I heard the richest star in Korea is Bae Yong-joon because he started his own company. You can become the female version of Bae Yong-joon!"


    "I already have plenty of money; you gave me 20% of East Asia Korea!" Son Ye-jin laughed.


    "Right, once the US dollar to Korean won exchange rate exceeds 1400, you can close your position," Charles reminded Son Ye-jin. Earlier, she had bought 10 billion won worth of US dollars in foreign exchange.


    "Now the won is dropping every day. The US dollar has already broken past the 1200 mark!" She bought them when the exchange rate was in the 1100s.


    Suddenly, Charles received a call from his mother from the United States. "Charles, when do you plan to come back to the US?"


    "Come back, not right now. I just returned to China, and I don't even feel the pressure of the financial crisis," Charles explained, pouting.


    "It's really bad here, with the unemployment rate, stock market, and real economy all declining. Everyone from Wall Street to Hollywood is looking for you," Evelyn said, noting that too many people couldn't find Charles and had come to her instead.


    "Haha, what can I do? If Merrill Lynch and Lehman Brothers, these big investment banks, can't handle it, there's nothing I can do," Charles knew they were looking for investments, but he had no interest in helping them.


    "Merrill Lynch and Lehman Brothers are looking for buyers to survive. Leave them alone," Evelyn scoffed.


    "So yeah, I don't want to return now. I don't have much cash flow. Just wait; Washington will take action. We should just focus on our business, right?" Charles didn't want to be pestered by those company heads or politicians looking for help.


    Anyway, Lehman Brothers was going bankrupt, and Congress would surely inject a huge rescue fund.


    The Federal Reserve would lower interest rates, the dollar would remain strong, and the US would print money like crazy, absorbing the world's resources to feed itself!


    Possess the strongest military and the world's reserve currency? Who would dare watch the dollar collapse?


    "Alright, then I'll go on vacation in Australia!" Evelyn was also annoyed by all those people.


    "Sure, the sky won't fall down." Charles cheerfully hung up the phone.


  




  Chapter 399: A Song of Ice and Fire


  

    Capet Pictures released Vicky Cristina Barcelona in August, and it floundered in the North American market, grossing only over $17 million after more than half a month. However, it performed decently in the European market, exceeding $50 million!


    At night, under the starry sky, Charles lay in the courtyard of his villa, gazing at the moon. His phone rang - it was Phyllis Jones, who had returned to America.


    "HBO also contacted George Martin. They hope to collaborate on adapting the novel A Song of Ice and Fire into a grand series. Our company has studied this. Collaborating with HBO is not a bad choice; HBO's production team is quite reliable.


    George Martin seems to trust HBO's development capabilities more. Currently, HBO is working with Steven Spielberg and Tom Hanks on developing the most expensive American TV series in history, The Pacific, with a budget exceeding 200 million dollars for the first season!"


    Listening to Phyllis Jones' report on the phone, Charles thought for a moment and said, "Hehe, a few years ago, Steven Spielberg and Tom Hanks' collaboration with HBO on Band of Brothers kicked off the trend of high-budget, high-quality American TV series. Now, they're making another similar war epic, The Pacific?


    Let's develop A Song of Ice and Fire with HBO. For the first season, get the big director Ridley Scott to direct it. A Song of Ice and Fire is also an epic series. I believe Ridley Scott would be interested!"


    "Alright, I got it."


    Charles put down his phone. 


    "Charles, here you go!" Shortly after, Lin Chi-ling handed Charles a glass of champagne. Her white spaghetti strap nightdress barely covered her stunning figure.


    With a good figure and looks, Lin Chi-ling had successfully transitioned from a model to an actress.


    Given Charles' status, securing endorsement deals from European and American brands was quite easy.


    After all, Charles' mother, Evelyn Capet, was a top executive at East Asia International. She wielded substantial star and corporate resources. The merger between East Asia International and two of Hollywood's Big Five talent agencies was also underway, promising even greater status in the future.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles had dinner with Liu Yifei, whom he had met in America.


    "Long time no see!" Charles poured a glass of champagne for the lady.


    "Thanks. I heard you came to China before the Olympics?" Liu Yifei asked Charles.


    Charles nodded, "I stayed in Korea for almost a month. I didn't watch the Olympics in Beijing. I returned to Beijing at the end of last month."


    "By the way, in a couple of days, would you like to go to Hong Kong with me? I have a yacht there."


    "Ah, I have to check with my mom, or she'll look for me."


    "Oh, sure..."


    ...


    In Burbank, Los Angeles, Capet Entertainment's television division was in talks with Ridley Scott about adapting the novel series A Song of Ice and Fire into a TV show.


    Roger Anderson, head of Capet Television, specifically reported the adaptation plan, which had the highest budget for any Capet Television series so far, to Donna Langley.


    "HBO is really generous," Donna Langley glanced at the cooperation agreement. The offer from HBO for the first broadcast rights was quite high.


    "I heard Charles had people contact George Martin a few years ago, but he didn't budge. This year he was finally convinced and got Ridley Scott to be the producer and direct the first season. Not bad," Roger Anderson had been discussing the adaptation with Ridley Scott recently.


    After Roger Anderson left, Donna Langley asked her assistant, "Do you know where our boss is right now? Still in Korea?"


    The assistant shook his head, "Mr. Capet went to Hong Kong this month. But Evelyn Capet came back to LA from Australia the day before yesterday!"


    Donna Langley nodded. With the company about to start building studios in Montreal, Canada, and Georgia, they still needed Charles' input.


    "No updates from Phyllis either?"


    The assistant shook his head, "The boss instructed the purchase of the North American rights to a drama film called The Wrestler at the Venice Film Festival. Other than that, no new instructions!"


    The Wrestler was directed by Darren Aronofsky and starred Mickey Rourke and Evan Rachel Wood. It was a low-budget drama that participated in the Venice Film Festival this year.


    Mickey Rourke, the lead actor, was already a veteran Hollywood star and played Whiplash in Iron Man 2.


    The movie depicted the rise and fall of a professional wrestler from the 1980s. With a production cost of $7 million, Capet Pictures spent $4 million to buy the North American rights to The Wrestler.


    ...


    Meanwhile, in New York, Dona Williams was watching various currency transactions with a focus on the euro, pound, and yen.


    The former One Worldwide Plaza had become the Capet Center Building. Dona Williams saw the impacts of bankruptcies, layoffs, and companies with poor performance almost every day.


    Still, Dona Williams paid little attention to the waves of bankruptcies and unemployment on Wall Street. Recently, she had been fixated on General Electric (GE).


    Formed at the end of the 19th century from the merger of Edison General Electric Company and Thomson-Houston Electric Company, General Electric had been one of the world's largest manufacturers of electrical and electronic equipment for years.


    Producing everything from aircraft engines and power generation equipment to medical devices and chemical products, GE's product range had reached 250,000 types.


    Before the new millennium, GE, led by Jack Welch, was valued at $580 billion, making it the world's largest company.


    After the tech bubble burst, GE's value fell below $200 billion. Jack Welch stepped down, and Jeff Immelt took over as chairman and CEO.


    After Jeff Immelt took office, he greatly expanded the commercial finance sector, allowing GE Capital to grow rapidly.


    However, the global stock market crash triggered by the subprime mortgage crisis also hit General Electric. GE Capital became GE's sore spot.


    Bulking up in too many areas while expanding rapidly in commercial finance led to GE's problems.


    As a leading industrial group that neglected its energy and manufacturing business, GE's restructuring had become urgent.


    Shedding unnecessary assets was Jeff Immelt's current strategy.


    NBC Universal, owned 80% by GE, was considered one of these unnecessary assets, and Dona Williams had been instructed by Charles to keep a close eye on GE's stance on NBC Universal during the stock market crash.


    The remaining 20% of NBC Universal was held by its former owner, Vivendi.


    ...


    Meanwhile, Charles was sunbathing on a yacht in Deep Water Bay, Hong Kong, with Liu Yifei who had also come to Hong Kong.


    "This yacht is beautiful," Liu Yifei said, dressed lightly yet wearing a long shirt over her bikini.


    "It's alright. This one's called Starlight. I have another in LA called Stardust, which is about two-thirds bigger than this," Charles said, using his hands to measure the size.


    Liu Yifei nodded, contemplating quietly while sipping her drink.


    Charles walked over and sat down, "The Kingdom of War didn't do well both critically and at the box office. That must've been tough for you?"


    The lady nodded, "It's my first movie, a big US-China co-production with two big international stars. The result is hard to accept."


    Charles nodded too. Liu Yifei had a very high starting point, her godfather was really rich.


    However, it seemed her godfather had been reported for tax evasion these past two years and recently got taken away as the evidence was compelling.


    Charles sighed, patted her shoulder, and reminded her, "I heard you have some conflicts with top entertainment companies. What's your plan?"


    Liu Yifei, looking downcast, gazed at Hong Kong Island, "My mom said I should try developing in Hong Kong."


    Charles frowned, "The Hong Kong entertainment scene is already in decline. You should focus on honing your acting skills. There are very few pure actors these days. In terms of public recognition, no young actress can really match you now.


    Opportunities will come. I'll have Red Fruit Entertainment keep an eye on you. ETA can also lookout for suitable roles for you!"


    Liu Yifei looked up at Charles, smiled, and asked, "Are you helping me because you want to date me?"


    Charles sniffed a bit, caught off-guard, and replied, "Isn't it obvious?"


    "But there's more to it," Charles said as he stood up, "You really need to work on your acting."


    No matter what, artists like Liu Yifei who have upright values and a real interest in acting are very rare.


    "Thanks!"


  




  Chapter 400: Agency Merger


  

    Hong Kong, Deep Water Bay, Gao Yuanyuan came directly to Charles's place after returning from Italy.


    Sitting on the sofa, Gao Yuanyuan looked shocked and said, "You can't possibly have some thoughts about Liu Yifei, can you? She's the beloved 'immortal sister' for all the teenagers! If she dates a foreigner, you might get bashed by internet users to tears!"


    Charles just mentioned to Gao Yuanyuan that Red Fruit Entertainment had some roles that could consider her.


    "Really? Is it that serious?" Charles seemed a bit believing.


    "Didn't you see how they cut the kissing scene with that foreign kid in The Forbidden Kingdom? Many fans just couldn't accept that kiss," Gao Yuanyuan reminded him. 


    Gao Yuanyuan moved closer to Charles, "If her acting improves, she can make it in Hollywood?"


    "Of course. She speaks English and is very popular right now. She's already been in The Forbidden Kingdom, a Hollywood movie. She definitely has an edge over others," Charles replied truthfully.


    "I have to go back to the US tonight. I'll bring you all to my ranch for Christmas," Charles received some work emails last night and had to return.


    Especially the report from Dona Williams about the General Electric Capital blow-up. They were seeking to handle bad assets and asking for government aid.


    A good industrial group was turning into a commercial finance group. The gap between Jack Welch's chosen successor Jeff Immelt and Welch himself was huge.


    "Alright, I'll call if I encounter any unsolvable problems at the company," Gao Yuanyuan said and proactively kissed Charles.


    ...


    With the worsening subprime mortgage crisis in the US, more financial companies on Wall Street were going bankrupt. Since JPMorgan Chase acquired Bear Stearns in May, the remaining Lehman Brothers, Merrill Lynch, Morgan Stanley, and Goldman Sachs were also having a hard time.


    Compared to leaders like Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley, third-ranking Merrill Lynch and fourth-ranking Lehman Brothers were closer to the brink of bankruptcy.


    Government-guaranteed loans couldn't solve the fundamental problems. Securing buyers was what Lehman Brothers and Merrill Lynch were both striving for.


    When Charles returned to the US, it was already September 10. He didn't go straight to Los Angeles but flew into San Francisco instead.


    He went to his holiday villa at Lake Tahoe because his mom, Evelyn, was there discussing the merger of ETA and the family agency with investors.


    "It's just two agencies, but you guys seem to have been talking for a long time," Charles poured his mom a glass of wine.


    "With the market down, if you put in some effort, you can pull over many big names."


    "The assets they have are substantial, but ETA is too young. We need to fight for control," Evelyn took a sip of wine and frowned.


    "And now, with the economic downturn, investors need to think carefully about the talent management sector. It's not their own money; they need to consider others' opinions on how to spend it."


    Evelyn shook her head and looked pointedly at her son, "Unlike you, look at our Hollywood prince, Charles Capet, throwing around billions in cash for acquisitions. Who can compete with you?"


    "Capet Center in Manhattan, the NFL's Miami Dolphins, and the Premier League club Arsenal in London!"


    Charles smirked, "I'm just trying to save time. For me, time is more valuable than money."


    ...


    As a summer resort destination, Charles originally planned to return to Los Angeles after meeting with his mother.


    However, during negotiations with David Bonderman, the head of TPG (Texas Pacific Group) Capital, Evelyn included Charles in the discussions.


    At the Tahoe Lake Golf Club, Charles sat with his mother and David Bonderman in a cafe, taking a break.


    "David, I remember TPG was one of the participants in the acquisition of MGM. You guys were the second-largest shareholder, right, just behind Providence Equity Partners with 29%?" Charles asked David, taking a sip of juice and smiling.


    David Bonderman nodded, "That's right, we own 21% of MGM shares. Sony and Doncaster both have 20%, DLJ Merchant Banking Partners 7%, and the Quadrangle Group 3%."


    "Now, under Sony's management, MGM's debt is increasing. Even though none of you made much money, Sony's Blu-ray high-definition DVD format emerged as the winner." Charles said deliberately, taking a deep breath. Everyone was aware of MGM's declining situation, and the high debts allowed creditors to take over directly, bypassing the shareholders.


    "Charles, we're discussing the merger with ETA now," David Bonderman switched the topic.


    Charles shook his head, saying casually, "If it weren't for the fact that my mother is the major shareholder of ETA and that a movie company can't run a talent agency, you wouldn't have had the chance to invest."


    David Bonderman twitched slightly, while Evelyn laughed out loud, "Alright, Charles is just kidding!"


    "It's rotten to the bone, just like MGM. Rigidity in the system and backward management. Take advantage of this year's situation for a merger and restructure the management team," Charles continued.


    "First, stabilize the Hollywood market, then aggressively expand international business. There are big markets in film, sports, music, and technology waiting to be tapped!"


    ...


    In the afternoon, David Bonderman needed to discuss with the company's senior management, and Evelyn had to strategize with other ETA partners.


    As for Charles, he picked up Alexandra Daddario and headed to his lakeside vacation villa in South Tahoe for some relaxation.


    In the beautiful Tahoe Lake, Charles, wearing just a pair of swim trunks, rowed a small boat leisurely with the sexy Alexandra Daddario.


    "By the way, haven't the preparations for Piranha 3D been completed?" Charles asked Alexandra, who was nestled in his arms, while opening a can of beer and taking a sip.


    "Oh, it starts shooting next month in a lakeside area in Arizona. The crew will set up a simple water park there, which will be the main setting of the movie," Alexandra Daddario said, quite excited about her first leading role.


    "I've been working out a lot lately, so I'll be in my best shape for the shoot," Alexandra Daddario said, puffing up her impressive chest.


    Charles looked down and touched the abundant fullness he couldn't quite grasp, then he laughed, "You'll have to compete with Kelly Brook!"


    Kelly Brook, the British model known as the "Sun Page 3 Girl."


    Alexandra Daddario confidently unfastened her top, exposing herself to the sun, "I'm just as good as her!"


    Charles looked around, saw no one nearby, and casually caressed her E cup, "Better put it back on. We wouldn't want someone else appreciating your chest. It'd be a real loss for me!"


    Alexandra Daddario enjoyed a brief sunbath for her chest before re-dressing.


    "How long are you planning to stay here at Tahoe Lake? I'll need to leave early to prep for the movie," Alexandra Daddario asked, even though she wanted to stay with Charles but knew she had to focus on her career.


    Charles took another sip of beer, "Not too long, just two or three days. My mom wanted me to keep her company here, and her business should be wrapping up soon."


    If ETA and TPG merged, CAA would face tremendous pressure, as Hollywood's top talent agency would have a new leader.


    Fortunately, the merger hadn't yet crossed antitrust boundaries, making external pressure relatively lighter.


    Hearing about Evelyn Capet, Alexandra Daddario's eyes darted, and she had an idea.


    "Mrs. Capet rarely gets involved in the details of talent management, right?" Alexandra Daddario asked.


    "Haha, she oversees many matters, only focusing on what she considers important. Most of her work involves business deals and negotiations," Charles said, understanding Alexandra's thoughts immediately.


    However, it was futile; his mother had no time to personally manage the multitude of signed artists anymore.


    "Oh, really? Then I suppose I'll follow your advice, appearing more in films and TV shows to improve my acting skills," Alexandra Daddario replied, trusting Charles's opinion.


    "Don't worry, you're still young. You have plenty of opportunities ahead," Charles said, finishing his beer in one gulp,


    "Let's go back and ride the jet skis!"


    With Alexandra Daddario's company at Tahoe Lake, Charles no longer felt the rush to return to Los Angeles, waiting patiently to leave with his mother, Evelyn.


    At night, in the bedroom, Charles held Alexandra Daddario in his arms when he received a call from his mother, Evelyn.


    "Leaving tomorrow? That soon?" Charles responded, patting the girl in his arms, who gave him a playful look and began kissing him.


    "Why? Are you reluctant to leave?" Evelyn laughed over the phone.


    "No, no, I just feel like I haven't spent enough quality time with you," Charles said, gasping at Alexandra's actions.


    "Alright, quality time, huh? If you can avoid making headlines, your mother would be very happy. Come back by tomorrow afternoon," Evelyn said.


    "Okay," Charles replied, hanging up the phone and flipping the covers. Alexandra looked up with an innocent face.


    "Make the most of tonight!" Charles said, diving onto her.


  




  Chapter 401: Lehman Went Bankrupt


  

    In a conference room at Capet Pictures headquarters in Burbank, Los Angeles, the TV was broadcasting the news of Lehman Brothers, the fourth largest investment bank on Wall Street, declaring bankruptcy.


    Not only did Donna Langley and the senior executives gasp, but even the assistant, Phyllis Jones, found it somewhat unbelievable.


    The 158-year-old Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy, causing a chain reaction that plunged the credit market into complete chaos.


    Faced with $613 billion in debt and a company that crumbled overnight, the more than 20,000 employees of Lehman Brothers had no choice but to leave.


    In the wake of the severe subprime mortgage crisis, the board of directors, unable to find a satisfactory buyer despite hard efforts, had no choice but to apply for bankruptcy protection.


    "The Treasury saved Bear Stearns, took over Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, and the Federal Reserve supported many large enterprises. It seems there are many reasons for Lehman Brothers' bankruptcy," Donna Langley smirked. At their level, everything revolves around interests.


    "Bank of America acquired Merrill Lynch. Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley also requested to convert to commercial bank holding companies from the Federal Reserve. It's unquestionable that the Federal Reserve will approve their request. After the conversion, Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley can absorb deposits and permanently enjoy the right to obtain emergency loans from the Federal Reserve," Michael Lynn said with some sentiment.


    "The era of the Five Big Investment Banks on Wall Street is finally over!"


    Two transitioned, two were acquired, and one went bankrupt.


    Charles showed no expression as he watched the huge number of unemployed walk out of the Lehman Brothers building on TV.


    Some were dressed in casual clothes, while others were still dressed in suits as usual, but without exception, all were carrying their various belongings, dragging suitcases or holding boxes, etc.


    Many laid-off employees couldn't contain their disappointment and anger, shouting and cursing at the reporters who had come to witness the scene...


    "Warren Buffet said that all the companies on Wall Street are like people who swim naked. This time, Merrill Lynch surprisingly made it to the shore without drowning," Charles quietly commented.


    "Maybe, Hollywood will have to consider the funding sources from Wall Street for the next pooled investments," Charles smiled.


    "Annie, keep in touch with those Middle Eastern tycoons. I don't like the smell of oil, but I do like the smell of American dollars!"


    Chief Financial Officer Anne Depp smiled, "I'll keep up with it."


    "There's no problem with the production plant plans in Atlanta and Montreal. Start them as soon as possible. Try to get as many local land resources and tax exemptions as possible; our production plants can definitely solve a lot of employment issues and boost the local economy!"


    Charles couldn't wait to expand his entertainment empire, and running the production plants was clearly a part of his strategy.


    Back in his office, Charles was still smiling. Lehman Brothers' bankruptcy marked the climax of the financial tsunami, and the $700 billion bailout plan from the U.S. Congress passed immediately.


    As the Federal Reserve printed money at full throttle, it also implemented a strong-dollar policy, drawing international capital into the United States.


    U.S. Treasury bonds? Price increase!


    In the afternoon, Charles attended the opening ceremony of the Capet Grand Theater, located in the southeastern corner of Capet Studios in Los Angeles.


    The new theater, capable of seating over 1,500 people, could not only host various musicals, stage plays, movie premieres, award ceremonies, and press conferences.


    The creators of the movie Mamma Mia! also attended the opening ceremony, as the Mamma Mia! musical was set to start there soon.


    Mamma Mia!'s North American box office of 145 millions of dollars, combined with its overseas box office of 470 million, made it this year's highest-grossing movie for Capet Pictures.


    After a long absence, Charles Capet appeared before the media, which inevitably swarmed him with questions.


    "Charles, how much did you make during the subprime crisis?"


    "Charles, are you traveling abroad because you have new plans?"


    "Buying the Miami Dolphins, purchasing the Trump Tower in Manhattan, does this mean you're losing confidence in Capet Entertainment's future?"


    "Charles, what's your opinion on Lehman Brothers filing for bankruptcy protection?"


    "Do you have anything to say about the upcoming presidential election?"


    Microphones of various lengths were pointed at Charles. He maintained a smile and gently raised his hand, "You have too many and too mixed questions.


    However, everyone's most concerned about the complete disorder in the credit market caused by Lehman Brothers' bankruptcy! My opinion? Simple. They're just a bunch of naked swimmers. When the tide goes out, you see things more clearly.


    The Wall Street crisis is definitely impacting Hollywood heavily. If the government's bailout fund does not include plans for Hollywood, I believe many people in Hollywood won't stand for it. Hollywood's contribution to the U.S. is undeniable. If the government can't see that, it would be unfair to all of Hollywood!"


    Claps and applause surrounded Charles, be it from the guests at the opening ceremony or the reporters. They all showed their support for Charles standing up against Washington.


    It was Charles' first time publicly criticizing the government for neglecting Hollywood. After all, the $700 billion bailout fund provided too little for Hollywood.


    Now, as the representative of the American Dream, the youngest mogul in Hollywood, the child blessed by God himself, Charles led Hollywood in striving for subsidies, naturally earning strong support.


    "Charles, that was fantastic! The Bush administration doesn't care about Hollywood at all," Meryl Streep, the lead actress of Mamma Mia!, praised Charles in the theater lounge.


    Charles smiled, "It's difficult. Washington's primary concern right now is stabilizing the financial market. Maybe we'll have to see how many changes and subsidies can be squeezed out of state cultural industry tax plans."


    Meryl Streep and Capet Pictures had shared significant success with The Devil Wears Prada, and Mamma Mia! was another hit.


    Thus, Meryl Streep was somewhat familiar with Charles, making conversation easy.


    "Perhaps we're not putting enough pressure on them!" Meryl Streep, a standard Hollywood leftist, an eloquent self-serving saint, speculated.


    Charles nodded and then went to chat with Scarlett Johansson, who had come for the event.


  




  Chapter 402: Chapter 402


  

    In the evening, at a cocktail party held at the Chateau Marmont in West Hollywood, stars, movie executives, bankers, and various industry professionals smiled at the party but couldn't hide the worry in their eyes.


    Charles Capet moved through the crowd with Scarlett Johansson on his arm. Due to the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, many banks had gone bankrupt one after another, making it clear that Wall Street was pulling out of Hollywood.


    To maintain revenue, movie companies had to open up new sources and reduce expenses, such as lowering production costs and implementing layoffs.


    "Charles, let's have a drink together!" Jeff Zucker, the chairman of NBC Universal Entertainment, invited Charles.


    "Sure," Charles nodded. He whispered a few words into Scarlett Johansson's ear, and she walked away with a smile.


    They headed to the outdoor bar connected to the hotel and found a table to sit down.


    "Wall Street banks are preparing to pull out of Hollywood, and DVD sales are down. It seems like Hollywood is in serious trouble," Jeff Zucker said, clinking his glass with Charles's.


    At that time, Hollywood revenues came from 30% box office, 40% DVD market, 15% pay-per-view, and the remainder from free-to-air TV, online streaming, and other sources.


    DVD sales, whether Blu-ray or standard, had declined. Previously, the DVD market had accounted for more than 50% of movie income.


    "Maybe, but this could also be seen as a test for Hollywood studios," Charles laughed and took a sip of his drink before asking, "Is Universal planning to take over DreamWorks' live-action film distribution?"


    Steven Spielberg had secured funding from Reliance Entertainment in India to break away from Paramount, and DreamWorks was looking for a new distributor for their live-action films.


    Jeff Zucker shook his head. "Steven does want that, but he's asking for more production funds than Universal can provide. The GE board can't approve it. Without a distribution department or their own film library, and having lost the distribution rights to DreamWorks Animation, Spielberg alone isn't worth that big of an investment!"


    Charles smiled. This split between DreamWorks and Paramount wasn't as beneficial as in a previous life where they had successful franchises like Transformers.


    This time, DreamWorks left Paramount with help from Reliance Entertainment's funding, essentially starting from scratch.


    Their only asset was Steven Spielberg, who desperately needed new loans and a new distribution company.


    But from Jeff Zucker's words, it seemed Universal still had a business-as-usual approach.


    "Charles, aren't you interested in Steven Spielberg?" Jeff Zucker asked, inquiring about Capet Pictures' stance.


    "Me?" Charles put down his glass and slowly said, "Capet Pictures doesn't need a flag bearer who's unruly and low-return. Let the struggling studios seek him out!"


    Jeff Zucker shook his head, thinking that the struggling studios were likely Disney and Universal.


    "And in my film projects, directors and actors won't earn more than the studio itself!" Charles added.


    "Yeah, Viacom's chairman, Philippe Dauman, also said that losing anyone won't affect Paramount's plans. Major Hollywood studios should have the mindset of big movie companies," Jeff Zucker agreed.


    "So, considering GE's losses in its finance division, what's the group's plan for NBC Universal?" Charles inquired casually.


    Jeff Zucker looked at Charles and said, "GE's plan for NBC Universal?"


    "You're interested in NBC Universal?" Zucker asked.


    Charles nodded confidently, "Of course. Capet Entertainment's movie business is booming. If we could integrate NBC Universal's resources... Who could compete with me in the media world?"


    Jeff Zucker squinted. Charles's ambition was tempting, and who in Hollywood wasn't envious of Capet Pictures?


    Wherever Charles Capet went, he would undoubtedly become the leader of a media conglomerate. Clearly, he had investigated GE's condition.


    "NBC Universal isn't a core asset for GE. Its main revenue comes from the NBC network. If Capet Entertainment wants to get involved, it'll need a substantial investment."


    "But first, we need to settle with Vivendi, who holds 20% of NBC Universal!" Jeff continued.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Capet Entertainment is stronger now than Viacom was when they acquired Paramount and CBS. The future is tough, and resource integration is crucial. 


    Capet Entertainment, as a new Hollywood force, has gaps compared to long-established studios. But media group development requires adaptation. Many have turned to dust in the history books!"


    Jeff Zucker was silent for a while, looking at Charles Capet, acknowledging his promising future.


    Capet Entertainment's assets included the core Capet Pictures Group, owning Marvel Studios, and the online streaming/DVD rental Netflix.


    It also had Capet Records, Capet Television, and Pacific Theaters.


    Capet Entertainment's valuation, including debt, exceeded $13 billion, but acquiring Capet for that amount was out of the question.


    "Charles, you have competition. Doncaster approached Disney's former chairman Michael Eisner in '04, seeking to acquire Disney, and has since been looking to enter Hollywood. You know they partnered with Sony to control MGM. If GE sells NBC Universal, Doncaster will definitely be in the game!"


    Charles just nodded. Competing for NBC Universal would indeed be a tough battle.


    Doncaster, America's largest cable TV operator and the second largest internet provider after AT&T; not to mention France's Vivendi, and GE as the controlling party.


    "Thanks, but who knows how it'll end until the very last moment?" Charles smiled, stood up, and shook Jeff Zucker's hand.


  




  Chapter 403: Chapter 403


  

    At night, in a beachfront villa in Santa Monica Palisades of Shire, Scarlett Johansson got into the pool with Charles after returning from the Marmont Castle Hotel.


    "Pfft," Charles did a dive, popping his head out of the water to spit, then swam towards Scarlett Johansson, who was resting by the pool.


    "What's up? Exhausted from filming and promoting your movie?" Charles embraced the curvaceous Scarlett Johansson, who was wearing a sexy red bikini, enjoying their time together.


    Scarlett Johansson laughed, "Not really exhausted, but I can't help but feel a bit antsy thinking about the album I released last month.


    I also attended the VMA held at the beginning of this month!"


    Scarlett Johansson wrapped her legs around Charles' waist and whispered into his ear, "I even ran into Britney Spears at the award ceremony. She asked about you."


    Charle's smile disappeared for a moment as he felt a bit awkward. He kissed Scarlett and changed the subject, "Vicky Cristina Barcelona seems to have received good reviews. It seems Penelope Cruz's performance was rated higher than yours."


    Vicky Cristina Barcelona was quite an artsy film, featuring a few sexy actresses as highlights, making it difficult for Charles to evaluate it much.


    After all, Vicky Cristina Barcelona only grossed $23 million in North America and barely reached $90 million worldwide, just under $100 million!


    "Maybe it's because Woody Allen was affected by the accusations from his ex-wife Mia Farrow. Although Mia Farrow eventually faced repercussions, such scandals always have a negative impact," Scarlett Johansson shook her head.


    "I wasn't very satisfied with Scoop, which I acted in earlier. I think I'll focus on commercial films from now on."


    The high box office of Mamma Mia! indeed helped Scarlett Johansson get out of the shadow of The Island.


    Although Meryl Streep was the leading actress of Mamma Mia!, Scarlett Johansson's role in it was somewhat similar to Anne Hathaway in The Devil Wears Prada. However, Anne Hathaway's role in The Devil Wears Prada was more significant than Scarlett Johansson's in Mamma Mia!.


    "Relax, Black Widow is the role that will make you known worldwide, just like Robert Downey Jr.'s Iron Man. A character that will make you a global superstar," Charles reassured her, emphasizing that commercial films would boost an actor's fame the most.


    Scarlett Johansson nodded, then asked, "Do you know what Eva has been up to lately?"


    "Eva Green?" Charles smiled as he undid Scarlett's bikini top. "Are you that close with her now? She should be preparing for an art film in the UK, directed by Ridley Scott's daughter, Jordan Scott."


    As Charles started kissing Scarlett, she reminded him, "Weren't you super excited when we all went on a date?"


    ...


    Following the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers in mid-September, global financial markets faced massive turbulence, affecting the stock market, forex, and commodity markets alike. The major indices in the US, Europe, and Asia all fell sharply.


    The liquidity crisis led to a drop in interbank trust and made interbank loans more difficult, directly causing a global credit market crisis.


    This prompted the US government to take several measures to stabilize the financial market, including a $700 billion bailout plan that quickly passed approval. Many other countries and regions, facing accelerated economic downturns, also had to adopt more direct measures to stabilize their financial markets and economies.


    "Seven years of Republican rule has led to a sluggish US economy, huge fiscal deficits, and rising prices, compounded by the current subprime mortgage crisis, making people's lives increasingly hard. The number without health insurance has reached 50 million."


    "Universal healthcare is urgently needed. We need to store hope and push for change."


    "We need change we can believe in!"


    Watching Obama's impassioned speech on TV, Charles tapped along with the rhythm, holding the remote.


    Campaign slogans, personal videos, celebrity endorsements, and the full support of people of color made the Democratic candidate Obama increasingly advantageous over the Republican candidate John McCain.


    Charles picked up the phone and called Arianna Huffington in New York, "When do the two candidates start their TV debates?"


    "Oh, at the end of this month, the candidates from both parties will have their first TV debate in Oxford, Mississippi. The Huffington Post will live stream it online," Arianna Huffington sounded excited over the phone.


    "Charles, your influence in Hollywood is truly extraordinary. So many celebrities in Hollywood are supporting Obama, and our promotional campaigns are making great strides!"


    "Ha, it has little to do with me. It's mainly because of all that's happened in the US these past few years. Obama's timing coincides with the American people's desire for change, and the appeal of having the first African-American president is huge," Charles said modestly, knowing that Hollywood had long been a Democratic stronghold.


    After a brief silence, Arianna Huffington said, "Don't worry. Obama truly understands Hollywood's power now. His future policies won't neglect Hollywood.


    The Internet Copyright Revision Act and the Cultural Industry Support Act will be key discussions in Congress!"


    Charles laughed, "This isn't just about my interests but the entire Hollywood's.


    By the way, how are California's Democratic Senators Diane Feinstein and Barbara Boxer faring with Obama?"


    Diane Feinstein was a Senator Charles supported from California, and Barbara Boxer was being pushed to replace Nancy Pelosi as Speaker of the House.


    Politics was something Charles couldn't escape from and was willing to invest energy in building networks.


    "Don't worry, Nancy Pelosi will be replaced by a California Senator, which is the best scenario. Barbara Boxer's leftist views align with everyone's interests!"


    "That's good," Charles hung up and continued watching the speech on TV. The American President, according to the Constitution, could be anyone, even a pig.


    What mattered were the Senators in Congress!


  




  Chapter 404: Chapter 404


  

    New York, Manhattan - after coming from Los Angeles, Charles Capet finally saw the chaos of Wall Street.


    Driving along Broadway Avenue, the increasing number of homeless people and those looking for jobs was now the dominant scene in this American financial hub.


    The Brooklyn Bridge and the rooftops of Wall Street's securities companies had become the top spots for jumpers.


    After the car pulled into Charles' Hudson River-side villa, Kristen Stewart followed Charles into the main hall.


    "Some folks really have it rough," Kristen Stewart had earlier attended the V Music Video Awards with the cast of Twilight and had also gone to the Toronto Film Festival for promotions.


    After arriving in New York, Charles was taken to witness the state of Wall Street.


    "Rough?" Charles chuckled, taking off his jacket and sitting on the sofa. "We're not even in the worst of it yet!"


    Kristen Stewart took off her wild denim jacket, revealing a simple T-shirt that did nothing to detract from her appeal.


    She pulled out two cans of beer from the fridge, tossing one to Charles and drinking the other herself. "Warner Bros. has moved Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince from this November to next summer. Aren't you worried about Twilight's box office in November?"


    Charles looked at Kristen sitting next to him, one hand holding beer and the other a cigarette - now that's some serious character.


    "Uh, you pay attention to that stuff?" Charles couldn't help but ask.


    Kristen Stewart, smoking, responded, "It's what the media says. I've been to the Twilight screenings. The media reviews are pretty good. But they often ask why we aren't changing our release date if even Harry Potter is worried about the financial crisis."


    "No one outside Warner Bros. knows what they're thinking," Charles couldn't believe even Kristen, with her unique style, was paying attention to these things.


    "You're barely 18 and already so good with cigarettes and alcohol?" Charles lit a cigarette himself and started smoking while drinking.


    Kristen Stewart laughed, clinking her beer can with Charles's. "Feeling good?"


    Charles nodded, "Not bad, but your cigarettes aren't laced with anything, are they?"


    "So, you want them to be?" Kristen teased.


    Charles quickly shook his head. "No, I don't want to end up in a miserable state, and you shouldn't smoke those either. Whether for your image or your career, it's not beneficial!"


    Kristen Stewart, now with a refined appearance that was gentle and beautiful, undeniably had a wild side.


    "Don't worry, my agent reminds me that now's a great time for my career to take off. With Twilight's book sales doing so well, the film should boost my fame," Kristen said, taking a big gulp of beer and a drag of her cigarette before dropping the butt into the beer can.


    Charles did the same and then wrapped his arm around her shoulders, joking, "Your cool look must attract quite a few girls, huh?"


    Kristen snuggled into Charles, pondering for a moment before seriously responding, "Girls, huh? That does sound fun!"


    Charles was taken aback, kissing her on the cheek while slipping a hand under her T-shirt. He warned her, "Don't get any ideas. I don't want people thinking I'm promoting same-sex relationships."


    Was she, this soon after turning 18, already interested in women? That's early.


    "What's wrong with liking girls? It's not against the law. Even you produced Brokeback Mountain, so what's with this thinking?" Kristen Stewart believed in living true to oneself; liking guys or girls both should be fine.


    "Right, that untamable nature of yours is what I like!" Charles then kissed Kristen again, pulling off her obstructive T-shirt.


    Once the kiss ended, Kristen, a bit breathless, lay in Charles' arms. She wrapped her arms around his neck and asked softly, "Would you still be with me if I ended up liking women?"


    "That's an interesting thought," Charles whispered into her ear. "Sure, as long as it's not another guy."


    Kristen Stewart laughed lightly, holding Charles closely, "You're such a playboy. You probably just want to sleep with my girlfriend too."


    "No," Charles shook his head, "Who knows what your taste will be? If you pick someone unattractive, I'd have no interest."


    Kristen rolled her eyes, squeezing his hand hard, causing Charles to wince. "Let's see if you can still be that untamable later!"


    Without hesitation, Kristen knelt before him, ready to fight her own battles in her own way.


    ...


    At night, lying in bed, Charles shook Kristen. "Honey, wanna get up and eat something?"


    "I'm exhausted but really hungry," Kristen lay limply in his arms, responding weakly.


    "Told you to take it easy; look at you now, far from the tough girl earlier!" Charles teased while massaging her to help her regain strength.


    "A bit harder," Kristen twisted around, lying on her back for a better massage.


    "Honey, your chest isn't even a B cup, right?" Charles teased again.


    "It is a B cup," Kristen, now only able to speak, responded.


    "Doesn't feel like it," Charles shook his head and kept on massaging.


    "Wanna take a hot bath and regain some energy? Then we can go out for dinner!"


    "Okay, but after the bath, have someone bring the food here. I don't want to go out," Kristen didn't even feel like washing herself at this point.


    "You keep massaging for a bit, then carry me to the bath. I really don't want to move!"


    Charles laughed, "Sure, what do you want to eat? I'll have it delivered."


    "Ham, a big one, and milk..."


    "Honey, didn't you get enough of those earlier?"


    "Hmph, I haven't rested much lately, no wonder my stamina is low..."


  




  Chapter 405: Montreal Base


  

    In midtown Manhattan, at Capet Capital's office in the Capet Center building, Charles Capet leaned back in his chair, listening to Dona Williams' report on various tasks.


    "Jeff Immelt, the chairman of General Electric, was preparing to deal with GE Capital's assets. The group was starting to slim down," she noted.


    "Moreover, General Electric had also received government guarantees to obtain loans from the bank to get through this tough time!"


    Charles rubbed his eyes. "What's Vivendi's current situation?"


    "Vivendi Group seemed to be focusing on its gaming division now. After acquiring Activision last month, they merged it with their Blizzard Entertainment and Sierra Entertainment to form Activision Blizzard," Dona Williams said thoughtfully, adding, "Vivendi's losses in Universal Entertainment were still significant, so they probably wouldn't hold onto their NBC Universal shares for too long!"


    "What do you think, is there a chance we could buy that 20% stake in NBC Universal from Vivendi?" Charles asked.


    "General Electric has the right of first refusal. We can't bypass GE no matter what. Also, Vivendi's Universal Music Group is very interested in our Capet Records. Maybe this could be our breakthrough point with Vivendi," suggested Dona Williams.


    "Capet Records," Charles frowned. "Although the global recorded music industry was shrinking, it's still of decent size."


    "What about that Swedish startup online streaming service Spotify I asked you to follow?" Charles inquired next.


    Dona Williams replied, "They were preparing for their first round of financing. I met with their founding team. We could acquire a 20% stake in Spotify through Capet Records, and Spotify would get prioritized access to our Capet Records' online music rights."


    Sweden, being Europe's piracy hotspot, saw Spotify emerging primarily to promote legitimate music. However, given the market share of the world's big four music groups, Spotify would find profitability tough, with little bargaining power and most of its revenue going to these major music groups.


    "Last month, Sony BMG Music Group changed its name to Sony Music. Sony had bought the 50% stake held by BMG. Now, with Universal, Warner, and EMI, the big four music groups have solidified," Charles noted. Although he valued the music market, the recording industry was in decline. Streaming music was just budding, and a few years later, during the industry's lowest point, would be an ideal time to make moves.


    "Frankly, I don't mind Universal Music Group absorbing Capet Records; we could simply do a share swap then," Charles added, aware that he still needed to leverage a few of his top divas under the label.


    "Let's wait. GE doesn't have time to deal with NBC Universal right now. The earliest will be after the financial crisis blows over next year," Charles said, getting up.


    "I'll be heading to Montreal tomorrow to check out the new studio site!"


    That evening, when Charles got home, Kristen Stewart was already back and lounging on the couch watching TV.


    "Charles, you're back," Kristen Stewart said, helping Charles take off his coat, and then leaned in for some kisses.


    "Alright, darling," Charles said, holding her as they moved to the couch. "Tomorrow, come with me to Montreal, Canada!"


    Kristen Stewart nodded. "Sure, I have nothing going on. Besides, going to Canada counts as a vacation, right?"


    She didn't have any objections.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Then get some good rest tonight. We'll head out tomorrow, and we can spend a few days enjoying Montreal!"


    "The Montreal International Film Festival is going on, right? We could check that out," Kristen Stewart added, being an actress with an interest in such events.


    Montreal, Quebec's largest city and Canada's third-largest after Toronto and Vancouver, was less than 200 kilometers from the nation's capital, Ottawa. Compared to Ontario's Toronto, the French culture in Montreal was more prevalent.


    With its blend of French and North American cultures, the city had a unique dual-language environment, where both English and French were official languages.


    Montreal's distinctive architecture, four-season climate, and unique cityscape gave it a European feel in North America.


    The next day, Charles and Kristen Stewart arrived in Montreal, the largest French-speaking city in North America.


    Capet Pictures' studio in Montreal was located in Kirkland, an old industrial base by the St. Lawrence River.


    The site spanned over 80 acres, destined to house more than 12 sound stages. Its European architecture could eliminate the need for some films to shoot in Europe.


    Additionally, its North American feel could represent cities like Los Angeles or New York in movies.


    Most importantly, Quebec's film industry tax support, with tax credits for studio construction and rebates for film production costs, was crucial for Capet Pictures.


    Accompanying Charles was the company's CFO, Annie Depp. The Bank of Montreal provided loan services for Capet Pictures' production base.


    "There are many film industry professionals here, from various trades, front and backstage, animation, and sound effects. 'North Hollywood' is a fitting nickname," Annie Depp explained as they stood on a high ground by the St. Lawrence River in Kirkland.


    Charles could tell it was an abandoned industrial park. "Looks like this used to be a large sewage treatment plant. It's a good spot to shoot horror and thriller films," he joked.


    He wasn't wrong. Several of Capet Pictures' movies like the Saw series and Hostel series were shot in Montreal.


    Moreover, filming in Montreal was far more convenient compared to Europe. Nearby Canada was just more accessible.


    "Let's go talk to the bank representatives about the detailed plans," Charles said. He wasn't particularly enthusiastic about helping Montreal thrive. If Toronto had better terms, he wouldn't hesitate to build his studio base there.


    Business was always business!


  




  Chapter 406: Montreal International Film


  

    Compared to the Toronto International Film Festival, the Montreal International Film Festival was much less commercialized. Although it was an international Class A film festival, the number and quality of films participating each year weren't very high.


    After Charles met with representatives from Montreal Bank and the mayor of Montreal, he took Kristen Stewart to look around the film festival.


    "Let's go, feels like there's nothing worth watching here," Charles said with his arm around Kristen Stewart's shoulder, while she wrapped her arm around his waist.


    "Let's head back," they both wore jackets, looking just like an ordinary couple.


    Kristen Stewart wasn't someone who could stay idle. After returning to their hotel near Mount Royal, she suggested they should go to a nearby bar that evening to have some fun.


    "Hey, aren't you a small-time celebrity now? Plus, Twilight is being promoted everywhere. Aren't you afraid of being recognized?" Charles asked, leaning on the sofa with an arm around her.


    Kristen Stewart shook her head, "How many people actually know me here? And we're in Montreal, a foreign place."


    "Alright then, there's plenty of French-style bars nearby," Charles said, thinking that if not many recognized Kristen, even fewer would know him.


    "Mhmm," Kristen Stewart then took the initiative to kiss Charles.


    Charles passionately responded, his hand roaming over her chest, and before long, he pressed Kristen down on the sofa.


    "By the way, have you heard about Capet's new Indian drama film that just premiered, Slumdog Millionaire?" Charles asked, propping himself up and looking down at her.


    "Slumdog Millionaire? I think I ran into it at the Toronto Film Festival not long ago. There were several films from Capet being promoted," Kristen thought for a moment. "Besides Slumdog Millionaire, there were Sunshine Cleaning, The Wrestler, and The Reader."


    "I've seen The Reader and Sunshine Cleaning, and I think The Reader is quite good!" Charles nodded, then laid directly on top of her with a smile, "All these films are our artsy releases."


    The Wrestler and Sunshine Cleaning were produced by the filmmakers themselves, and Capet was responsible for their North American distribution. Meanwhile, Slumdog Millionaire and The Reader were co-produced by Capet Pictures.


    Artsy films didn't have big promotional budgets and opened in limited theaters. Slumdog Millionaire only opened in 20 theaters, with a focus on film festivals and media screenings.


    However, because Slumdog Millionaire had a strong reputation and fit the taste of the Oscars, Charles had previously decided to invest in publicity.


    "Slumdog Millionaire is just an Indian movie - will anyone watch it?" Kristen Stewart clearly had no interest.


    "Don't worry, the movie's actually good. Once it builds up a good reputation, the screening scale will naturally grow!"


    Slumdog Millionaire was definitely going to have a long theatrical run, pending awards season. As for Sunshine Cleaning, The Wrestler, and The Reader, they would all release in December to directly aim for the Oscars.


    "Twilight is coming out in November, and I also starred in Adventureland, which will release next April."


    "And after that?" Charles asked.


    "After that?" Kristen Stewart paused and then laughed, "My agent said to wait for Twilight to release first. The roles I've been getting are either supporting roles or low-budget films."


    "By then, you can maintain your current image in different genres like romance, drama, and action, but avoid taking on roles that are too risqué," Charles didn't want Kristen's image to change drastically.


    Professionally, there were several more Twilight films to make, and personally, Charles liked Kristen Stewart. Taking on roles with too much exposure would mean giving up too much.


    "No risqué roles for me. I'm only 18, why would I take those?" Kristen Stewart ran a finger down Charles' back.


    "Haha, how do you think your performance was in Twilight?" Charles said, planting a kiss on her.


    "Anything wrong with my performance in Twilight?" Kristen said as she started unbuttoning his pants.


    "Your expressions; you were kind of wooden and dull in Twilight. Since it's just a teen love story with a simple plot, good-looking leads can make up for the acting," Charles recalled her performance in the movie. "But if you take on other roles, that kind of acting might be criticized!"


    "Expressions, right. My agent mentioned it too. Looks like I'll need to focus on that," Kristen said, kissing Charles passionately.


    As their clothes were completely removed, Charles made beautiful music upon her...


    After some time, Kristen Stewart snuggled in Charles' arms and laughed, "In Hollywood, they say Charles Capet has the sharpest eye. Now that I see how confident you are about Twilight, I feel relieved! What do you think of the Twilight novel, by the way?"


    Charles shrugged, "The Twilight novel? My take is it's a pretty dumb story. Not just anyone could come up with it!"


    "But you're still turning it into a movie?" Kristen Stewart was surprised.


    "Yeah," Charles firmly squeezed her small chest, "Because this novel is really popular among young people. Its mix of magic, high school, and teen love triangles is sometimes a big hit!"


    "Yeah, even Robert Pattinson, who played the male lead, thinks the novel is super cheesy." Kristen Stewart kissed him on the lips again.


    "Vampires, werewolves, and a love triangle with a human girl - teens love it!"


    "It's alright. But you do look absolutely stunning in the movie," Charles cupped her face, looking right into her eyes.


    "In the future, you should spend more effort honing your acting skills. Imagine being a beauty with both looks and substance!"


    "But didn't you just say you like me the way I am?" Kristen whispered.


    "Hahaha, no, no. Come on, let's take a shower, go out for dinner, and then hit the bar."


  




  Chapter 407: Interview


  

    After staying in Montreal for three or four days, Charles returned to New York. The construction and management of the production base were naturally followed up by the company's personnel.


    Additionally, the production base in Atlanta, the capital of Georgia, was also managed and constructed by the chief operating officer, Michael Lynn.


    Atlanta, known as the Hollywood of the South, compared to the Northern Hollywood of Canada, Montreal, had a prosperous film and television industry.


    The Georgia state government offered tax credits of up to 30% for film and television manufacturers who shot in the state. This initiative made Georgia and its capital, Atlanta, one of the most favored American film and television production bases.


    "Atlanta's media industry is quite developed. There are a total of 9 TV stations, 5 cable networks, and 41 radio stations. CNN and TBS have their headquarters in Atlanta," said Charles, sitting in Capet Pictures' office on Greenwich Street in Lower Manhattan, flipping through various materials about Atlanta.


    "Our production factory's original site was an abandoned U.S. military base located in the southern suburbs of Atlanta, with 330 acres of exterior scenes. Many scenes from The Walking Dead were built there," explained Phyllis Jones beside him.


    Charles nodded. The West's Seattle, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, the Midwest's Chicago, the South's Atlanta, Dallas, and Miami, and the East's New York, Philadelphia, and the Northeast's Boston - these major cities were key locations for Capet Entertainment's distribution offices.


    "We've helped solve a lot of employment issues for the government, haven't we?" He was satisfied with Georgia's tax credit for the entertainment industry, with the next best option being Delaware as a registration place for entertainment companies.


    Charles put down the file in his hand, stretched his arms, and said, "How's Sony's Spider-Man 4 coming along?"


    "They are still reworking the screenplay. Last year, after the first movie's screenwriter, David Koepp, took over the Spider-Man 4 script, both sides had a falling out due to the writers' strike," Phyllis responded. "After the strike ended, James Vanderbilt was hired to write the Spider-Man 4 script. Now, another writer, Lindsay-Abaire, is reworking Vanderbilt's draft of the script. According to our information from Marvel Entertainment, Sony seems keen on having Sam Raimi shoot Spider-Man 4 and Spider-Man 5 back-to-back!"


    Spider-Man 3 grossed nearly $900 million worldwide, making Marvel's superhero the undisputed king.


    "Huh, the reputation of Spider-Man 3... the script for the next one would be hard to write. Producer Avi Arad's excessive interference messed up the third one," shook Charles, noting that Tobey Maguire and Kirsten Dunst were getting older, and their sequel fees were climbing.


    Charles knew Sony would eventually cancel Tobey Maguire's Spider-Man 4, but for now, Sony was still very active in its operations.


    "Boss, it's time for the Vanity Fair magazine interview," Phyllis Jones checked her watch and reminded him.


    Charles nodded, "Let's go!"


    Subsequently, Charles was interviewed by Vanity Fair magazine in a reception room.


    "Mr. Capet, want to say hello to everyone first?" the beautiful Vanity Fair reporter asked, sitting on the couch with Charles.


    "Hello, everyone, I'm Charles Capet!" Charles waved with a smile towards the camera.


    "Mr. Capet, the global economy is in a slump due to the financial crisis. This round of crisis has significantly impacted Hollywood, hasn't it?"


    "Absolutely, it has. Now all the Hollywood studios have reduced their film output and production budgets. Many companies are also implementing new waves of layoffs to cut expenses during this crisis."


    "Layoffs, indeed. Especially Viacom Group, which plans to lay off 850 employees, about 10% of its total workforce," the beautiful reporter said, glancing at Charles.


    "Does Capet Entertainment also have layoff plans?"


    "Maybe. Capet Entertainment has invested heavily in a large film production factory in Atlanta. We haven't reduced the number of film developments, and the budget for film and television production is still very large. If the revenue is insufficient, layoffs are not impossible," said Charles. Capet Entertainment was already set to cut part of its promotion staff, primarily because there were too many traditional promotion personnel, and Charles wasn't happy with it.


    "But Capet Entertainment's revenue has always been one of the healthiest in Hollywood. Is laying off still necessary?"


    Charles nodded, "Without reducing the number of films produced, laying off some company employees is inevitable; Nevertheless, if we do lay off, we will control the number of cuts to the smallest extent possible!"


    "Now, including Universal, Disney, and 20th Century Fox are all in contact with DreamWorks, hoping to collaborate with Steven Spielberg. Does Capet Pictures have such an intention?"


    Charles nodded, "Spielberg is a world-renowned director. Not many film companies would refuse to work with him!"


    "So, will Capet Pictures join the race for Spielberg? Everyone now knows Capet Pictures will join MPAA next year as the seventh association member, officially forming the Hollywood Seven Studios!" The beautiful reporter stared at Charles Capet, not even thirty years old and the boss of one of the world's seven largest movie groups. Too perfect.


    "Competing for Spielberg?" Charles shook his head, "No!"


    "Why not? Didn't you just say not many film companies would refuse Spielberg?"


    "Because Capet Pictures can't offer the conditions other movie companies can. Capet Pictures is a commercial film company with its own profit benchmarks," said Charles, smiling. "Most of Spielberg's works do not meet our profit benchmarks!"


    The beautiful reporter smiled, understanding what Charles meant. One only needed to look at DreamWorks to know most of their live-action films were losses.


    However, Charles' interview further created troubles for DreamWorks and Steven Spielberg, who were already having a hard time.


  




  Chapter 408: Steven Spielberg


  

    Los Angeles, Hollywood, Universal City.


    Steven Spielberg sat in his luxurious office, frowning. DreamWorks had left Paramount with the support of Reliance Entertainment, but the new distribution contract was still under negotiation.


    DreamWorks President Stacey Snider walked into the luxurious office, "Steven, Universal thinks our demands are too high!"


    "Sigh," Steven Spielberg took off his glasses and wiped them, "It seems my value in their eyes isn't that high."


    Stacey Snider sat on the sofa. This luxurious office was specially renovated by Universal with a huge investment during the period when Steven Spielberg and Universal Pictures had a seamless cooperation.


    Even after founding DreamWorks, Steven Spielberg continued to work here instead of moving to the DreamWorks headquarters.


    As a result, DreamWorks had to bear the high rent of Steven Spielberg's office every year.


    "Stacey, what do you think?"


    As the former president of Universal Pictures who joined Paramount with DreamWorks and now left Paramount with DreamWorks, Steven Spielberg held Stacey Snider in high regard.


    "Disney has the best conditions. You know that Jerry Bruckheimer alone can't support a major film group. Disney's live-action films, apart from the Pirates of the Caribbean trilogy and the two National Treasure movies, don't have good IPs.


    Now that these two series have temporarily ended, their expensive development of The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian didn't meet expectations either in terms of reputation or box office."


    Stacey Snider pointed out that Disney's current situation was indeed not good, "As for 20th Century Fox, they don't have high expectations from us."


    Stacey Snider's point was clear: the two companies that could potentially reach an agreement now were Universal and Disney.


    Universal Pictures was Steven Spielberg's old employer, definitely willing to host DreamWorks, but now it was being run by General Electric, so they wouldn't hurt their interests because of old friendships.


    Disney's live-action films were in decline, urgently needing key figures to inject new blood.


    "I'll think about it," Spielberg hoped to cooperate with Universal Pictures from any perspective.


    Publicly, his relationship with Universal Pictures was unbreakable. Privately, everyone knew of his old friend Jeffrey Katzenberg's poor past with Disney.


    Stacey Snider sighed, pulling out a newspaper and handing it to Steven Spielberg, explaining, "This is Charles Capet's recent evaluation of DreamWorks during an interview!"


    Steven Spielberg picked up the newspaper and his face grew increasingly grim as he read.


    Charles Capet's evaluation was essentially a sign of his lack of confidence in them, similar to what Viacom's chairman Philip Dauman had said.


    It was clear that DreamWorks and Steven Spielberg were now looked down upon by the two big movie groups, not to mention the lack of interest from Warner Bros and Sony Columbia.


    DreamWorks didn't have many options left, "Let them say whatever they want. Since that's the case, let's directly contact Disney."


    Universal was so confident they wouldn't improve their terms, and if Disney wasn't interested, the conditions would be worse.


    The current DreamWorks was not what it used to be. After buying back their freedom from Paramount, aside from retaining most of the staff, the new DreamWorks had no assets left.


    Their former rights library had long been mortgaged, and Paramount still held the distribution rights.


    The films discussed during their years with Paramount were still led by Paramount, and the new DreamWorks only had participation rights.


    "If we had obtained the rights to the Transformers remake back then, we wouldn't be in this mess now. We gave up everything when we left Paramount," Spielberg had no cards to play, aside from letting Paramount select the film and TV projects he led.


    Stacey Snider comforted, "Capital seeks profit. The return rate on Capet Pictures' movies is now the highest in all of Hollywood. Charles Capet is almost the idol of all Hollywood now. His evaluation has a huge impact on investors!"


    This was Stacey Snider's concern. Steven Spielberg was truly excellent.


    But the result? Hollywood's three main moguls - friends, resources, and credentials - created DreamWorks that ultimately fell apart, like a stray dog.


    Meanwhile, Capet Pictures, which had nothing, became one of Hollywood's seven major film groups worth over a 13 billion dollars in just seven years.


    "Is Charles Capet really that great?" Spielberg put down the newspaper.


    Stacey Snider nodded, "He initially collaborated with Universal. When developing The Departed, he completely rejected Martin Scorsese's plan. The director was replaced by Ridley Scott. One of the male leads was replaced by Brad Pitt instead of Leonardo DiCaprio, and the other one was switched from Matt Damon to Christian Bale. And you saw the results. Mr. & Mrs. Smith and Batman Begins boosted the profiles of both male leads enormously."


    "The Departed achieved both critical and box office success. Ridley Scott was flexible, unlike Martin Scorsese. The movie budget dropped from a hundred million dollars to 80 million dollars."


    Spielberg was surprised, "You didn't object at the time?"


    Stacey Snider gave a wry smile, "Of course I objected, but he was very persistent. If we didn't develop it his way, he wouldn't produce it. Back then, Donna Langley saw great potential in him and convinced me. The Departed project was finally handed over to Charles Capet."


    The result was obvious. The Departed shone brightly at the Oscars.


    The movies Universal produced with Capet Pictures back then were all successful, but the ones she led were disastrous.


    As the president, Stacey Snider was fired directly by General Electric. Originally, she hoped Donna Langley would succeed her, but Charles Capet poached Langley to helm Capet Pictures.


    "Charles Capet is extremely controlling. He doesn't allow anyone to challenge his authority. He hasn't failed in any projects so far. Right now, his influence in Hollywood is bigger than even he might believe!"


    Spielberg could tell Stacey Snider had high regard for Charles Capet, "But he is still very young, isn't he? Every young person has a reckless side. No one can always succeed!"


    "Maybe," Stacey Snider sighed.


  




  Chapter 409: The Establishment of WME


  

    In a luxurious villa on the Gold Coast of East Hampton, Long Island, New York, Charles Capet was accompanying his mother Evelyn Capet for a photoshoot for Vanity Fair magazine.


    Hollywood's two largest talent agencies, ETA and WMA, were finally merging to form a new talent agency.


    Charles smiled and sat on the sofa, looking at his mother. He said, "You have researched International Management Group (IMG), right? Currently, the largest sports agency in the United States!"


    International Management Group (IMG) was established in the sixties by Mark McCormack and began with golf players.


    "Now the boss of IMG is Teddy Forstmann. After Mark McCormack passed away in the millennium, his family sold the agency to the Wall Street mogul Teddy Forstmann," Evelyn said while sipping champagne. "IMG has been on the path of capital expansion these past few years!"


    "Teddy Forstmann, that Wall Street investor, one of Princess Diana's boyfriends, right?" Charles had read reports about it.


    "Princess Diana had seven boyfriends in the years after her relationship with Prince Charles fell apart. What's so surprising about that?" Evelyn was uninterested.


    "Teddy Forstmann is a controversial financier. The investment company Forstmann Little & Co., which he founded early on, has a bad reputation. Though not as infamous as Carl Icahn, within the financial circles, it's still notorious," Charles, having mixed in Wall Street for years, was privy to many insider details.


    Venturing into sports, IMG would undoubtedly be the best stepping stone!


    "Teddy Forstmann isn't short of money. Finding opportunities might be tough," How could they not have plans for IMG? Even before the merger, ETA had their eyes on IMG.


    Charles shook his head, "Teddy Forstmann is quite old. He no longer has the energy to manage IMG's operations in detail. The development of sports and entertainment is rapid. The longer you delay, the more expensive it gets. Take advantage of the financial crisis and seize the opportunity. It's worth giving up a bit of interest!"


    Evelyn looked at her son, realizing he wasn't joking, "We just merged into Hollywood's largest talent agency!"


    "The largest agency, combined with CAA, you control barely 60% of the market. There's still UTA, ICM as big agencies, and various small and medium-sized agencies competing. And now, big stars are starting to ditch agency contracts entirely, opting for manager deals. They're merely collaborators, leaving you mainly responsible for PR. Relying solely on talent agency services isn't viable anymore. In packaged services, managers have a better edge."


    The pure talent agency business was already a small portion. PR, advertising, and live performances were now the main operations.


    However, artists are crucial assets, like film companies in media groups, serving as the main driving force.


    Evelyn shook her head, "We'll talk about these later. For now, let's focus on integrating our internal resources."


    "As for IMG, I'll pay close attention to them!"


    The next day, Evelyn left New York and returned to Los Angeles, given the many tasks at hand.


    The merger timing was also due to many clients of both companies suffering heavy losses during the financial crisis, significantly reducing agency revenues.


    In the evening, Charles picked up Megan Fox, who had just returned from promoting a film in the UK, thanks to the huge success of last year's Transformers.


    Megan Fox was voted the world's sexiest woman by Maxim readers this year!


    With an angelic face and a devilish figure, Megan Fox shot to global fame. Even being a "pretty face" at its peak had significant influence.


    In the bedroom, after a passionate moment, the sweaty Megan Fox lay on Charles' chest, gasping, "I always wanted to live like this, with everyone going crazy for me under the spotlight!"


    Charles just smiled and stroked her head, asking, "Enjoying it, huh?"


    "Yeah, I love this feeling!" Megan Fox had no reason not to. After Transformers came out last year, Megan Fox discovered that a comedy film How to Lose Friends & Alienate People featured her favorite star, Simon Pegg.


    Megan Fox expressed her interest in joining the film, and they immediately scheduled a part for her according to her availability!


    "Now you must have no shortage of scripts, right?" Charles inquired, noting that Megan Fox's The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 2 was released this year.


    "No shortage, lots of choices," Megan Fox shook her head. "But many roles still focus mainly on my looks. However, there's one script that's a bit interesting. Diablo Cody, who won the Oscar for Best Original Screenplay this year, seems to have another script completed when she wrote Juno!"


    Diablo Cody was that former stripper from Chicago. The screenplay for Juno, produced by Capet Pictures, was her first script.


    "What kind of story is it?" Charles had some impression of Diablo Cody but wasn't too familiar.


    "Oh, it's called Jennifer's Body. It's an R-rated film with a lot of entertainment value. It mixes horror, sci-fi, thriller, and romance in a campus setting, featuring scenes of skinny dipping and seducing prey, tightly linked with gory moments."


    Charles knew about Jennifer's Body upon hearing its name. It was indeed a cheesy teen horror romance flick, all blood and seduction.


    "Forget it. The main selling point would still be your sexy body and face. With the Transformers series backing you up, maintaining a good image will attract big brands for advertising," Charles was aware of this flop.


    If it were as successful as Twilight, Charles wouldn't mind. Megan Fox didn't need to stoop to low-budget, poorly made gory horror flicks to hone her acting skills!


    Besides, Megan Fox was the first woman Charles had identified, holding a different significance.


    "Oh, okay. My agent also suggested I avoid such controversial movies." With Charles's disapproval, Megan Fox naturally complied.


  




  Chapter 410: Chapter 410


  

    Compared to the busy Megan Fox, Charles Capet was much more relaxed. Megan Fox only stayed in New York for a couple of days.


    There was a charity banquet happening at the Manhattan Club Hotel on Seventh Avenue, right across from the Capet Center building on the same avenue.


    Ivanka was holding onto Charles' arm as they entered the venue at the Manhattan Club Hotel. Charles glanced at the woman's low-cut dress and joked, "It's only about ten degrees at night in New York. Are women immune to cold?"


    "The banquet hall isn't cold, that's what matters," Ivanka said casually, not concerned about the temperature at all.


    Even with the economic downturn and the financial crisis, there were still plenty of people in America making a fortune from the subprime mortgage crisis. The biggest losers from Lehman Brothers' bankruptcy weren't from Wall Street but overseas investors who had bought Lehman Brothers bonds.


    "Seriously, it's like paradise, a paradise for the rich," Charles observed, seeing the variety of young ladies mingling throughout the banquet hall, with luxurious drinks and high-end food decking the tables.


    "No, Charles, anywhere the rich go is paradise!" Ivanka smiled beside him.


    "Good point. Let's take our seats," Charles replied. He and Ivanka went to their designated table; there was an auction at this charity banquet.


    At their table were the Murdochs. Charles took a seat next to Rupert Murdoch, while Wendy Deng and Ivanka started chatting.


    "Charles, your Arsenal is making some waves in the Premier League," Rupert Murdoch remarked, referring to Arsenal's transfer strategy that summer.


    "It's decent. But the big news was when Manchester City signed Robinho for 43 million euros at the end of August," Charles chuckled. "But honestly, acquiring Arsenal wouldn't have been possible without News Corporation's support. Otherwise, Peter Hill-Wood wouldn't have been so easy to deal with!"


    Rupert Murdoch nodded, "He is indeed an old-school conservative. But thanks to the support from a few major banks, it wasn't too much of a problem for you."


    Charles currently owed several British banks a loan of 1 billion pounds, but he wasn't worried at all. The dollar was starting to appreciate.


    "By the way, I heard that 20th Century Fox is interested in DreamWorks?" Charles inquired.


    Rupert Murdoch nodded, "Well, that's Spielberg we're talking about. We don't have a Charles Capet, and our parent company, News Corporation, is also a publicly traded company. But Spielberg's terms are somewhat beyond our reach, making it hard to cooperate."


    The market share in the film industry greatly affected the stock prices of Hollywood media groups. Spielberg's international influence definitely couldn't be underestimated. It was no secret that Charles Capet didn't think highly of Spielberg. In fact, even other top American directors had rarely collaborated with him.


    "If nothing unexpected happens, Disney will soon sign a distribution deal with Spielberg. Universal didn't take over DreamWorks last time, and they won't now," Charles added with a smile. General Electric was already having a tough time; they wouldn't invest more in Universal Studios now.


    "All the media groups are implementing layoff plans these days, but Capet Entertainment's results are outstanding!"


    Rupert Murdoch had long been envious of Capet Entertainment. However, since Capet Pictures wasn't a publicly traded company, and because Charles Capet was now very powerful, there wasn't much he could do.


    "Movies are just small fish. Television networks are where the big business is for media groups these days. We're in the content creation circle, but we're still behind other Hollywood giants," Charles stated clearly. Without a TV network, one couldn't claim to be a major media group.


    "Aren't you a shareholder AMC Television Network?"


    "I only own a small percentage. The Dolan family controls AMC Television Network, and unless they decide to let go, other people basically have no chance," Charles said, shaking his head.


    AMC Television Network Group included several cable TV channels such as AMC and IFC.


    Rupert Murdoch looked at Charles thoughtfully before saying, "I always knew you were brilliant with films, but I didn't expect your insight into social media to be this sharp. Twitter under your guidance is growing rapidly!"


    Charles didn't respond. He glanced at Rupert Murdoch, recalling how News Corporation had bought the social platform MySpace a few years ago. At that time, Facebook had just launched.


    MySpace had been the giant of social networking, but News Corporation had mismanaged it. They increased advertising, ignored user experience, and failed to innovate the system, leading to the decline of MySpace, which couldn't even compare to Twitter, let alone Facebook.


    News Corporation, built on sex, violence, and celebrity scandals, was losing reputation. Without the acquisition of The Wall Street Journal last year, they would have nothing reputable besides The Times. The New York Post and The Sun were nothing but sensationalist tabloids.


    "Mr. Murdoch, are you still interested in the tech industry?" Charles smiled and asked, noting that MySpace's current value was just a tenth of its acquisition cost.


    Rupert Murdoch smiled slightly, "Technology is the future, and traditional newspaper sales are steadily declining. Plus, online news doesn't create much revenue, so we must prepare for the future."


    "It's tricky. Most online news is free. Is News Corporation planning to start charging for online news?" Charles speculated. For The Wall Street Journal, a subscription model might work, but charging for access to The New York Post would be suicidal.


    "I notice your Huffington Post is doing quite well. Any plans to sell? A specialized online newspaper would be very meaningful to us!"


    Damn, so he's interested in his Huffington Post?


    "Mr. Murdoch, I'm just an investing partner in the Huffington Post. The company's decisions are made by Arianna Huffington," Charles quickly shook his head. The Huffington Post was a pivotal card for Charles to gain political influence. It wasn't just about the money.


    Obama's campaign schedule this year was practically live-streamed through the Huffington Post, which significantly boosted its growth.


    The Huffington Post had gained both fame and fortune, and Charles wouldn't hand it over to News Corporation. Plus, Arianna Huffington was a Democrat; she wouldn't join forces with Rupert Murdoch.


    Seeing Charles' expression that screamed "don't even think about it," Rupert Murdoch could only smile wryly.


    Crafty old fox!


  




  Chapter 411: Chapter 411


  

    The charity auction ended quickly. Charles Capet watched Rupert Murdoch leave and wondered quietly if the old man had something up his sleeve.


    News Corporation held Fox News Channel and the Wall Street Journal, making it a formidable media force in the United States at the time.


    "What's up? The party's started," Ivanka handed Charles a glass of wine. "Why did Mr. Murdoch leave suddenly?"


    "Heh, he's seventy or eighty years old. How can he always have the energy to attend these parties?" Charles took a sip of the wine, smiling.


    "By the way, I made a cameo in Gossip Girl Season 2 a few days ago. Filming TV shows can be quite fun," said Ivanka, who was a real-life Upper East Side socialite, much like the characters in Gossip Girl.


    "Really? Was your high school life really like that?" Charles asked curiously. He had gone to a public high school, which couldn't compare to the private elite schools of the Upper East Side.


    Ivanka nodded. "Close enough, but the show exaggerates a lot. Some rich kids are quite low-key. But yeah, luxuries and alcohol parties were definitely daily staples!"


    "Wait, is that Julia Roberts?" Ivanka suddenly looked up and saw Julia Roberts standing nearby.


    Charles looked over as well. "It's indeed her. Seems like the Hollywood sweetheart's charm still holds!"


    Soon, Ivanka dragged Charles over to Julia Roberts.


    "Julia, you're so beautiful!" Ivanka, a fan of Julia Roberts, hugged the Hollywood star warmly.


    "Good evening!" Julia Roberts responded enthusiastically, greeting Charles as well.


    "Good evening," Charles said, curious about the highest-grossing actress from the 90s to the early 2000s.


    "Mr. Capet, good evening," a young girl beside Julia Roberts greeted with a smile.


    "Oh, Charles, this is Emma Roberts, my niece, and she's an actress too," Julia Roberts introduced.


    Charles shook hands with Emma Roberts and smiled, "Good evening to you too!"


    Emma, only 17 years old at the time, had grown up under Julia Roberts' wing and started her acting career as a child star, facing no setbacks in her career.


    "Emma, you've acted in quite a few movies, right?"


    Julia Roberts smiled. "She has quite a bit of experience. A campus youth comedy Wild Child just came out!"


    As a Hollywood second-generation star under Julia Roberts' watchful eye, Emma Roberts didn't lack resources.


    However, Charles had heard of Emma's wild nature and temper, no wonder she would later domestically assault a boyfriend who was much larger than her. Emma was not even 5'3"!


    Ivanka, a fan of Julia Roberts, naturally chatted with her idol. As for Charles, he wasn't very interested in this.


    He went to the lounge to take a break and have a glass of champagne.


    "Mr. Capet, was that lady Ivanka your girlfriend?"


    Emma Roberts appeared at the lounge, looking for Charles.


    "Oh, what do you think?" Charles, surprised, took a sip of champagne. Isn't Emma supposed to be at the premieres and star-studded parties with her aunt?


    "She has a great figure," Emma shrugged. "Much better than mine, at least!"


    "You're still young. You'll grow up," Charles smiled. Emma had been protected too well under Julia Roberts' care.


    "Mr. Capet, have you seen my performances?" Emma asked. Raised by Julia Roberts, she was well aware of Hollywood's workings.


    Charles Capet was practically a king in Hollywood at that time, having his support would greatly boost anyone's career.


    Charles shook his head. "I haven't really watched. Why?"


    Emma shook her head, "Just a pity, I hoped to gain your guidance and opinions!"


    "My guidance?" Charles laughed. "Julia's an Oscar-winning actress, renowned for her acting skills. I don't act."


    "But your movies not only win Oscars but also make big bucks," Emma stretched a finger out. "Reese Witherspoon and Marion Cotillard both won the Best Actress Oscar after starring in your movies!"


    Seeing Ivanka approaching, Charles stood up, ruffling Emma's hair. "That was their hard work. If you want the Best Actress Oscar, you'll need to work hard too. 


    Haha, gotta go now, bye!"


    After Charles and Ivanka left, Emma went back to her aunt's side.


    "What's wrong? Weren't you chatting happily with Mr. Capet?" Julia Roberts noticed her niece seemed a bit upset.


    "Sigh, Mr. Capet treated me like a seven-year-old kid, not a 17-year-old!" Emma pouted. She had already dated boys, how could she still be considered a kid?


  




  Chapter 412: Anschutz Entertainment


  

    After leaving the Manhattan Club Hotel dinner, Charles and Ivanka went straight back to the luxury apartment in the nearby Capet Center building.


    At the desk, Charles zoned out staring at the hundreds of millions of dollars made by the North American box office of Warner Bros' The Dark Knight.


    A billion-dollar North American box office, second only to Titanic's six billion dollars, was currently the second-highest-grossing film in North American box office history!


    The current top ten films in North American box office history were as follows:


    1. Titanic (1997) - $600.8 million


    2. The Dark Knight (2008) - $533.3 million


    3. Star Wars: Episode IV - A New Hope (1977, including re-releases) - $460.9 million


    4. Shrek 2 (2004) - $441.2 million


    5. E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (1982, including re-releases) - $435.1 million


    6. Star Wars: Episode I - The Phantom Menace (1999) - $431.1 million


    7. Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest (2006) - $423.3 million


    8. Spider-Man (2002) - $403.7 million


    9. Star Wars: Episode III - Revenge of the Sith (2005) - $380.3 million


    10. The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King (2003) - $377.8 million.


    Star Wars: A New Hope, being the first film in the Star Wars series, got renamed as Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope after George Lucas's prequel trilogy, which got heavy criticism later. 


    When Star Wars: A New Hope was released in 1977, it garnered $307 million in box office revenue. It was re-released in 1982 and 1997, the total North American box office reached $460 million.


    As the number one film IP series in North America, Charles had to acknowledge the success of Star Wars. The revenue from the merchandise and spin-offs was even more impressive than the box office.


    Charles hadn't noticed how amazing Christopher Nolan's The Dark Knight was this year, achieving a $533 million North American box office and skyrocketing to the second place in box office history.


    "What are you thinking about, Charles?" Ivanka, who was in her pajamas, came over and gave Charles a peck on the cheek.


    "Nothing much, just noticed that The Dark Knight became the second highest-grossing film in North American box office history," Charles said, feeling energized by Ivanka's fragrance and then reaching out to caress her thigh.


    Ivanka bent over and looked at the North American box office ranking on the notebook, then sat on Charles's lap, seemingly unsurprised. "Titanic is still the best!"


    "James Cameron, huh?" said Charles, while reveling in the magnificence of Ivanka's chest, he mused about James Cameron's upcoming film, Avatar, slated for release next year.


    Titanic's number one spot would only be maintained for a few more months!


    Ivanka was getting heated up by Charles's teasing and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him intensely. She wasn't concerned about James Cameron or anything else at all.


    "Babe, I'm the real deal!" Charles whispered into Ivanka's ear, applying gentle pressure with his hand.


    "Yeah, honey, you're the best," Ivanka agreed, giving Charles a passionate kiss on the lips.


    Shortly, Charles and Ivanka were back in the bedroom. Charles lifted his head from Ivanka's chest, saying, "Babe, you're about to find out how awesome I am!"


    "Smack," Ivanka's hand landed on Charles's butt. "Show me then!"


    "Roar..."


    ...


    In early October, Charles returned to Los Angeles and received good news from Tom Garfinkel, the president of the Miami Dolphins.


    "Did Hard Rock Hotel want to name the Miami Dolphins stadium?" Charles asked over the phone from his office.


    The NFL season had started last month. However, Charles had made enhancements during the summer, incomparable to Wayne Huizenga's capabilities.


    "Also, Bank of America contacted us!"


    "Bank of America? They just acquired Merrill Lynch. The financial crisis didn't affect them that much?" Charles didn't care much about these details.


    "Negotiate. My bottom line for the naming fee is $12 million per year, and the term shouldn't exceed 15 years."


    After hanging up, Charles smiled. After all, he had spent over a billion dollars acquiring the Miami Dolphins.


    "Boss, you have an invitation. It's from Mr. Philip Anschutz of AEG Entertainment," Phyllis Jones entered Charles's office.


    "Philip Anschutz, huh? It's likely about MLS again. Unfortunately, I have no interest in developing the MLS," Charles knew Philip Anschutz well, the owner of AEG (Anschutz Entertainment Group).


    AEG owned many sports and entertainment venues worldwide, including the Lakers' current home, the Staples Center, former home, The Forum, and the Toyota Sports Center.


    Moreover, AEG held shares in the Los Angeles Lakers, and the MLS team, Los Angeles Galaxy, was also under the company.


    AEG's acquisition of David Beckham for the LA Galaxy indeed increased MLS's visibility. Earlier this year, David Beckham trained with the Arsenal players for three weeks.


    "Oh, does the boss want to decline?" Phyllis Jones asked.


    Charles shook his head with a smile. "It's just a meeting. AEG is a major sports and entertainment conglomerate, not to mention they own Goldenvoice and Bristol Bay Productions!"


    Philip Anschutz's family originally ran an oil business and transitioned to sports and entertainment.


    He aggressively promoted MLS to boost AEG's profits from their venues worldwide.


    "Boss, the LA Galaxy's performance has been poor this year. They didn't even make the playoffs. Beckham's addition didn't seem to help much," Phyllis Jones whispered.


    "Oh, so you're following this stuff?" Charles chuckled, adding, "MLS has 13 teams now with a unique set of rules compared to other mainstream international leagues; MLS rules are just quirky!"


    "Oh, right. Did Michael Jackson sign the concert contract with AEG? Is AEG running Michael Jackson's world tour?" Charles inquired.


    Phyllis Jones nodded. "Yes, AEG even rented a luxurious villa in Bel-Air for Michael Jackson's family to live in; Boss, you know Michael Jackson's financial situation has been dire these years!"


    Charles nodded and waved Phyllis Jones out, murmuring to himself, "Is it coming soon?"


  




  Chapter 413: MLS


  

    Philip Anschutz was nearly 70 years old, and had appeared on the Forbes Billionaires List for over thirty years consecutively, making him a seasoned tycoon.


    His stake in the Los Angeles Lakers also made the team highly notable, and the Staples Center, co-built with the Los Angeles city government, had become a prominent landmark of Los Angeles over the past decade.


    The Millennium Dome in London, where Charles Capet enjoyed watching the Thames River fireworks last year, was also an asset of AEG Entertainment.


    The Bel-Air Country Club in the Westwood area, close to UCLA, was not far from the Los Angeles Country Club in Beverly Hills.


    In a grand estate, Philip Anschutz held a special banquet, and Charles attended it.


    "Charles, really not interested in the MLS?" Philip Anschutz, of course, hoped for Charles Capet's involvement.


    Not only would Charles Capet's financial strength be a boon for the struggling MLS, but his status in Hollywood would also attract more stars to his team.


    Charles glanced at Philip Anschutz, who was sitting opposite him. Anschutz was one of MLS's biggest financial backers and founding figures.


    The fact that MLS had survived its first decade was greatly owing to his efforts. Among the ten original teams, three were his: Chicago Fire, LA Galaxy, and San Jose Earthquakes.


    However, in 2005, the San Jose Earthquakes moved to Houston and were renamed Houston Dynamo. But last year, the San Jose Earthquakes were reestablished and had already joined the league this year, reclaiming their history!


    "MLS indeed faced tough times over these past years. Mr. Anschutz signing David Beckham was a brilliant move, greatly boosting MLS's international reputation," Charles said with a smile. He raised his glass and clinked it with Philip Anschutz's, glancing in the direction of David Beckham and his wife.


    The bustling city of Los Angeles complemented the highly marketable Beckham couple perfectly!


    "This year's addition of the San Jose Earthquakes marks the 13th team in the league, and next year, Seattle Sounders FC will be the 14th," Philip Anschutz continued.


    "And there's also Philadelphia, Vancouver, and Cincinnati in talks. Charles, actually, back in the millennium, Florida had MLS teams - the Miami Fusion and Tampa Bay Mutiny - but both disbanded in 2001!"


    Charles's eyes widened. Was Anschutz subtly implying that since Capet Sports and Entertainment already owned the NFL's Miami Dolphins, rebuilding an MLS team would be a piece of cake?


    Plus, CSE also owned the Premier League's Arsenal FC!


    "Miami, huh, it definitely could have a soccer team," Charles said, rubbing his chin.


    Miami is not only a large market but also close to Latin America, where soccer is popular. Cities with large immigrant populations like Los Angeles, New York, and Miami have an advantage in attracting fans.


    However, Miami's hot summers might be a challenge, given MLS's season runs from April to December.


    Moreover, Miami already boasted NFL's Miami Dolphins, MLB's Florida Marlins, and NBA's Miami Heat. The competition was stiff!


    Currently, joining MLS had its advantages too, with the franchise fee being quite low - $25 million would suffice. In five years, when Manchester City formed New York City FC, the registration fee was $100 million.


    "Charles, give it some thought. You already own the Dolphins' stadium, which could directly serve as the home ground for an MLS team. While others might struggle with venue issues, it's not a problem for you!"


    Philip Anschutz stood up, patted Charles on the shoulder, and laughed, "For now, just enjoy the party."


    Charles nodded. Once Anschutz left, Charles began seriously considering starting an MLS team. Despite the current losses in MLS operations, they were minor.


    Owning an MLS team himself could also mean signing some washed-up stars. LA Galaxy was the first club to turn a profit in MLS history!


    "Charles, are you done talking?" Britney Spears approached Charles, affectionately hooking her arm around his.


    Having just returned from her world wide concert tour, Britney Spears had also released a new album, making this a busy year for her.


    Charles nodded. "Nothing major, just about some sports clubs!"


    Among AEG Entertainment's assets, Charles was most envious of the 27% stake in the Los Angeles Lakers, and the 50% stake in the Staples Center. He wasn't too interested in the NHL's LA Kings or MLS's LA Galaxy.


    The Buss family owned 66% of the Lakers, and Magic Johnson still seemed to own a percentage that hadn't been sold off.


    Unfortunately, a person couldn't own shares in two NBA teams simultaneously. Charles was destined to own an NBA team, although leveraging Magic Johnson's percentage of Lakers shares to make some money wouldn't hurt.


    After all, this guy was likely ready to liquidate those shares soon.


    "Yep, I just saw Michael. He seemed confident about his upcoming concerts and is already preparing," Britney Spears mentioned Michael Jackson.


    "Next year's Michael Jackson World Tour, huh," Charles mused. The news in August had been 10 concerts, but now, in early October, it had already become 20 concerts.


    Michael Jackson's health had always been maintained by a significant amount of medication. AEG Entertainment certainly intended to squeeze every bit of value out of him. If memory served correctly, the number of concerts should have increased to 50.


    Regrettably, he wouldn't even last till the start of next year.


    "Michael's debts are massive. His Neverland Ranch has been mortgaged but it's nowhere near enough to pay off his debts, and his expenses are huge," Britney Spears knew quite a bit.


    "AEG Entertainment runs his concerts to address his immediate issues."


    "They're resolving issues?" Charles laughed. AEG Entertainment needed to make money too. The heavily indebted Michael Jackson had now lost even the only asset he had left, the Neverland Ranch.


    The remaining asset Michael Jackson could mortgage to AEG Entertainment was his 50% stake in Sony ATV Music Publishing.


    If he didn't hold concerts, his 50% stake in Sony ATV would be in jeopardy. Was retaining control over those shares worth losing his life?


    Unfortunately, he didn't realize that within a few years after his death, those shares would be sold to Sony anyway.


  




  Chapter 414: Deep in Debt


  

    "David, I heard from Philip that you're planning to go on loan to AC Milan next year?" Charles bumped into David Beckham at the party, and they started chatting.


    David Beckham nodded. "Both sides are still negotiating, but it should be announced soon. The Major League Soccer season starts in April, and LA Galaxy finished last in the Western Conference this year and didn't make it to the playoffs."


    "By the end of the month, LA Galaxy's season will be over. Joining AC Milan during the winter transfer window will help me maintain my form!" David Beckham added.


    Charles smiled. Although David Beckham stepped down as the captain of the England national team after the 2006 World Cup, he hadn't left the national team.


    He kept thinking about the 2010 World Cup in South Africa. Joining Serie A's AC Milan in winter was the way to secure his position in the Three Lions squad.


    "Soccer-wise, the European top five leagues get all the attention. The MLS still has a long way to go," Charles, who rarely followed MLS, commented, understanding that other fans felt the same way.


    "This stuff takes time. America's four major sports leagues - football, baseball, ice hockey, and basketball--have a solid fan base," David Beckham croaked in his signature raspy voice.


    "I believe that as the world's leading sports nation, America will also develop soccer to a high level!" Beckham continued.


    "Ever thought about owning an MLS team?" David Beckham asked.


    "Thinking about it, still considering. Maybe we'll set up a team in Miami," Charles replied. He seemed to recall that Beckham's contract with LA Galaxy had a clause allowing him to create an MLS team for $25 million if he played with them for five years, ignoring the typical franchise fee.


    In the future, after retiring, Beckham led the establishment of Inter Miami, an MLS team. The entry fee at that time was $200 million, but thanks to his contract, he only needed $25 million to make it happen.


    Beckham easily found a few investment partners and established Inter Miami Club, getting an MLS team without spending a dime himself.


    "Arsenal edged out Manchester United to win the Premier League last season. This season started with beating Man U in the Community Shield, grabbing the first title for the 08-09 season. Congratulations to Arsenal!" Charles commented.


    Beckham, clearly a Manchester United fan, kept a close eye on the Premier League. Man U won the UEFA Champions League and the Club World Cup, but missed out on the league title and the FA Cup.


    "But back in May, Manchester United won the Champions League, while Arsenal got knocked out in the semifinals," Charles remarked, a bit regretful but happy they managed to hang onto the league title.


    "There's only been one treble-winning season in the Premier League, back in 1999 by Manchester United. Arsenal hopes to replicate that feat," Charles smiled again.


    David Beckham laughed too. "Winning the treble is tough!"


    In Europe, the treble means winning the UEFA Champions League, the league title, and the domestic top cup. In the Premier League, that cup is the FIFA Cup.


    The FIFA Cup stands above the Community Shield and the League Cup in England. To talk about the UEFA Super Cup or Club World Cup, one must first win the Champions League.


    After chatting with David Beckham, Charles went to find Michael Jackson.


    In June 2005, after being acquitted of another child molestation charge, Michael Jackson left his cherished Neverland Ranch. His lawyer, Thomas Mesereau, urged him to leave, fearing local officials wouldn't let the matter drop.


    Jackson, scared of Neverland by now, packed his bags and, along with his three kids and nanny, left the U.S. for Bahrain in the Persian Gulf. He then moved around to France, Germany, and Japan, finally spending six months in Ireland.


    Right before Christmas 2006, Jackson ended his self-imposed exile and moved back to the U.S., settling in Las Vegas.


    Years of court battles and media smears had left Michael Jackson exhausted. Combined with his lavish lifestyle and heavy medication, he faced severe financial troubles.


    Despite his valuable assets like Sony/ATV Music Publishing and his own music company, his liquid assets were meager.


    His credit was so poor that a telecom company wouldn't activate his new iPhone unless he posted a $1,500 bond. His brother, Randy Jackson, even crashed his car through the gates of Michael's home, yelling "Pay up!" with bodyguards aiming guns at him.


    The high yearly financial deficits were staggering. Earlier this year, things got dire when Fortress Investment Group announced the auction of Neverland Ranch's mortgage.


    In May this year, Colony Capital announced they had purchased the mortgage for $22.5 million from Fortress.


    To avoid bankruptcy amid his crushing debt, Jackson, with Colony Capital's help, began talks with AEG Entertainment to return to the stage.


    "Hey, Michael!" Charles saw Michael Jackson chatting with Tim Leiweke, CEO and President of AEG Entertainment.


    "Oh, hi Charles! Good evening," greeted Tim Leiweke, second in command at AEG Entertainment, only below Chairman Philip Anschutz.


    "Good evening, Charles!" Michael Jackson looked pale, his face somewhat frightening.


    "I heard you're planning a concert, Michael. Is that true?" Charles could tell Jackson wasn't in perfect shape.


    Before Jackson could reply, Tim Leiweke nodded. "Yes, AEG Live, a division of AEG Entertainment, is organizing it!"


    "Indeed, I've decided to make a comeback. We're still discussing the details, but we aim to start performing around next summer," Michael Jackson nodded.


    "Tim, mind if I chat with Michael alone? I've been a fan for a long time," Charles smiled at Tim Leiweke.


    "Sure, I'll go grab a few drinks!" Tim Leiweke left tactfully, knowing AEG's scale was no match for Capet Entertainment, and Charles's wealth far outshined Philip Anschutz's.


    Michael Jackson looked at Charles. "Let's go sit over there."


    Charles nodded and walked with Michael Jackson to a bench outside the villa.


  




  Chapter 415: Michael Jackson


  

    Michael Jackson had turned 50 that year, yet he remained as innocent as ever. Although he hadn't had much interaction with Charles Capet before, he was still familiar with Charles' reputation.


    "Charles, do you have something to say?" Michael Jackson kept his smile.


    "This world, it's so dirty!" Charles said abruptly, leaving Michael Jackson dazed for a moment.


    "Are you really ready to make a comeback?"


    Michael Jackson nodded, "Given the current situation, if I don't make a comeback, I'll go broke soon!"


    As of now, Michael Jackson's total debt had exceeded $400 million, with just one loan from Bank of America amounting to 300 millions.


    Sony/ATV Music Publishing's 50% shares were valued up to $400 million, but his own Michael Jackson Music LLC held the rights to his own music, which continually provided cash flow.


    Moreover, Michael Jackson himself could endlessly create value.


    "AEG Live Entertainment isn't a charity; running your concert is a gamble for them. Not to mention, the insurance alone must be astronomical!" Charles directly talked about Michael Jackson's comeback, knowing Michael never did anything cheaply, be it albums or concerts; the investment was always huge.


    "They say you aspire to make a movie based on the Thriller music video, and AEG has set up a special fund for it!"


    Listening to Charles Capet, Michael Jackson nodded again, "AEG Entertainment indeed supports me greatly!"


    Charles shook his head, "The bigger the investment, the more you have to give. The 10-show plan has increased to 20. What's next, 30, 40, or even 50?"


    Michael Jackson's face changed. He knew his body couldn't handle that many concerts.


    "The world shouldn't be without the King of Pop, Michael Jackson. With my capabilities now, I can clear the obstacles for you," Charles said, looking earnestly into Michael Jackson's eyes.


    "One's energy is limited; you can handle the artistic creation, but the business and investment side should be handed over to professionals!"


    Michael Jackson's financial mess was indeed partly his own doing. His hands-on approach led to many poor decisions.


    The people around him were a chaotic bunch, with his only good investment being the acquisition of ATV Music Publishing.


    However, Michael's charitable contributions were also a significant expense, and the title "King of Charity" wasn't just for show.


    Michael Jackson smiled, "Charles, you also want my 50% share in Sony/ATV, don't you?


    These years, they've called me a freak, a homosexual, accused me of sexually harassing kids! They said I bleached my skin and did everything possible to defame me. These are all conspiracies! When I look at myself in the mirror, I know I am a black man!


    For a black man to reach my height, it's a crime! Are you the same as them?"


    Charles felt a bit uneasy and sighed, shaking his head, "I don't believe someone who can write such music is what the media portrays. With my current wealth, your assets mean nothing to me!"


    Michael Jackson stayed silent for a while, "AEG has set up a special fund. The only thing I can mortgage now is my share in Sony/ATV."


    "Think it over. Capet Records is very willing to collaborate with you," Charles said, glancing at Michael Jackson.


    "Some things shouldn't be fought for anymore. Even I can't go against them!"


    Watching Charles Capet leave, Michael Jackson wavered. Should he not fight anymore?


    Michael Jackson understood what Charles Capet meant: the record label's rights versus the artist's.


    Capet Records was a new-generation record company. Although supported by Capet Entertainment, it surely retained ownership just like other labels.


    Michael Jackson's influence was massive, but leading such a dispute with the entire recording industry was very risky.


    Leaving Bel Air Country Club, Charles and Britney Spears sat in the car. With his eyes closed, Charles kept thinking.


    No matter how you look at it, you had to admire Michael Jackson, but the power of capital was terrifying.


    Being a black man who broke the white-dominated pop music scene, elevating black music from a subculture, was already politically discomforting to white supremacist conservative forces.


    On top of that, he wanted to fight the capital. The endless scandals over the years were strategic moves to destroy a black king of pop. Capital doesn't care!


    "Charles, what are you thinking about?" Britney hugged Charles and kissed him on the cheek.


    "I'm considering signing Michael Jackson!"


    "That's great!" Britney got excited.


    Charles nodded. Michael Jackson should learn from Jay-Z and Madonna, clinging to the capital's support!


    Michael Jordan embraced Nike, which made him the god of basketball, gaining both fame and fortune.


    Robert Johnson, founder of BET, established in 1980, was the first cable network for black viewers and the first black-owned company on the New York Stock Exchange.


    Robert Johnson also became the first black billionaire and entertainment tycoon.


    In 1999, Robert Johnson sold BET to Viacom. How could America allow a black entertainment tycoon to emerge?


    With a huge sum of money, Robert Johnson quickly bought the Charlotte Bobcats, becoming the first black owner of a major sports team!


    BET and VH1 were valuable assets under Viacom, along with Paramount and Nickelodeon, forming Viacom's flagship brands.


    Charles Capet's Capet Records could certainly become Michael Jackson's backing, provided he didn't disrupt the current industry rules.


    In that case, Charles Capet's Capet Records would only need to help Michael Jackson solve some issues with Sony Music.


    "Hope he understands," Charles genuinely wanted to help Michael Jackson.


  




  Chapter 416: Miami FC


  

    Michael Jackson's 50% stake in the Sony/ATV publishing company was something Charles really wanted, but he didn't push for it too hard.


    With his own music rights and image rights, Michael Jackson's income wasn't low either.


    However, Michael Jackson's reputation and media coverage weren't great at that time, and without new works, these royalties couldn't cover his expenses!


    "Did Michael agree to it?" Brittany, lying on Charles' chest in the bedroom of the Capet mansion in Beverly Hills, asked if Michael Jackson was considering signing with Capet Records.


    "Haha, how could it be that quick? He just signed a concert contract with AEG, and he needs to take care of his health first. We'll wait," Charles said, shaking his head. 


    "Let's wait until the conflict between him and AEG intensifies!"


    With more investments from AEG Entertainment, they demanded more and more concerts from Michael Jackson.


    Charles had already left an opening for Michael Jackson; he believed Michael would accept his offer once he couldn't handle the pressure from AEG Entertainment.


    "Michael Jackson had always been a signed artist with Sony. Their conflict intensified a few years ago, and their relationship turned really bad," Brittany reminded him, "Sony Records president Tommy Mottola was even publicly criticized by Michael a few years back!"


    Tommy Mottola, the ex-husband of American pop diva Mariah Carey, also left Sony Records after Michael Jackson.


    "Sony, so what?" Charles wasn't worried about Sony. Many of Michael Jackson's album rights were with Sony Records, but Charles' advice to Michael was to let go of those rights and just take the dividends!


    Just like Brittany, her album rights before signing with Capet Records were with Sony's Jive Records.


    Most of Madonna's album rights were also with Warner Records and so on. If Michael Jackson tried to reclaim his album rights from Sony, he might even lose his stake in Sony/ATV.


    This would set off a chain reaction, and the consequences would be severe!


    "Michael spent $47 million acquiring ATV Music Publishing in 1985. Ten years later, Sony paid Michael Jackson $95 million to form Sony/ATV Music Publishing, with both parties holding 50% stakes. As the music market expanded, these rights became more valuable, and obviously, it was tempting for everyone!"


    Charles sighed. Michael Jackson had tasted the sweetness of music publishing rights and was publicly advocating for artists to own their rights.


    Reclaiming his album rights from Sony not only angered Sony, but all record companies couldn't accept it either!


    "Michael isn't in great health. Hopefully, all goes well for his tour next year," said Brittany, who had just finished more than ten performances this year. The economic crisis made things tough for everyone.


    "Don't worry, I still love Michael's music. I'll step in when needed!"


    Charles couldn't let him die because of a medical error. AEG Entertainment's concert contract could always be bought out.


    After meeting Michael Jackson, Charles didn't pay much more attention, as these matters primarily depended on Michael's own willingness.


    Charles couldn't directly step in to help Michael deal with his $400 million debt, right?


    However, Charles seriously considered Philip Anschutz's suggestion and idea of forming a soccer team.


    "Form a Miami soccer team?" Tom Garfinkel, president of the Miami Dolphins, was busy securing the naming rights for the Dolphin Stadium. He was surprised to hear about Charles' idea to form a soccer team.


    "Yes, Philip Anschutz and MLS President Don Garber both support it. Plus, there are already many experienced soccer people with CSE, which owns Arsenal Football Club," Charles thought it was worth a try.


    The U.S. still held a lot of appeal for many European soccer stars!


    "Charles, shouldn't you remember that Miami had a team that got disbanded a few years ago? It's hard to promote," Tom said.


    "Let's give it a try. After all, MLS has seen some development over the past ten years. Forming a Miami team, I have a natural advantage. Work with me on this," Charles said, thinking they could use the Miami Dolphins' resources to promote the soccer team regionally.


    "Understood!"


    After hanging up, Charles called David Dein, the CEO of Arsenal Club in London. David was supportive of forming a soccer team in the U.S.


    Leaning back on the sofa, Charles quickly decided to form The Miami Football Club, abbreviated as Miami FC!


    This would likely prevent David Beckham from forming a soccer team called Inter Miami in the future, right?


    "Charles, I'm heading to Las Vegas for an event," Britney Spears said as she approached Charles.


    "We just spent two days together, and now we have to part again!"


    "It's all about work," Charles smiled, letting her lean into his arms. Britney looked youthful and sexy in just a T-shirt and shorts.


    "Last night, you seemed to get along well with David Beckham's wife, Victoria. Are you two close?" Charles asked.


    Britney Spears shook her head, "We've met a few times at events, and since we're both singers, we had more to talk about."


    "Victoria loves being in the public eye. Since moving to LA, she's been endlessly attending fashion parties and events!"


    "Charles, wanna come with me to Vegas for a holiday?" Britney Spears wrapped her arms around Charles' neck.


    Charles smiled, "I need to check the final cuts of Transformers 2 and Iron Man 2, which are coming out next year. Also, the new The Incredible Hulk is still filming, and I have to keep an eye on it. These are major productions for Capet Pictures, can't be careless!"


    "Alright, I'll find you when I get back," Britney said, understanding Charles' busy schedule.


    "Sweetheart, wasn't last night enough?" Charles whispered into her ear, "We went at it four or five times, didn't we?"


    Britney, hearing that, couldn't help but start rubbing Charles over his pants, kissing him passionately...


  




  Chapter 417: Chapter 417


  

    Capet Pictures released a small-budget Indian film in September called Slumdog Millionaire, which had no star participation and thus had a very limited release.


    For marketing, they mainly participated in film festivals and held press screenings. They conducted screenings for movie critics in various cities and participated in different kinds of film festivals to promote the movie.


    Their main goal was aiming for the Oscars, supported by The Reader, developed along with Germany's Babelsberg Studio, and The Wrestler, which they acquired at the Venice Film Festival, to form the main force for competing for awards.


    "Boss, Paramount announced the start of Mission: Impossible 4, but they are going with a new male lead. Tom Cruise will serve as the producer," said Phyllis Jones, in the office of Capet Pictures' boss, chatting with Charles about major happenings in Hollywood.


    "It's just an announcement; it's not like they've started actual production," Charles wanted to wait until Tom Cruise was confirmed as the lead in Mission: Impossible 4 before making contact.


    When a film company announces a new project, it's uncertain until it enters the production stage.


    For example, Capet Pictures had earlier announced the purchase of the novel The Wolf of Wall Street, and last year Leonardo DiCaprio also announced his participation, but nothing has moved yet.


    Another example is the Japanese film they bought, Hachiko: A Dog's Story. Even though they had a script for the remake, there has been no concrete action.


    "This year, Tom Cruise seems to have made peace with Paramount, and he has been apologizing in various media to restore his image lost over the past two years," Phyllis Jones said while flipping through the newspaper.


    "The movie he stars in, Valkyrie, has already been released in Germany, and it will be released in North America in December!"


    At the end of 2006, when Tom Cruise took over the management of United Artists under MGM, he released a low-budget political film, Lions for Lambs, which made no splash.


    This time his film Valkyrie, distributed by 20th Century Fox in cooperation with MGM, is what he is banking on to make a comeback.


    "Tom Cruise participated in that Paramount-distributed comedy Tropic Thunder, appearing as a bald, chubby guy. Doesn't that show he was willing to bow to Paramount?"


    Charles had a high opinion of someone as adaptable as Tom Cruise; after all, adults see profit above all.


    "I heard that Tom Cruise's longtime partner, Paula Wagner, left Cruise/Wagner Productions. Is that true?" Charles inquired.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Yes, she has split from Tom Cruise, and Cruise/Wagner Productions is now just Cruise Productions.


    Also, Paula Wagner resigned from her position as CEO of United Artists, and Tom Cruise will soon be leaving United Artists too!"


    Charles nodded, "These partners have been together for nearly 30 years. Paula Wagner was originally Tom Cruise's agent and discovered the superstar. Later, the two established a film production company and ran it for 15 years. It's truly unexpected!"


    "Boss, someone had to be held accountable for Tom Cruise's breakup with Paramount," even Phyllis Jones could see it clearly, and Charles certainly knew too.


    Back then, Tom Cruise's split with Paramount shocked Sumner Redstone. Now that they've reconciled, sacrificing Paula Wagner seems like a good choice, doesn't it?


    "By the way, what's the current situation with Weinstein Company?" Charles had not been paying much attention to Weinstein Company since the sexual harassment scandal erupted, expelling Harvey Weinstein from Hollywood earlier this year.


    "Oh, it's very dire. Many investment funds have withdrawn from Weinstein Company. They're selling off projects to raise funds to prevent bankruptcy. Bob Weinstein is mainly running the subsidiary label Dimension Films now."


    Charles chuckled, "What about Quentin Tarantino's war movie Inglourious Basterds that they developed?"


    "It's being handed over to their partner Universal Pictures for distribution. Weinstein Company can't continue participating," Phyllis Jones quickly responded. Now that Harvey Weinstein is like a rat crossing the street, Universal undoubtedly wants to take full advantage of the movie.


    Charles stood up, "Oh, look at the independent film companies nowadays: Lionsgate, Summit, DreamWorks, and Weinstein Company - all are struggling. Then look at our Capet Pictures; we can now compete with the Big Six studios!"


    Phyllis Jones saw her boss's high spirits and remarked, "Boss, in terms of market share from box office revenue, we rank second!"


    "We'll be number one soon," Charles was absolutely confident in his film company. "By the way, DreamWorks is likely to team up with Disney. Does Disney have any major films in development?"


    "Yes, they have a live-action movie Alice in Wonderland, which is a 3D film combining CGI and live-action. Another one is the live-action adaptation of the game Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time by Ubisoft.


    Both major films are being developed by Disney with a huge investment of $200 million each, and their release dates are set for 2010!"


    Alice in Wonderland, directed by Tim Burton, Charles remembered this film for its global box office, which exceeded $900 million, and featured Johnny Depp and Anne Hathaway.


    As for Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time, it was nothing short of a box office flop.


    Now Disney had Pixar, but Capet had taken Marvel, leaving Disney likely aiming to acquire Lucasfilm, the company behind Star Wars.


    Disneyland was currently discussing with George Lucas about adding a new Star Wars attraction at their Florida park.


    Charles returned to his chair and tapped his fingers on the desk. "Phyllis, set up a meeting with George Lucas for me. I want to see him. He's already 64; isn't it time for him to retire?"


    Phyllis Jones stuck out her tongue, "Boss, Lucas directed Star Wars: Episode III - Revenge of the Sith in 2005. And this year, he produced Spielberg's Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull!"


    Charles nodded. Capet Entertainment was also interested in acquiring Lucasfilm. As an American, who wouldn't want the Star Wars IP?


    Moreover, the Indiana Jones series IP was also owned by Lucasfilm, though Paramount held the distribution rights!


    Dealing with George Lucas wasn't going to be easy.


  




  Chapter 418: Chapter 418


  

    On Hollywood Boulevard in Los Angeles, a grand premiere took place at the Egyptian Theatre. Directed by Ridley Scott and starring Russell Crowe and Leonardo DiCaprio, the crime action film Body of Lies officially premiered.


    After directing The Departed and American Gangster consecutively, Ridley Scott's new action film Body of Lies attracted a lot of attention!


    However, the leading actress of Body of Lies, Iranian actress Golshifteh Farahani, was banned from leaving the country and couldn't attend the promotional events for the film.


    Golshifteh Farahani was stopped by officials at Tehran's Khomeini Airport while she was preparing to board a flight abroad. She was informed that she had been placed on a list of people prohibited from leaving the country. Iranian officials discovered she wasn't wearing a veil or headscarf in the film's trailer.


    The Iranian government had previously issued regulations that required actors to obtain permission before accepting overseas performance tasks.


    Not far from the Egyptian Theatre, in a private club, Charles had just finished meeting with George Lucas. He had tactfully suggested that Capet Pictures was interested in acquiring Lucasfilm.


    However, George Lucas didn't seem inclined to sell Lucasfilm at that time, stating he wouldn't consider selling until he decided to retire.


    "How did it go? He's not interested, right?" Evelyn asked as she entered the room where Charles was after George Lucas had left.


    Charles shook his head. "The old man probably is still ecstatic over the huge box office success of the recent Indiana Jones 4."


    "You know, Indiana Jones 4 grossed nearly 320 millions in North America and 800 million globally!" Evelyn nodded, looking at her son's calm face, and smiled.


    "Lucasfilm owns Star Wars and Indiana Jones. And Industrial Light & Magic, the visual effects company. The post-production sound editing and dubbing company, Skywalker Sound. And Lucas Arts, which develops animation and game technology. Lucasfilm still has a lot of valuable assets!" Evelyn concluded.


    Charles nodded and asked, "So, why did you come over tonight?"


    "Ridley Scott's new film Body of Lies is having its premiere at the Egyptian Theatre. I just discussed Ridley Scott's next war epic, Robin Hood, with Universal," Evelyn replied, mentioning that Ridley Scott was a director associated with her company.


    "Robin Hood? I know. Another one starring Russell Crowe. Ridley Scott sure likes casting him. Gladiator, American Gangster, A Good Year, this Body of Lies, and now Robin Hood," Charles said, with a bit of a sneer.


    "Gladiator was very successful. American Gangster did alright after changing leads to Denzel Washington and Russell Crowe. That romance film A Good Year was critically panned though."


    "I've seen Body of Lies. It's pretty unremarkable. And about Robin Hood, hasn't he learned from the failure of Kingdom of Heaven?" Charles added.


    Evelyn widened her eyes, surprised at her son's critique. "By your standards, the most successful thing Ridley Scott has done in recent years is The Departed!"


    "Our Capet TV's big production, Game of Thrones, adapted from the novel, has Ridley Scott as director. After Robin Hood, he won't have time for other films," Charles said, not too concerned about movies from other companies, focusing instead on making their own company's films well.


    "Whatever, let's wait and see how Body of Lies performs. Russell Crowe isn't an artist with our company. I don't want to use him," Evelyn added, expressing her preference for using her company's actors.


    Charles stroked his chin. "Leonardo DiCaprio, the lead in Body of Lies, seems to have another love story, Revolutionary Road, coming out by the end of the year, right?"


    Evelyn nodded. "Yeah, it's co-starred with Kate Winslet."


    "That guy, Christopher Nolan from Warner Bros. seems to have a new script, Inception, inviting him to star. And Paramount's new film Shutter Island has confirmed the Martin Scorsese and Leonardo DiCaprio duo. I wonder when he'll get around to developing our company's The Wolf of Wall Street!"


    Leonardo DiCaprio was already having someone adapt the script for The Wolf of Wall Street, but he was indeed very busy.


    "Oh, I see," Evelyn smiled. "I better get going. What about you?"


    Charles shook his head. "Waiting for a friend!"


    Evelyn didn't ask further and left the club.


    Shortly after Evelyn left, Anne Hathaway drove over and picked up Charles.


    Anne Hathaway had starred in a family drama, Rachel Getting Married, currently in limited release, with good reviews from critics.


    Returning to Anne Hathaway's mansion in Long Beach, she couldn't wait and climbed on top of Charles in the garage, not even getting out of the car.


    "Mmm," Charles responded to her passionate kiss. Facing the excited Anne Hathaway, he said, "You really can't wait, huh?"


    Anne Hathaway licked her lips, took off her top, and then removed her bra, tossing it aside.


    "I'm a bit excited. Rachel Getting Married received a lot of praise at the Venice, Toronto, and Rio de Janeiro film festivals. My performance deserves an Oscar nomination for Best Actress!"


    Charles smiled, moved his hand across her cheek, then stopped at her chest. "Honey, your summer comedy, Get Smart, also did pretty well."


    "Not bad, right? North America's box office hit a hundred and thirty million dollars, and overseas made another hundred million, globally just about two hundred and thirty million dollars," Anne Hathaway said, unable to hide her smile despite her indifferent expression.


    "That's good. Get Smart is a full-on commercial film," Charles replied, turning her over onto the reclined seat.


    "Rachel Getting Married and that movie Passengers are both drama films, aiming for awards. Balancing commercial and artistic is not bad at all!"


    "Charles, let me be on top," Anne Hathaway requested before he could make a move.


    "Uh, alright," Charles agreed and switched positions with Anne Hathaway.


    After, Anne Hathaway, who played by her own rules, surprised Charles with her moves.


  




  Chapter 419: Benefits of a Deep Foundation


  

    "Disney invited me to play the White Queen in Alice in Wonderland, starting next month. Since it's a mix of live-action CG and animation, shooting shouldn't take too long," said Anne Hathaway, sitting on the balcony of the Long Beach villa with Charles Capet, enjoying the view of the Pacific Ocean.


    "The main time investment for the film should be in special effects production," Charles was interested in this Alice in Wonderland because this marked Disney's beginning in adapting animated stories into live-action films.


    Disney had adapted many fairy tale animations, and they could directly turn these animations into live-action films in the future.


    Compared to other movie companies that adapted fairy tales into films, Disney had the upper hand with the copyrights of the original animations; it absolutely started at the winning line.


    "I don't know if Tim Burton's style will suit this genre," Anne Hathaway was a bit worried, but she was just a supporting actress!


    'Alice in Wonderland was already a well-known fairy tale, and Disney had an early animation version. This time, with a $200 million budget to adapt it again in live action, it could attract a lot of attention,' Charles thought about the future live-action adaptations like Cinderella, Beauty and the Beast, The Lion King, and Aladdin by Disney, feeling excited.


    What is having a deep foundation? This is it!


    The six major studios had many story copyrights in their libraries. Remakes, reboots, adaptations - they would always find projects that suited them.


    "Charles, I have two scripts. Can you help me decide which one I should choose?" Anne Hathaway said, handing over two scripts.


    Charles smiled, "So you want me to be your advisor, huh?"


    Anne Hathaway hugged Charles' neck and kissed him several times on the face, "Help me out, your taste is widely recognized!"


    Charles squeezed her waist a few times. No wonder she was so active last night - it made sense now.


    Taking the two scripts, Charles quickly skimmed through them.


    Julie & Julia, the lead character is Meryl Streep. It was adapted from Julie Powell's novel Julie & Julia: My Year of Cooking Dangerously, and Julia Child's book My Life in France;


    The plot follows an American woman, Julia Child, who had lived in France and wrote a cookbook. A later-generation American girl, Julie Powell, attempts every recipe from the book and blogs about it, attracting many fans and eventually understanding the meaning of life through the process.


    Love & Other Drugs, the movie tells the story of a female lead with Parkinson's disease who wanted to live a carefree life before her condition deteriorated. Then she meets a Viagra salesman, and a comedic romantic story ensues with many hilarious moments; This was a highly mature romantic comedy!


    "Love & Other Drugs has a lot of explicit scenes and love scenes, and the story is quite cliched. Julie & Julia working with Meryl Streep is kind of like The Devil Wears Prada!"


    Charles definitely saw potential in Julie & Julia, combining commercial success and art.


    "Julie & Julia also has Stanley Tucci. I think director Nora Ephron wants to reunite The Devil Wears Prada cast," Anne Hathaway explained.


    Stanley Tucci, the bald director from The Devil Wears Prada!


    "Love & Other Drugs is very bold. What do you think?" Anne Hathaway seemed to want to try that kind of role.


    "This boldness is just to attract attention through sex," Charles shook his head, "Better choose Julie & Julia. Besides Meryl Streep's great eye for roles, though she shines the most, as long as you perform well, it won't be bad for you!"


    Anne Hathaway nodded, laughing, "If it's as successful as The Devil Wears Prada, I'd definitely be willing to follow Meryl Streep!"


    Because whether it was The Devil Wears Prada or Julie & Julia, even though Anne Hathaway had a significant role and it was a dual female lead, if it came to award nominations, Meryl Streep would definitely be the one nominated for Best Actress.


    Anne Hathaway, who rose to fame via chick flicks, really wanted to prove herself with awards!


    "Alright, learning from actors like Meryl Streep is beneficial for you. The Oscars do have a bias against pretty actresses," Charles said, standing up. "Nicole Kidman in The Hours and Charlize Theron in Monster are good examples, aren't they?"


    "Well, Nicole Kidman's look in The Hours was acceptable, but Charlize Theron's transformation in Monster was a bit too much," Anne Hathaway shared a common thought among many Hollywood actresses.


    Charles hugged Anne Hathaway from behind, standing with her on the balcony, letting the sea breeze blow. Kissing her ear, he smiled and said, "Don't worry, you're still young with plenty of opportunities. Winning awards takes time. You need to ensure commercial success first to stay in the spotlight. Look at Nicole Kidman - the label of 'box office poison' is firmly stuck on her now."


    Anne Hathaway nodded. She was indeed only 26 years old, and she had many more chances and a long career ahead of her.


    Then Anne Hathaway tilted her head up and started kissing Charles.


    The few buttons of Anne Hathaway's white shirt were already unfastened, and Charles' large hand slid inside. Anne Hathaway gasped slightly, "Then I'll take Julie & Julia!"


    "Of course. As for Love & Other Drugs, my woman shouldn't be exposing herself too much to the audience," Charles said with a smile.


    "It's just a movie - it's art!" Anne Hathaway also smiled, "I had some explicit scenes in Havoc too."


    Charles stayed silent. He turned the woman around and kissed her fully. Now that Harvey Weinstein was out of Hollywood, Anne Hathaway shouldn't be oppressed anymore.


    But who knows if Jennifer Lawrence could still rise without Harvey Weinstein in the future?


    For Jennifer Lawrence, trying to make it big wasn't possible. In Hollywood, opportunities were more important than talent.


  




  Chapter 420: Make Contact


  

    After spending a perfect weekend with Anne Hathaway, Charles returned to his job.


    As Capet Entertainment grew stronger, it attracted more capital attention. The entertainment industry was all about advancing or falling behind.


    "Bridgewater Fund, BlackRock, Vanguard Capital, Goldman Sachs, State Street Bank, even Buffett's Berkshire Hathaway is optimistic about us," Anne Depp said. In Capet Entertainment's headquarters office, Charles was astonished to see these Wall Street big shots' investment requests.


    "Anne, what do you think?" Charles asked Anne Depp across from him.


    As Capet Entertainment's CFO, previously employed at Morgan Stanley, Anne Depp pondered for a moment before speaking, "Is Capet Entertainment preparing to go public?"


    Charles nodded, "Of course, General Electric might sell NBCUniversal. I've talked to their CEO, Jeff Zucker. When the time comes, we can hold a three-party meeting with General Electric, Vivendi, and Capet Entertainment.


    NBCUniversal's key assets include NBC broadcasting network, Universal Pictures, and cable networks like USA, Bravo, Syfy, CNBC, and NBC itself.


    These are what we need. Although NBC broadcasting network and Universal Studios' contributions to NBCUniversal's performance have dwindled, with Capet Pictures' help, Universal Pictures' performance, whether in movies or theme parks, would significantly improve!"


    Capet Entertainment's current film and TV content output was unstoppable. The Marvel Universe was taking shape and could eventually be fully housed within Universal Studios.


    Moreover, Capet Pictures had formed a strategic partnership with Hasbro. The release of the live-action Transformers movie was a great boost for Hasbro.


    At the same time, Hasbro also obtained toy licenses from Capet's Marvel Entertainment and Capet Pictures.


    Anne Depp nodded, "Acquiring NBCUniversal isn't easy. General Electric shareholders, including Berkshire and BlackRock, are board members."


    "We can ally with them, and Goldman Sachs' extensive network can serve as a mediator for our NBCUniversal acquisition.


    These investment institutions contacting us realized Capet Entertainment's next step would be to expand into television networks, and they have the capability to help us with the acquisition plan.


    Besides ABC, CBS, and Fox, NBCUniversal is the most likely candidate. General Electric's condition can't be hidden from everyone!"


    Anne Depp then looked at Charles, "Capet Entertainment isn't lacking funds right now. When do you plan to go public?"


    "Going public?" Charles thought for a moment. "After we successfully acquire NBCUniversal Entertainment and complete the group's resource integration."


    Anne Depp nodded, knowing that if the NBCUniversal acquisition failed, Capet Entertainment's IPO plans could be reshuffled.


    "Let's get prepared. I feel General Electric can't hold out much longer. Stay in touch with major banks and investment institutions. When General Electric sells NBCUniversal, there will surely be a battle. Comcast has been preparing to enter the content production field for years!"


    Charles was firm about acquiring NBCUniversal, regardless of competitors like Comcast Group or AT&T.


    "Don't worry. Capet Entertainment's financial health is very strong, and the future looks bright. Both investment institutions and private capital have given Capet Entertainment high marks," Anne Depp responded with a smile.


    Otherwise, when Capet Entertainment acquired Netflix earlier, it could have gone public. But because Capet didn't need money, they privatized Netflix as Charles planned to build group businesses first.


    After Anne Depp left Charles' office, Charles understood that Capet Entertainment couldn't be modest anymore.


    With successes in movies, TV, and music, Capet Entertainment genuinely stood at the forefront. Charles knew the principle of sharing profits.


    Without giving Wall Street capitalists a chance to earn big, Capet Entertainment would face difficulties from all sides.


    After all, Capet Entertainment wasn't an industrial business. The entertainment industry's bubbles were destined to rise and fall in the stock market.


    Fortunately, Netflix's transition to streaming led other companies. NBCUniversal and Fox's joint venture Hulu was just starting, so no rush there.


    Capet Animation's subsidiary, Illumination Entertainment, also began production on its first 3D animated feature, Despicable Me.


    In two years, Capet Entertainment's 3D animated feature would hit theaters. Everything was progressing positively!


    Unfortunately, acquiring George Lucas' Lucasfilm was tough. The Star Wars IP was truly a golden goose in America.


    Afterward, Charles called his mother to ask if Michael Jackson was interested.


    "Of course he's interested. But Michael has no intention of signing with a management company. He's got his own company handling things now!"


    "At the last gala hosted by Philip Anschutz, I talked to him. If he needs help, he can reach out to me. As for his concert contract with AEG Entertainment, I can't interfere," Charles said, thinking. "But with Michael Jackson's current health, if stressed too much, he might struggle to complete the concerts. If there's an opportunity, send someone to contact him. Capet Records can help resolve his debt issues."


    "Sure. What's your condition?" Evelyn inquired over the phone.


    "Sign an album contract with Capet Records. I won't set a release deadline. He can release albums whenever he wants," Charles had been waiting to hear from Michael Jackson but got nothing. Sending a manager might help.


    "Resolving his debt issues? His debt is astronomical. Without releasing albums or touring, his current income won't cover it. Every month, he's in the red."


    Evelyn was implying Charles shouldn't get involved.


    "Make contact anyway. He's the King of Pop. The more AEG invests in him, the more they'll squeeze him. He's a mess now and might have an accident," Charles sighed. "Have him mortgage his music rights to Capet Records. We'll help him resolve his personal debt crisis first. Let's see what happens next."


    "I'll send someone to try."


  




  Chapter 421: American Film Market


  

    Los Angeles, known as the entertainment capital of the world and the leader in the film industry, boasted all the facilities related to the entertainment industry.


    From late October to mid-November each year, the Los Angeles area was bustling with various film events organized by people from different ethnic groups, communities, private enterprises, or national regions.


    From film festivals, forums, and cocktail parties to investment briefings, these events aimed to attract film exhibitors to Los Angeles, especially distributors or investors with large budgets.


    Organized by the American Film Market (AFM), the event was the largest international film trade fair in the United States.


    The 8-day event served as a platform for those in the film industry, such as film buyers, distributors, production teams, and investors. It provided them a platform for negotiating film business cooperation and buying film rights. Unlike the Venice and Cannes film festivals, AFM didn't have an accompanying international film festival to promote it.


    Although AFM had a large number of films, they mainly focused on international film distribution. 


    Capet Pictures, despite being labeled as an independent film company, had long operated and promoted films beyond the scope of independent cinema.


    Their attitude towards AFM was lukewarm because Capet Pictures had already established its distribution channels or partners in all major markets worldwide. AFM's help to Capet Pictures was minimal.


    However, Capet Pictures did use AFM for distributing some international films like Slumdog Millionaire, and The Intouchables. After all, many filmmakers from small or underdeveloped regions liked to seek films at AFM.


    Santa Monica Beach Hotel, as the venue for AFM, attracted nearly 80 countries' filmmakers.


    Gao Yuanyuan flew to Los Angeles this year specifically to experience the AFM atmosphere. Charles, of course, entertained her well.


    He took Gao Yuanyuan to a seafront villa in Santa Monica Palisades and introduced her to some AFM situations.


    "Is this just a market for low-budget films?" Gao Yuanyuan seemed to think AFM was very ordinary after hearing Charles's introduction.


    Charles smiled and explained, "Don't always focus on famous international festivals like Venice, Cannes, and Berlin. So many films produced globally each year need to be sold."


    "AFM lasts for 8 days. Let's enjoy Los Angeles for a few days. The nearby beach is bustling too," Charles said, taking the lady's hand to the villa's balcony. "The sea, beach, and sunshine. I also have a large yacht here, and we can go out to sea!"


    "You sure know how to live it up, and this house is beautiful," Gao Yuanyuan said, holding onto Charles's arm with envy.


    "American houses aren't expensive now. If you like, you can buy one. You're rich now too!" Charles said, pointing towards the pier, "A 3,000 square foot villa right by the beach for less than $3 million. But, since you don't come to America often, you can stay at my place. I have plenty of houses!"


    Gao Yuanyuan nodded, "I heard many French wineries aren't doing well. Are they expensive to buy?"


    "A winery?" Charles seemed not very knowledgeable about that. "It depends on the size of the vineyard and its location. The Napa Valley area in central California is famous for its wine, and the prices are decent."


    "Why, are you interested in wineries?"


    Gao Yuanyuan nodded, "I heard many French wineries aren't expensive, and I'm a bit intrigued!"


    "Do you know how to manage a winery? This can easily lose money," Charles cautioned.


    Gao Yuanyuan shook her head and stuck out her tongue, saying, "Well, I'm just considering it; I haven't made any plans."


    Charles put his arm around her shoulder and laughed, "It's worth considering. You can buy a small winery and use it as a vacation villa. But, I can give you that private island I have in the Philippines. I've had vacation villas built on it, and you can use it for vacations or business!"


    "Really?" Gao Yuanyuan exclaimed excitedly.


    Charles nodded, "Of course! It's not worth much anyway."


    ...


    Charles returned to the company and first assessed the post-production progress of Iron Man 2 and Transformers 2, before inquiring about the filming of Thor.


    After all, projects by Marvel Studios and the Transformers series were of paramount importance to Capet Pictures.


    "Boss, there's a script here, from Darren Aronofsky, the director of The Wrestler. He's been working on this for years," Phyllis Jones said as she handed Charles a script in his office.


    Charles took the script and started reading while Phyllis Jones, who was massaging his shoulders, explained.


    "This script was conceptualized by Darren Aronofsky eight years ago, when he was editing Requiem for a Dream. It was initially titled The Understudy. 


    Aronofsky initially envisioned a love story between a ballerina and a wrestler, but he later realized one movie couldn't simultaneously depict both worlds, so he split the idea. 


    With The Wrestler completed, he now wants to film Black Swan, about a ballerina troubled by her understudy, centered around Swan Lake. It's a dual personality story about a White Swan and a Black Swan."


    Charles continued skimming through the script while listening to Phyllis Jones. Aronofsky seemed to have nurtured the idea of making a ballet-related movie for years.


    "The story is good. Black Swan uses the struggles and downfall of a ballerina to explore internal human desires," Charles hadn't expected to come across such a script.


    Black Swan unfolds gradually, using the famous ballet Swan Lake as a rehearsal backdrop.


    The heroine's life was completely controlled by her mother, making her obedient and gentle despite being an adult, concealing a desire for independence and growth.


    As a ballerina in Swan Lake, she needed to play both the pure White Swan and the depraved Black Swan. Pursuing artistic perfection, the heroine began exploring her dark side...


    Phyllis Jones' hands, which were initially massaging Charles' shoulders, became increasingly bold.


    "Hey, it's work hours," Charles pulled Phyllis Jones onto his lap, slipping his hand under her blouse.


    34D felt indeed different. 


    Phyllis Jones continued, "Boss, Darren Aronofsky wants Natalie Portman as the lead actress. In the early 2000s, Aronofsky first discussed this project with her. There was no script yet, just the idea of a ballet movie. Portman was passionate about ballet and wanted to play a dancer. She was also seeking more mature roles. At the time, she was filming Star Wars: Episode II - Attack of the Clones. Years have passed, but Aronofsky hasn't forgotten. The script is written specifically for Natalie Portman!"


    Charles nodded, "Start prepping for it."


    Then, Phyllis Jones slid off the chair to start another kind of task!


  




  Chapter 422: Naming Rights


  

    At the Santa Monica Beach Hotel, the main venue for AF, Charles accompanied Gao Yuanyuan to explore the film festival while also enjoying Los Angeles.


    Since Santa Monica Beach was crowded, Charles took Gao Yuanyuan to relax at the private beach of his villa at Malibu Dume Point.


    In the morning, in the bedroom, Charles rolled off Gao Yuanyuan and exhaled, "I need to go to the office later. I'll come back in the afternoon or evening to spend time with you."


    Gao Yuanyuan hugged Charles' waist, "Sure, you've already spent a few days with me. I'll check out AF and maybe find some good movies."


    "Alright, time to get up. Do you want me to drive you to the Santa Monica Beach Hotel?" Charles asked as he got out of bed.


    Gao Yuanyuan shook her head, "No need, I'll drive myself. Just follow Highway 1 straight down!"


    Charles nodded. They had no shortage of cars.


    ...


    In an Italian restaurant near the Capet Entertainment headquarters in Burbank, Charles Capet was having afternoon tea with Jack Sterling, a representative from Bank of America.


    After merging with Merrill Lynch, Bank of America managed assets worth a trillion dollars, surpassing Citigroup and JP Morgan Chase, becoming the largest bank in the United States.


    Additionally, BlackRock, the world's largest publicly traded asset management company managing over a trillion dollars in assets, was nearly 50% owned by Bank of America.


    "I really want to finalize a naming rights agreement for the Miami Dolphins' Dolphin Stadium with Bank of America, and I've already planned the stadium renovation to start after this season ends," Charles said, taking another sip of his coffee.


    "And to welcome the Super Bowl that will be held in Miami at the beginning of 2010!"


    Jack Sterling nodded; he knew all this already, having had several discussions with the general manager of the Miami Dolphins Club.


    "Charles, a naming fee of $10 million per year isn't low, and for 18 years, it's a contract worth hundreds of millions!"


    Charles smiled and pointed out the window just as a female production manager from Capet Pictures got out of a Mercedes sports car.


    "Look, before she joined Capet Pictures, she was just a producer in the independent film circle, divorced, raising two kids, and renting her place. Now look at her, wearing an $8,000 custom Armani suit, driving the latest Mercedes SL500, and living in a single-family home in North Hollywood. She joined Capet Pictures just three years ago and not only paid off her debts but also gained a life many envy. Why is that?"


    Charles looked at Jack Sterling with a smile, "It's because Capet Pictures' rapid development has provided her with a platform and opportunities!


    The NFL has always been the most popular sport in America. If not for the financial crisis, I wouldn't have had the chance to acquire the Miami Dolphins Club. You know how ambitious my CSE company is. 


    So, $12 million per year for a 15-year naming rights sponsorship is my bottom line. Think it over carefully!"


    Charles wasn't going to waste too much time on this. Without Bank of America, there were other companies to negotiate with.


    After seeing Jack Sterling off, Charles went to meet with Dan Glickman, the chairman of MPAA.


    In Dan Glickman's office, upon seeing Charles, he specifically poured two glasses of champagne to welcome him.


    "So, how does it feel to become the seventh full member of MPAA?" Dan Glickman asked with a smile.


    Charles shook his head indifferently, "Just a bit late in joining, I guess!"


    With MPAA's involvement, Slumdog Millionaire was changed from R-rated to PG-13 much more conveniently.


    Dan Glickman looked at Charles. "I heard you are contacting the GE board to bid on NBC Universal?"


    Charles nodded. "GE is slimming down anyway. Finance and entertainment aren't their strong suits. Capet Entertainment is now a significant force in Hollywood. In my hands, NBC Universal will definitely shine again!"


    Dan Glickman smiled, "Seems you're quite confident. NBC Universal is quite a prize for many. One of the Big Four broadcast networks, and one of Hollywood's historic studios is certainly an attractive brand!"


    "It's indeed challenging. However, not many companies can digest NBC Universal in this financial crisis," Charles replied with a smile.


    "Of course, the key is to manage the company well. Coca-Cola, Panasonic, Seagram, Vivendi, and the current parent company GE - how many owners has Universal had in just twenty years?"


    Coca-Cola, due to Universal's losses, sold it to Japan's Panasonic, which soon sold it to Canada's Seagram Group due to losses, and the same situation happened with Seagram and Vivendi.


    Now the parent company is GE, and the results are equally disappointing!


    "You're quite right, NBC Universal and your Capet Entertainment make a good fit. If you truly acquire NBC Universal, Hollywood will undergo a revolution," Dan Glickman laughed.


    "A victory of new Hollywood forces over the traditional ones."


    Compared to Wall Street and Silicon Valley, Hollywood is no match - Hollywood is ultimately just superficial.


    "I met with Jeff Zucker before, and the GE board isn't satisfied with NBC Universal's performance," Charles continued. "As for how strongly GE wants to sell NBC Universal, it depends on the upcoming developments!"


    "Don't worry, I'll definitely support you in this," Dan Glickman, who always had faith in Charles, assured. Charles rarely opposed the government, which was crucial since Washington, D.C., couldn't do without Hollywood but also hated Hollywood's political grandstanding.


    When Charles left MPAA's headquarters, it was already 6 PM. He declined Dan Glickman's dinner invitation and drove directly back to Malibu's Point Dume estate.


    Gao Yuanyuan had already prepared dinner, and Charles obviously ate at home.


    "How was today? Any promising movies there?" Charles asked Gao Yuanyuan at the dining table.


    Gao Yuanyuan shook her head, "Not really. A lot of the projects haven't started shooting yet, making it hard to judge."


    "Don't rush. If there are none, so be it. I've arranged for you to shoot a magazine ad in the next few days. Since you're Fendi's ambassador, take this opportunity to shoot a set while you're in the U.S.," Charles reminded.


    "Alright, I have no issues. But I can't stay in the U.S. for too long; there are still many things to handle back home!"


    Charles smiled, "Not going to my ranch to ski during Christmas?"


    "I've got movies releasing. Let Lin Chi-ling accompany you skiing. She's in Japan promoting Red Cliff now and will start shooting a new movie at the end of the year. She can take quite a bit of time off during Christmas!" Gao Yuanyuan was now not just an actress but also a boss, with many things to manage, busier than an actor.


    Charles nodded, "We'll see; there are still more than two months to go after all!"


    "Let's take a walk on the beach later," Gao Yuanyuan suggested.


    "Sure thing!"


  




  Chapter 423: Agent Carter?


  

    Capet Pictures' executives, Evelyn Capet and Ari Emanuel, were discussing Michael Jackson.


    "Buying the music rights company shares from Michael Jackson is tough. ATV Music Publishing owns songs from The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, and Elvis Presley," Ari Emanuel said, acknowledging Capet Pictures' interest in Michael Jackson.


    Evelyn smiled, "Can we persuade Michael to join us? His management team is a mess right now."


    "We can try. Although Michael's financial situation is terrible with high debts, he's still the King of Pop. He'll never lack income once he starts working," Ari Emanuel understood Michael Jackson's influence well.


    "The main point is how to convince him to join an agency. He's been managing his own career."


    "Previously, many artists collaborated with AEG, and now we can approach AEG. This concert marks Michael's comeback, and a successful performance will certainly prove his commercial value," Evelyn suggested.


    "Also, AEG covers Michael's performance expenses. Charles said Capet Pictures is willing to guarantee Michael!"


    Ari Emanuel nodded, "If Charles is willing to guarantee, there should be no problem. Convincing AEG shouldn't be hard."


    "The issue is that Michael Jackson's reputation is very bad now. How can Capet Pictures recover its investment? How can we restore his reputation?"


    "Charles doesn't own TV stations or major newspapers. Capet Entertainment is still lacking in media presence."


    Evelyn frowned. This was indeed a big problem as Michael Jackson had been criticized by many media due to the child molestation allegations.


    With many ill-intentioned people fanning the flames, Michael Jackson's negative news was widespread.


    "I'll ask Charles about it," Evelyn believed Charles was sincere in wanting to help Michael Jackson and might have another plan.


    "Alright, we'll talk to AEG, Capet Pictures, and Michael Jackson's team all together," Ari Emanuel felt reassured knowing Capet Pictures was involved, reducing pressures from Sony.


    After their discussion, Evelyn went straight home, curious about how Charles might help restore Michael Jackson's reputation. She called Charles.


    At that moment, Charles, who was kissing Gao Yuanyuan on the sofa, answered his ringing phone. "It's my mom."


    "Mom, what's up?"


    "Mom wants to know, can you help Michael Jackson deal with all the negative news?"


    "Mom, do you really think Michael Jackson would harm kids?" Charles asked, smiling.


    "That's not important. What matters is that the media publishes stories that many people see!"


    "My strength is in movies. I don't believe Michael would harm kids, so I can write a script based on this kind of case," Charles had thought of a movie ever since he decided to help Michael Jackson.


    "The Hunt. Kids aren't always innocent. When they lie, the consequences can be severe!"


    "Movies, huh? Gotcha," Evelyn hung up the phone in her Bel Air villa, smiling.


    Her son certainly knew his stuff.


    ...


    Michael Jackson's issues weren't a big deal for Charles. As a film company, the most important thing was to release popular movies.


    Slumdog Millionaire had been in theaters for over a month, but its North American box office was just about $20 million. With such a limited release, it wasn't easy to rake in the big bucks.


    Warner Bros.' Body of Lies only earned about $12 million in its opening weekend in North America. It wasn't making much of a splash.


    In Westwood, Los Angeles, Charles picked up Israeli actress Gal Gadot in his Audi R8 after she had returned from Tel Aviv, Israel, upon finishing the filming of Fast & Furious 4. This time, she was back in L.A. to shoot some magazine covers.


    "Hey Charles, isn't that the current President of the United States?" Gal Gadot asked as they passed by the Mann Village Theatre, noticing a striking movie poster.


    "Oh, W.," Charles glanced at it and explained, "It's just a biographical film distributed by Lionsgate. Josh Brolin plays President George W. Bush. With the presidential election coming up early next month, it doesn't really mean much."


    Unless it's something like Fahrenheit 9/11, which is filled with conspiracy theories, political biopics don't hold much market in America.


    Well, making fun of the president and government officials is pretty much standard. There are just too many talk shows, variety shows, and reality shows doing that.


    "I heard the U.S. presidential elections cost a lot of money. Is that true?" Gal Gadot asked again.


    Charles nodded, "Yeah, they do burn through quite a bit of cash. Isn't it the same in Israel?"


    "Definitely not the same. When America changes presidents, the whole world pays attention," said Gal Gadot, placing her hands on her thighs.


    Charles shook his head and lightly touched Gal Gadot's long legs with his right hand, "How did shooting Fast & Furious 4 go for you?"


    "Honestly, I enjoyed it quite a bit. Maybe this is the career I should stick with," said Gal Gadot, who had only acted in Israeli TV shows before. Her role in Fast & Furious 4 came because of her traditional Jewish background.


    "It could be. There aren't that many Israeli actors in Hollywood. Most are Israeli-Americans, though there are quite a few Jewish people," Charles shrugged off the topic, as he wasn't very interested. The Jewish influence between Israel and the U.S. was complex.


    He did recall that Natalie Portman was born in Israel, though she emigrated to America with her parents when she was very young.


    Gal Gadot sighed, "True, I did get a bit of a head start because of that, but Hollywood is really competitive. I still need opportunities!"


    Charles chuckled. DreamWorks, the studio that most represented Jewish influence in Hollywood, was already in its twilight years.


    Still, many high-ranking executives in the big six film companies were of Jewish descent, and when the Jewish influence was strong, they all flaunted their Jewish heritage.


    Back at the beachfront villa in Santa Monica Palisades, Charles had arranged a lavish and romantic dinner.


    Pouring a glass of wine for Gal Gadot, Charles sat down with a smile, "Israel also needs Hollywood stars to represent it. Jewish capital is everywhere in the U.S., and Hollywood is no exception. Maybe you'll become Israel's pride in the future!"


    In the future, after becoming Wonder Woman, Gal Gadot would indeed make all of Israel proud, being dubbed "Israel's Ambassador" and "Pride of Israel," much like the Australian media referred to Nicole Kidman as "Australia's finest export."


    "For now, I'm just a newbie. I don't even know if I'll make it in Hollywood," said Gal Gadot, not thinking that far ahead just yet.


    She had been introduced when she auditioned for Quantum of Solace last year, but the producers didn't pick her.


    "Hey, isn't Quantum of Solace coming out next month?" Gal Gadot asked, remembering her first role audition since coming from Israel, even though she didn't get it.


    Charles nodded, "Yep, Quantum of Solace and Twilight release just two weeks apart."


    This fall and winter, aside from those two, DreamWorks' 3D animated movie Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa was also on Charles' radar as an important release.


    As for movies like Australia, starring Hugh Jackman and Nicole Kidman, or Tom Cruise's wartime epic Valkyrie, they didn't catch Charles' interest.


    After dinner, they quickly moved into a more intimate mode, and Gal Gadot's long legs gave Charles the pleasure he was looking for.


    The next day was the weekend, and Charles decided to take Gal Gadot on a yacht outing to Santa Catalina Island. Since he had spent a weekend there with Emily Blunt before, Charles had developed a liking for Avalon on Santa Catalina Island.


    The beautiful scenery, low human traffic, and close distance were the draw for Charles. In Hollywood, Gal Gadot was still a minor figure, so accompanying Charles wouldn't attract much attention.


    At an open-air bar on the hillside in Avalon, Charles leaned back in his chair drinking beer as Gal Gadot propped her head up, enjoying the nearby performance.


    "By the way, Marvel Studios is planning to shoot Captain America next year. You should go audition for the female lead!" Charles remarked, his gaze fixed on the performers nearby.


    "The female lead in Captain America?" Gal Gadot turned her head in surprise. Having launched hits like Iron Man and Thor, Capet's Marvel Studios had elevated the Marvel series to new heights.


    "Can I do it?" Gal Gadot felt doubtful as she was just a newcomer and this was a lead role, not a supporting one.


    "The female lead is a military agent. You've served in the Israeli military, so you have a natural edge in firearms and combat skills," Charles said, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. Gal Gadot leaned in for a kiss.


    "You're tall and have that military vibe," Charles continued after the kiss ended.


    "In the Marvel series, the lead actors' fame isn't a big factor. What's important is if they fit the role!"


    Gal Gadot's eyes lit up, "Then I better start preparing!"


    Charles nodded. When he gave his word, there usually were no issues.


    Suddenly, Charles got up and walked over to the nearby performers. Taking out a $20 bill from his wallet, he placed it in their box.


  




  Chapter 424: Korean Strategy


  

    At night, on the yacht Star docked at the Avalon port, Charles and Gal Gadot lay on the deck, admiring the starry sky.


    The cool sea breeze made it necessary for them to have a blanket to fend off the cold Los Angeles night. Though Gal Gadot wasn't as towering as other stars, her naturally large frame was incomparable to the petite actresses.


    Their fingers interlaced, and after a brief moment of passion, Charles let out a deep breath, relaxed his hands, and leaned on Gal Gadot, saying, "Honey, shouldn't we head back to the room?"


    Still recovering, Gal Gadot wrapped her arms around Charles' neck and leisurely responded, "Isn't it more natural out here?"


    Charles chuckled, rolled over to lie on his back, and stared at the distant night sky dotted with stars. "Have you thought about moving to Los Angeles yet?"


    Earlier, Charles had suggested Gal Gadot move from Tel Aviv, Israel to the United States and settle in Los Angeles. However, she still considered Tel Aviv her primary residence.


    "My family is in Tel Aviv, but I do fly to the U.S. whenever I have something important," Gal Gadot replied, resting her head on Charles' chest, her flushed cheeks showing a peculiar charm.


    "By the way, I remember an Israeli businessman was bothering you earlier this year. How did that turn out?"


    Fortunately, Charles had made a move on Gal Gadot first. Otherwise, based on past experiences, she would already be married by now.


    Gal Gadot reached out to hold Charles intimately, then kissed his chest and laughed, "I'm focusing on my career right now. That Israeli real estate businessman hasn't contacted me in a long time. I'm not considering other things at the moment."


    Gal Gadot wasn't foolish. Getting close to Charles Capet was like climbing a ladder to Hollywood success, far surpassing Steven Spielberg.


    Charles stroked her long hair and felt her modest chest, pondering how Zack Snyder would eventually choose Gal Gadot to play Wonder Woman.


    In Zack Snyder's future Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice, Gal Gadot's Wonder Woman received rave reviews. Later, her portrayal of Wonder Woman would redeem Warner Bros' DC Universe's reputation.


    Typically, Wonder Woman in the comics and old TV series was depicted as a voluptuous, sexy woman. Gal Gadot's modest frame was indeed surprising.


    Later that night, Charles got up from the bed in the yacht's bedroom and, seeing Gal Gadot still asleep, went to the adjacent room used as a study.


    He started a video call with Lily Ying, who was in Hong Kong, where it was daytime.


    "Currently, the Pound-to-Dollar exchange rate has dropped, the Euro is at this level, and the U.S. bonds we bought are appreciating every day!"


    Charles nodded. "No rush. Right now, international capital is flooding into the U.S. In a few months, the U.S. will print enough money to reach a saturation point. Then, to boost exports, the U.S. will devalue the Dollar to compete with the Pound, Euro, and Yen for international markets. Either way, the U.S. bonds we hold are in high demand!" 


    "The Dollar's up-and-down movement is really aggressive, easily shifting the crisis," Lily remarked, marveling at the world currency's dominance.


    Charles smiled and asked, "How much capital does Dawn Investments have left?"


    "About a billion dollars. I'm planning to invest in large properties for you. What's up?"


    "Convert it to South Korean Won. The Dollar-to-Won rate is above 1,400 right now, which is high. Let us increase our stake in NHN, South Korea's largest portal site, search engine, and gaming company. Its stock price has dropped a lot this year, perfect for buying in low!" Charles already held nearly 10% of NHN shares but wanted more.


    "NHN," Lily nodded. Capet Foundation's holdings in U.S. bonds allowed for significant bank loans at any time. "No problem. NHN's market value has fallen below 10 trillion Won; it might even drop more," Lily noted, checking the current value. NHN's market value had fallen from last year's peak to now.


    Last year, the Dollar-to-Won rate dipped below 1,000. So, NHN's market value had dropped from about 11 billion dollars to around 6.5 billion dollars, primarily due to exchange rate changes.


    Lily had to admit, using dollars to buy into the South Korean stock market while the Dollar-to-Won rate was high was a golden opportunity.


    "Don't focus solely on NHN. Consider other promising companies in the South Korean market too. Opportunities like this are rare!"


    After the call with Lily, Charles closed his laptop. Despite being the fourth largest economy in Asia, South Korea still had things of value.


    By next year, he estimated he could sell off those U.S. bonds. Then, he planned to accumulate foreign exchange reserves while Pound and Euro rates were low.


    He had bank obligations in Pounds and Euros to repay and wanted to increase his investments in Europe. In recent years, he hadn't invested enough in Europe.


    He also wanted to increase his stake in the LVMH Group. A mere 1% was too little. With the luxury craze on the rise, missing out on this opportunity wouldn't be right.


    His most significant asset in Europe was the Premier League's Arsenal Club!


  




  Chapter 425: Another Found Footage Film


  

    With Halloween approaching, Hollywood saw a surge in horror and thriller films being released. Matrix Pictures, under Capet, had their headlining horror series, Saw, becoming an essential part of Halloween.


    From the first installment released on Halloween 2003 to the sixth one now, the Saw series became the first signature series under Capet.


    However, Matrix Pictures didn't stop there. They also released Hostel, Cloverfield, The Mist, and were currently filming Piranha 3D.


    Found footage horror films were easy to fail at, but if they hit an original concept, it could yield huge profits.


    Luckily, they had Charles as their secret weapon.


    In a screening room at Capet Pictures, a rough and simple found footage horror film was playing on the screen - a homemade-style horror movie shot with a handheld camera featuring some ordinary newcomers.


    The storyline was simple: a young couple named Katie and Micah moved into a new home in San Diego, but strange noises kept occurring in the house.


    Katie told Micah that she had experienced paranormal events since childhood, so Micah set up cameras in their bedroom to find out if something supernatural was happening.


    Katie also spoke with a psychic named Friedrich about her troubles. He told Katie that she was being haunted by a demon that feeds on negative energy and advised against disturbing the demon without a professional exorcist, to prevent a bad outcome.


    Despite Friedrich's warning, Micah insisted on using the camera to find traces of the demon. At night, the camera captured various eerie events:


    At first, the bedroom door moved on its own, lights flickered, and there were subtle unidentifiable noises. After a few days, these escalated to loud door slams and demonic screams.


    One night, the camera recorded Katie standing by the bed, staring at Micah for two hours before she left the house in the middle of the night. The next day, Katie had no memory of her weird behavior.


    Micah brought back a Ouija board to conduct a seance. The camera recorded the planchette moving on its own, followed by the board spontaneously catching fire.


    Terrified, Katie begged Micah to stop trying to handle the situation on his own and contact the psychic, but Micah refused. Instead, he wanted to capture more paranormal events for a film.


    Footprints, not human, appeared in the hallway, leading to a burnt photo of Katie.


    Katie, scared by the increasing paranormal activity, tried to contact Friedrich, but he was abroad and couldn't come in person. He feared that any reckless actions might escalate the demon's wrath and didn't have a good solution.


    One night, a mysterious force dragged Katie out of bed into the hallway. Micah found bite marks on her back, which scared him too. He decided they should move out immediately, but Katie insisted on staying.


    That night, the camera captured Katie waking up again, staring at Micah for two hours, and then heading downstairs.


    A scream from Katie downstairs woke Micah. He rushed to check, but then there was a painful scream from Micah off-camera.


    After a period of silence, Micah was violently thrown towards the camera, which then picked up Katie's bloodstained shirt. Katie climbed over Micah, turned to the camera with a sinister expression, and let out a demonic roar...


    In the end, the police found Micah's body, but Katie went missing...


    "This film, if you can call it that," after the screening ended, Charles heard several cold sighs from the room and smiled as he introduced it.


    "The director of this work, Oren Peli, is actually a video game designer with no formal film training. He made this with less than $20,000.


    At last year's Screamfest, he was discovered by a CAA agent who recommended him to producer Jason Blum, who had ties with Miramax. Even after re-editing with Jason, Miramax did not pick it up for distribution. They wanted to showcase it at Sundance, but that also failed.


    Jason Blum then sent copies to various film companies. I discovered it, and Matrix Pictures bought the rights for $350,000!"


    Nick Marion, head of Matrix Pictures, continued speaking: "Initially, we planned to reshoot the film and release it on DVD, but Mr. Capet suggested a test screening first, and audiences were terrified. So, there's no need for a reshoot. We just need to add some scenes and re-edit. We can release it in theaters!"


    Charles nodded, "Work closely with Jason Blum on the promotional campaign. The name's already settled, we'll call it Paranormal Activity."


    Oren Peli's direction in Paranormal Activity had a gritty handheld camera style, leading to a rough visual experience and poor editing.


    However, as a found footage film, Paranormal Activity made a virtue of necessity by making the camera's presence explicit, mimicking a documentary style to create a sense of fabricated realism.


    Oren Peli's novel approach, combining relatable horror elements with a semi-open suspenseful ending, made the film's tension excellently crafted.


    "We'll try to release Paranormal Activity next year," Nick Marion added.


    Charles stood up and smiled, "This Paranormal Activity could replicate the success miracle of The Blair Witch Project! The marketing needs to be creative. This is entirely different from Cloverfield's found footage style."


    Cloverfield was a found footage film in terms of technique; Paranormal Activity, at its core, was pure found footage.


    He was confident that Matrix Pictures will manage Paranormal Activity just fine.


    Back at his office, Phyllis Jones reported an invitation, "Sumner Redstone's birthday banquet!"


    Sumner Redstone's birthday party, he's turning 85 this year?" Charles opened the invitation and saw it was scheduled for Friday evening at Redstone's grand estate in Beverly Hills.


    "Alright, I'll attend," Charles said, eager to meet Sumner Redstone.


  




  Chapter 426: Star-Studded


  

    A bunch of reporters gathered near a luxurious estate in Beverly Hills, constantly pressing the shutters on their cameras. However, the surrounding security guards strictly guarded the gate, only allowing guests with invitations and invited media inside.


    "Leonardo DiCaprio is here..."


    "That's director Martin Scorsese..."


    "Harrison Ford and Clint Eastwood are here too..."


    "Michael Douglas and Catherine Zeta-Jones have arrived as well..."


    "Julia Roberts..."


    "Director George Lucas and DreamWorks Animation Chairman Jeffrey Katzenberg..."


    "Look, it's Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes getting out of the car," a reporter pointed at Tom Cruise, quickly pressing the shutter.


    Tom Cruise saw the reporters and deliberately displayed his signature smile, waving in their direction.


    Tom Cruise, who had just reconciled with Paramount, certainly knew how to attract attention.


    When Charles Capet's limo arrived, it was already late. Sumner Redstone's estate was dazzling with stars.


    After getting out of the car, Charles, dressed in a light blue plaid suit, was immediately bombarded by camera flashes.


    Looking at the reporters from various TV stations and newspapers trying to find stories, Charles just shook his head slightly and stepped into the estate.


    The large estate was already packed with more than 150 celebrities, primarily from Hollywood and the upper echelons of movie companies, focusing mainly on the entertainment industry.


    Greeting Charles was Sumner Redstone's daughter, Shari Redstone. At over fifty years old, Shari Redstone was now the Vice Chairman of Viacom.


    "Charles, is your mother Evelyn not in Los Angeles?" Shari Redstone asked with a smile.


    Charles nodded and replied, "There's a lot going on. My mother went to New York a few days ago to handle some matters."


    Looking at Shari Redstone's smile, Charles truly admired this family. Now that the Viacom Group and CBS Group were independent enterprises, the Redstone family controlled both companies through the National Amusements company.


    Sumner Redstone served as chairman of both CBS Group and Viacom Group, while Shari Redstone was the vice chairman!


    However, the controlling and hot-tempered Sumner Redstone was recently fighting for control of both groups with his daughter Shari Redstone.


    Over the years, Sumner Redstone fought lawsuits with his brothers, ex-wife, son, and nephew over the company's shares, leaving their family relationships in utter chaos. Now, he was publicly quarreling with his daughter Shari Redstone in the newspapers.


    It was Sumner Redstone's birthday, yet Shari still helped with the guest reception.


    "Have a seat for a while. No one in Hollywood dares to ignore Charles Capet's feelings," Shari Redstone smiled.


    Charles shook his head and laughed, "I'm just a junior in Hollywood, there's still a lot for me to learn!"


    As Charles entered the estate's banquet area, he immediately encountered Viacom Group Chairman Philippe Dauman and Paramount Pictures Chairman Brad Grey.


    "Charles, no date with you again?" Philippe Dauman teased as the three sat inside, chatting casually.


    Charles glanced outside, "It's not like there's a shortage of pretty girls here."


    Brad Grey laughed, "True, and if you want a date, I bet all the young ladies here would throw themselves at you."


    Charles was about to speak when a staff member came over and whispered something to Philippe Dauman. Then, Philippe Dauman stood up and said, "Brad, I need to step away for a moment. You take good care of our Hollywood prince!"


    As he said this, Philippe Dauman nodded apologetically towards Charles.


    Brad Grey nodded in agreement, but Charles noticed a fleeting look of frustration in Brad Grey's eyes.


    Charles watched Philippe Dauman leave and then looked at Brad Grey's slightly weary face, immediately understanding the situation.


    Philippe Dauman was just Sumner Redstone's puppet, a lawyer who replaced Tom Freston as the chairman of Viacom, undeservingly.


    Tom Freston had developed MTV into a household name, and the entertainment ventures under VMTV were also impressive.


    When CBS and Viacom split, Tom Freston had been heading the new Viacom Group for less than a year before Sumner Redstone dismissed him. Such a pity!


    The internal struggle at Viacom was intense, with Sumner Redstone's spokesperson Philippe Dauman and Shari Redstone being like oil and water.


    "Paramount losing DreamWorks doesn't seem to have had much effect," Charles laughed.


    "And Hasbro's other toy franchise G.I. Joe adaptation G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra is in collaboration with Paramount," he added.


    "Charles, G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra can't compare to your Transformers series, right?" Last year, after the release of Transformers, DreamWorks regretted not securing Hasbro's license. Brad Grey personally went to Hasbro's Rhode Island headquarters to convince their executives to partner with Paramount for G.I. Joe.


    G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra was being filmed this year and was slated for release next year, but Hasbro's biggest franchise was still firmly in Capet's hands.


    "Right now, DreamWorks Animation's distribution contract is still with Paramount. For live-action films, we're not too worried," Brad Grey laughed.


    "Really not worried?" Charles chuckled, "That's Steven Spielberg we're talking about."


    Faced with Charles' teasing, Brad Grey looked helpless and said, "Charles, do you even care about Spielberg?"


    Brad Grey indeed had it tough. His superior Philippe Dauman was just a mouthpiece, and the elderly Sumner Redstone, greedy for power, always focused his attention on Paramount.


    "Capet is just a small company; we can't afford such big directors," Charles said lightly.


    Brad Grey almost choked on Charles' modest tone. Even though Capet Entertainment's valuation may not compare to Viacom yet, it's not far off!


    In a direct comparison with Paramount, Capet Pictures, which owned Marvel Studios, could give Paramount a run for its money with its string of blockbuster movies and high-rating TV shows, making everyone green with envy!


    "Let's go, Mr. Redstone is coming out. We should head over," Brad Grey said, noticing Sumner Redstone being helped out of the room.


    Charles nodded and got ready to chat with this descendant of the Boston Jewish mob.


  




  Chapter 427: Sumner Redstone


  

    Sumner Redstone might have been 85 years old, but he still had quite a few lovers. His grandson, Sally Redstone's son, often introduced young women to him.


    Sumner Redstone's father founded National Amusements, starting as a theater operation and growing larger, eventually acquiring Viacom, VH1, BET Black Entertainment Television, Paramount, and CBS, forming today's media empire.


    Sumner Redstone's father simply and crudely divided the shares of National Amusements among his sons and grandsons. This led to the shares controlling Viacom being dispersed. Sumner Redstone, ambitious as he was, grabbed the chance to take control from his father and employed various methods to seize company shares from his brothers, children, and nephews.


    Although the Redstone family's National Amusements held less than 30% of Viacom's shares, they controlled nearly 70% of the voting rights!


    Looking at the 85-year-old Jew with sunken eyes but a sinister gaze in front of him, Charles smiled and reached out his hand, "Happy Birthday!"


    Sumner Redstone shook hands with Charles. After battling with Rupert Murdoch for over a decade in Hollywood, he found himself being outdone by a young man in the end.


    "Charles, walk with me over there," Sumner suggested.


    Charles nodded. Sumner Redstone leaned on his cane, and the two walked to a bench near the estate and sat down.


    "In 1987, I led the acquisition of Viacom, which owned BET Black Entertainment Television and VH1 music cable channel, by National Amusements.


    In 1993, I used Viacom, leveraging cash flow from the Blockbuster acquisition, to defeat Barry Diller's team and acquire Paramount Pictures.


    In 1999, I led the merger of Viacom and CBS.


    Then, Viacom finally became a media empire capable of confronting Disney, News Corp, and Time Warner head-on; these are my proudest acquisitions!"


    Sumner Redstone narrated calmly, reminiscing about these key events that propelled Viacom's rise in his later years.


    Charles listened quietly. Building an empire wasn't a task completed overnight; it involved numerous acquisitions and mergers.


    "Barry Diller, do you know him?" Sumner Redstone asked with a smile.


    Charles nodded. "Of course. The inventor of the made-for-TV movie in Hollywood, the leader who revived Paramount from the mid-70s to the mid-80s. Afterward, he joined News Corp and helped Rupert Murdoch establish the fourth U.S. broadcast network, Fox Broadcasting."


    "Yes, at that time, Paramount was a subsidiary of Gulf & Western Industries. With Barry Diller at the helm, Paramount reclaimed its dominance after the 1948 Paramount Decree," Sumner Redstone had been eyeing Hollywood's major studios for a long time.


    The 1987 stock market crash allowed him to accumulate the capital for acquisitions in Hollywood's major studios.


    Hollywood's golden age was the 1930s. The Paramount Decree at the end of the 1940s subdued its studios, and the advent of television further destabilized them.


    When Barry Diller took over Paramount, he brought along Michael Eisner and Jeffrey Katzenberg and pioneered high-concept films to draw audiences back to theaters. He also initiated made-for-TV movies, which soon evolved into TV series.


    For Charles, Barry Diller's greatness lay not in reviving Paramount but in inventing the TV series.


    "Barry Diller seems to have ventured into the tech industry now," Charles responded, though he wasn't fully updated. The new era of movie development no longer needed outdated veteran filmmakers.


    "Barry Diller is history. The success you've achieved now can't be compared to Barry Diller's," Sumner Redstone looked at Charles, "I really like you because you always create captivating movies and TV shows!"


    Content is king. Charles immediately thought of Sumner Redstone's often-voiced slogan, "Content is king!"


    "I know Capet Pictures is in talks with General Electric; you must be interested in NBCUniversal," Sumner Redstone said slowly. "Can Universal compared to Paramount? USA Network, Syfy Channel, can they compete with Comedy Central, VH1, Nickelodeon, and BET?"


    Charles squinted. Viacom and CBS together were indeed superior to NBCUniversal. "Mr. Redstone, just say it directly!"


    Sumner Redstone looked at Charles, "Viacom merging with Capet Pictures; you will replace Sally as the new group's vice chairman and CEO. How about that? I am 85 years old and don't have the energy to manage the group's operations. I'll have Philip and Sally as your deputies by then!"


    Charles stood up immediately, looking at Sumner Redstone's face. This sudden move caused some nearby guests to sense an unusual atmosphere.


    It was clear that the conversation between the old and new Hollywood tycoons wasn't going well.


    If Sumner Redstone weren't 85 years old, Charles might have been tempted to punch this old guy in the face.


  




  Chapter 428: Joining Forces with Outsiders


  

    "Charles, come on, have a drink!" Jeffrey Katzenberg, sitting with Charles Capet, raised his glass.


    Charles smiled in response, lifting his glass and taking a sip. He laughed, "Did Mr. Sumner Redstone just talk to me about something?"


    Jeffrey Katzenberg shook his head. Before he could say anything, Charles spoke up, "Mr. Redstone wanted to merge Viacom Group with Capet Entertainment and make me the new group's vice chairman and CEO. He also mentioned having different ideas about NBC Universal!"


    The room fell silent as Charles glanced around at the few people nearby, each with a different expression on their face.


    Charles took another sip, feeling unfazed. Since Sumner Redstone had already started internal conflicts within Viacom, Charles didn't mind adding fuel to the fire.


    Charles' words would quickly reach Shari Redstone and Philipp Dauman's ears. The father and daughter were already on the verge of going to court. Upon hearing her father intended to replace her with an outsider like Charles Capet, Shari would surely take action.


    Jeffrey Katzenberg rubbed his shiny, bald head and smiled, "Charles, is that really necessary?"


    By publicly stating all this, Charles was essentially tearing off the facade with Sumner Redstone and rejecting him clearly, even turning the situation against him.


    Sumner Redstone must have mentioned the current crisis with General Electric to Charles. NBC Universal was likely up for sale, and the only Hollywood company capable and eager to buy it was Charles Capet's Capet Entertainment.


    Sumner Redstone, hoping to merge Capet Entertainment with his power and status, likely intended to disrupt Capet Entertainment's acquisition of NBC Universal.


    Now, by openly breaking ties, Charles Capet intensified Viacom's internal strife, especially since Viacom was already planning massive layoffs due to the financial crisis.


    Charles smiled, "The rise of Capet Entertainment is unstoppable. We welcome any challenge. And, I'm only 26 this year. Failure is something very valuable to me; I really want to experience it at least once!"


    Jeffrey Katzenberg was a bit worried and reminded, "Charles, the situation in Hollywood isn't great right now. We should focus on strengthening Hollywood, not burning our own resources through internal conflict."


    Charles shook his head, "You're wrong. Only by placing the right resources in the right places can we maximize advantages."


    "Do you still want to see MGM's situation continue?"


    Wiping his mouth, Charles said, "Alright, I have a date, so I'll be off!"


    After Charles left, Jeffrey Katzenberg looked at George Lucas beside him. George Lucas sighed, "Jeffrey, Charles is only 26. You know how young folks can be. He previously expressed interest in Lucasfilm, but I told him I didn't want to retire yet. Don't worry. This level of competition has nothing to do with us!"


    George Lucas owned Lucasfilm, and Jeffrey Katzenberg was the chairman and CEO of DreamWorks Animation. Both were top-tier figures in Hollywood.


    But Charles Capet and Sumner Redstone were titans - one a new-age billionaire, the other an old-guard titan of tens of billions - both were at the pinnacle of the entertainment industry.


    ...


    "Is that what father wants?" Back at her villa, Shari Redstone listened to her second son, Brandon Korff, recount Charles Capet's words from the estate.


    Shari Redstone was very angry. She had been quarreling with her father, Sumner Redstone, for the past two years. Her father even called her an idiot in Forbes magazine.


    "Ha, Charles Capet is not an ordinary person. In less than ten years, he amassed more wealth than our family did in three generations," Shari didn't feel positively about her father. The two had long been at odds. If it weren't for the inheritance, Shari wouldn't put up with it.


    "Alright, you go rest," Shari sent her son away and sat at her desk.


    Maybe Charles Capet could be a partner. Shari didn't think her father Sumner Redstone could significantly obstruct Capet Entertainment's acquisition of NBC Universal.


    An elderly man who could hardly get around, the priority should be resolving Viacom's crisis. With Tom Freston gone, Philipp Dauman, who was just a sycophant, had no ability to manage Viacom.


    ...


    Meanwhile, at Sumner Redstone's Beverly Hills mansion, his caregiver, Manuela Herz, brought Philipp Dauman into the room, served coffee, and left.


    "Don't worry. Even if Charles Capet joins Viacom, he can't replace you," Sumner Redstone reassured his confidant.


    Phillip Dauman shook his head, "Sir, we all know Capet Entertainment isn't going to be taken down by anyone, and Charles Capet won't settle to be second fiddle. This time, by directly confronting us, it's not going to end just like that, given his temper."


    Phillip Dauman, having been on Viacom's board for many years, could see the issues clearly.


    Ever since Sumner Redstone split Viacom into Viacom and CBS, it had been one bad decision after another.


    If it weren't for DreamWorks Animation backing Paramount, its market share would've plummeted significantly.


    "Charles Capet is too new. Does he really think he can shake up our Viacom?" Sumner Redstone roared.


    "Shari has quite a few supporters within the company. Now is not the time to make Capet Entertainment our enemy."


    Phillip Dauman's words further infuriated Sumner Redstone. "Damn it!"


    Sumner Redstone and his daughter Shari were like strangers. The idea of Shari joining forces with outsiders against him wasn't even worth considering.


  




  Chapter 429: Business as Usual


  

    In the evening, Charles went to Kate Beckinsale's villa in Westino.


    "What's up? You don't look very happy," said Kate Beckinsale, having just returned to Los Angeles after finishing the shoot for Everybody's Fine.


    "It's nothing. I just attended Sumner Redstone's birthday party, and the old guy really pissed me off," Charles said, leaning on the sofa and holding Kate Beckinsale in his arms, looking relaxed.


    Kate Beckinsale looked up in surprise at Charles, "Did Mr. Sumner Redstone make you upset?"


    "Yeah, he did. He proposed merging Capet Pictures with Viacom and wanted me to be his subordinate. He even tried to threaten me with my intentions of acquiring NBC Universal," Charles explained without much reservation. 


    Unlike most Hollywood stars who hadn't even finished high school, she had some brains, even though she dropped out of Oxford.


    Kate Beckinsale paused, then understood and said, "But it seems Viacom isn't doing well right now. Their big layoff plans are causing quite a stir!"


    "Heh, some people still treat me like a small fry and have no clue about my current capabilities," Charles shook his head. Sumner Redstone was already old. The succession battle within Viacom was the real focus, yet he wanted to drag Capet Pictures onto this sinking ship!


    "You should take a bath first. You'll probably need to keep a low profile for a few days to avoid the reporters," Kate Beckinsale reminded.


    Charles nodded. Although the incident at the party wouldn't become universally known, the upper echelons would definitely get wind of it.


    After all, a conflict between Sumner Redstone and Charles Capet would be juicy news.


    "Kate, let's take a bath together. I haven't seen you for so long," Charles stood up and pulled the lady into his arms.


    Kate Beckinsale laughed, "You have so many women around you; I thought you had forgotten about me!"


    "Mm," Charles didn't respond with words but instead kissed her to show his affection.


    ...


    Charles's hunch was correct. By the night of Sumner Redstone's birthday party, the news of the conflict between Charles Capet and Sumner Redstone had spread among many Hollywood power players.


    However, many major forces didn't take it too seriously. After all, many companies had always wanted to acquire Capet Pictures. But everyone knew Charles Capet had already formed a stronghold, and Capet Pictures wasn't going to be a target for acquisition.


    The real intrigue lay in how General Electric planned to handle NBC Universal. Jeff Immelt, GE's Chairman and CEO, had indicated that the board was discussing selling NBC Universal Entertainment Group.


    GE would be thrilled if Sumner Redstone got involved; it would drive higher bidding competition. However, anyone with some sense would understand that Sumner Redstone wasn't in any position to seriously consider acquiring NBC Universal.


    In New York, on the Upper East Side, Evelyn was living in the four-story townhouse that Charles had previously purchased. She was having breakfast while listening to her assistant's report on work.


    "So you're saying that Charles had a fallout with Sumner Redstone at his manor last night?" Evelyn put down her knife and fork, wiped her mouth, looking somewhat speechless.


    "Sumner's daughter Shari can't stand up to her father at all. Even if Charles wants to deepen the infighting within Viacom, he should've approached Shari Redstone secretly!"


    Evelyn felt she had no control over Charles anymore, given his astounding achievements.


    Looking at the clock, she saw it was only seven in the morning. Evelyn decided against calling Los Angeles right away, as it was not even five AM over there.


    "What's today's schedule?" Evelyn asked.


    "There's a small internal company meeting at nine in the morning;


    At eleven, you'll hear work reports from several supervisors;


    At noon, you're having lunch with Arianna Huffington;


    At three in the afternoon, you need to attend a Sotheby's auction in Midtown Manhattan;


    At five, you and Arianna Huffington will attend a political charity gala."


    "Arrange for us to head back to Los Angeles on Monday," Evelyn instructed. She had no idea how many weekends she hadn't had off, while her son seemed to like disappearing on weekends.


    ...


    The early morning in Los Angeles was more than two hours behind New York. In Westino, in the bedroom of Kate Beckinsale's villa, Charles was satisfying his morning desires with the lady lying on top of him.


    After a high-pitched moment, Kate Beckinsale weakly clung to Charles, laughing: "Guess if there will be news about Sumner Redstone's party in the papers today?"


    "Phew," Charles rubbed his hand over the smooth back of Kate and chuckled, "There were too many reporters outside Redstone's villa last night. Someone will definitely get the scoop."


    "No news will surprise me today," he added. "But the company folks will probably call me soon to ask about it."


    Charles wasn't too concerned, but as the owner of Capet Pictures, a large company with over three thousand employees, he had many responsibilities.


    Within half an hour, Charles, still in bed, received a call from Donna Langley.


  




  Chapter 430: New Tricks


  

    "Charles, shouldn't you deal with Summer Redstone?" Kate Beckinsale lay in Charles' arms, noticing that he had taken a few calls but had no intention of handling them.


    "They're just business people. Who would do something without profits, especially if there's a loss?" Charles shook his head. Even if Summer Redstone went crazy, the board of Viacom would stop him.


    However, it was different for Charles. Capet Pictures was his one-man show. He could do things even if there was no benefit, and if it made him happy, he could harm his opponent at his own expense.


    Kate Beckinsale smiled, propping her head with one hand and drawing circles on Charles' chest with the other. 


    "It's hard to imagine. That's the famous Summer Redstone, Hollywood's media tycoon second only to Rupert Murdoch. Now you can talk to the two of them on equal footing!" Kate Beckinsale couldn't help but sigh. 


    Since she became famous in Hollywood with Pearl Harbor, both the reviews and the box office were double failures. She just got labeled as a trophy actress (pretty but useless), and another failed romance movie the following year made her situation very awkward.


    Coincidentally, the newcomer Charles Capet teamed up with director Len Wiseman to create Underworld, stabilizing her career.


    The failure of the blockbuster Van Helsing dealt her another heavy blow. Besides the Underworld series, she couldn't get any other resources.


    Charles' Capet Pictures developed The Departed and let her participate. Most importantly, the role of Pepper Potts in Iron Man completely cemented her position in Hollywood!


    "Hey, what are you thinking?" Charles turned his head and saw Kate Beckinsale giggling at him.


    Kate Beckinsale's smiling lips were unreserved as she said, "I was just thinking about the scenes when we were shooting Underworld in Budapest."


    After Underworld started, because of the low production budget, they had to combine Gothic horror aesthetics with 21st-century dynamic shootouts and complex mythological stories about vampires and werewolves.


    The crew didn't have much budget for CG effects, mainly using traditional wire rigs for filming.


    "Luckily, I went to Budapest during the film shoot to inspect the crew," Charles said, stroking her neck. "Otherwise, you'd probably be someone else's wife by now!"


    Kate Beckinsale kissed Charles' shoulder a few times. "You mean Wiseman's wife? I was almost 30 at that time, and you were only 20. Who would have thought you were interested in me?"


    "Why not? You're so beautiful!" Charles responded with a smile.


    "I didn't know. At that time on set, I thought you wouldn't look for me once the movie was done," Kate Beckinsale laughed. "And also, I didn't feel like I lost out!"


    "How about now? How do you feel?" Charles asked again.


    "Not bad. Successful career, daughter growing up," Kate Beckinsale looked at Charles again. "And I still have a young, handsome, famous man to rely on. It's nice!"


    Charles whispered in her ear, "Shouldn't it also include a good life in bed?"


    "Ah, haha," Kate Beckinsale grabbed Charles. "Not good enough?"


    Charles raised an eyebrow. "You need to help it!"


    Then, Kate Beckinsale ducked under the covers...


    ...


    Summer Redstone's 85th birthday celebration quickly made the papers, with Charles Capet featured prominently as Hollywood's new type of tycoon.


    At the top levels of Hollywood's capital players, like Summer Redstone and Charles Capet, media reports were targeted.


    Unverified information or image-damaging news were not casually reported by major newspapers.


    Gossip tabloids didn't care as long as they didn't attract attention.


    However, Charles Capet's outright rejection of Viacom's merger offer with Capet Pictures got reported.


    Additionally, Capet Pictures' offer to General Electric's board for NBC Universal was reported.


    Viacom's internal power struggles, especially the deterioration of the father-daughter relationship between Redstone and his daughter, also caught attention.


    No matter how big the Hollywood news was, it wasn't the headline. The 2008 U.S. presidential election was about to start.


    Not just in America, but the whole world was watching the U.S. presidential election, as the only superpower was choosing its president.


    This year's U.S. presidential election day was November 4th, and it was already late October, less than ten days away.


    Therefore, Democratic candidate Barack Obama and Republican candidate John McCain were sparing no effort to campaign.


    The U.S. Electoral College consists of 538 members, equal to the number of Congress members.


    According to U.S. law, the president is elected by the Electoral College, not directly by the voters. The president is the candidate who receives more than half the electoral votes, at least 270.


    Moreover, when voters vote on election day, they select electors representing the 50 states and Washington D.C., totaling 538 members to form the Electoral College.


    Most states and Washington D.C. practice the "winner-takes-all" rule, where the electoral votes go entirely to the presidential candidate with the most votes in that state or district.


    Electors must swear to vote for the state's winning candidate on December 15th in the Electoral College vote.


    Therefore, the presidential election results are usually known on election night, and after the December Electoral College vote, the new president is officially announced. The new president takes the oath of office in January of the following year.


    ...


    Meanwhile, Capet's Matrix Pictures annual Halloween hit Saw VI had an opening weekend earning of $22 million.


    The Saw series reached its sixth installment, and it had already exhausted the most violent and gory gimmicks. Now it included political metaphors and financial crisis reflections!


    "It's getting harder to make. Next year, we need a new director and new elements," Charles said, looking at Saw VI's results, knowing the movie's creativity was running out.


    "Phyllis, increase the production budget for Saw VII to $20 million and make it 3D!" Charles ordered. Such an IP couldn't be abandoned, so trying new tricks was necessary. Besides, there would be Piranha 3D next year, so adding Saw 3D was normal.


    "Got it," Phyllis replied.


  




  Chapter 431: Chapter 431


  

    "Are you coming to ask me about Sumner Redstone?" Charles, seeing his mother coming to the Capet Mansion in Beverly Hills, guessed the purpose of her visit.


    "I thought you'd ask about that right when you got back," Charles chuckled.


    Evelyn shrugged, "After getting back to Los Angeles, I took a trip to Las Vegas for the UFC fight business. Speak your mind. Now isn't the time to make an enemy of Sumner Redstone!"


    Evelyn understood her son well; Charles wasn't someone who acted impulsively.


    Charles shook his head, "That's not the point. The old guy threatened to sabotage Capet Entertainment's acquisition of NBC Universal. He doesn't have the power to do that. Jeff Zucker and I have kept in touch. General Electric's shareholders are very optimistic about Capet Pictures acquiring NBC Universal."


    Jeff Zucker, the CEO of NBC Universal Entertainment, and the shareholders saw the unlimited future potential of Capet Entertainment.


    "Sumner Redstone knows many Wall Street investment firm bosses; he's quite powerful," Evelyn continued to remind.


    Charles laughed, "Relax, I've had Carl Icahn reminded. Viacom's stock has already dropped a lot and will continue to drop."


    "Carl Icahn?" Evelyn of course knew the infamous Wall Street hostile takeover expert and stock market sniper!


    "In the past, he's targeted MGM, Lionsgate, and Time Warner in Hollywood. He won't miss Viacom," Charles sometimes enjoyed the antics of such chaos bringers.


    "Didn't he just finish his proxy fight with Yahoo's chairman, Jerry Yang?" Evelyn wondered how her son got involved with Carl Icahn again.


    Earlier this year, Microsoft offered $44.6 billion to buy Yahoo, but CEO and founder Jerry Yang turned it down, believing the price was too low.


    However, as one of Yahoo's shareholders, Carl Icahn was furious. He teamed up with other board members in an attempt to seize control so that Microsoft could purchase Yahoo without obstacles.


    Unfortunately, Jerry Yang's side won, rejecting Microsoft's bid, ending with Carl Icahn joining Yahoo's board, and Jerry Yang stepping down as CEO last month.


    "Yahoo missed its best chance. Microsoft offered $31 per share when Yahoo's stock was only at $21," Charles knew that Yahoo would never see such a high stock price again, as Google and Facebook's rise made Yahoo miss its opportunity.


    Carl Icahn liked buying stocks from troubled companies, gaining profit by influencing the board to sell off assets for cash.


    "But now, so many companies have issues. Why would Carl Icahn target Viacom?" Evelyn questioned; it didn't make sense for Icahn to invest just because he liked movie companies.


    Charles looked at his mother, "Because Paramount now has me as a direct competitor!"


    With Paramount having lost DreamWorks, only DreamWorks Animation was providing content. However, DreamWorks Animation was ultimately an independent public company, so Paramount couldn't earn much from distribution fees.


    After all, the distribution contract between Paramount and DreamWorks Animation wasn't as strong as the collaboration between Disney and Pixar.


    In Disney and Pixar's agreement, despite Pixar being the production studio, the copyright and creative control of the animated feature films belonged to Disney.


    With Paramount and DreamWorks Animation's current distribution deal, they were earning an 8% distribution commission. Paramount didn't have its own movie theme parks to profit from selling toys or figurines, and licensing was also handled by DreamWorks Animation.


    Without the Transformers series, and with both the Mission: Impossible and Indiana Jones series coming to a temporary halt, what else did Paramount have?


    "Alright, whatever," Evelyn was merely reminding her son and didn't have strong opinions on the matter.


    "By the way, have your people met with Michael Jackson?" Charles suddenly remembered the issue with Michael Jackson.


    Evelyn nodded, "Yes, but he doesn't seem willing to change his current lifestyle. He probably doesn't want to mortgage his shares in Sony/ATV Music Publishing to you."


    "He's over $400 million in debt right now and accruing at least $2 million in deficits every month. Does he really think AEG Entertainment genuinely wants to help him make a comeback?" Charles widened his eyes.


    "AEG is looking to get a double return on every penny invested in him. Does he really think 20 concerts will satisfy AEG?"


    "Holding onto that 50% stake for what? Selling it now could easily get him up to a billion dollars in cash to pay off his debt. Doesn't he realize the interest on a $400 million debt every month?"


    Evelyn shrugged helplessly, "He thinks that as long as he starts working, he won't lack income; from concerts, albums, to commercials and public performances, his value is still immense."


    Charles sighed, "Hasn't he been through enough in society?"


    Evelyn shook her head, "Maybe he's just simple-minded."


    "Simple-minded? Ha," Charles had nothing more to say.


    "However, I've had people remind him, Capet Records will always look forward to working with him. We'll wait a while before discussing it again," Evelyn believed that people wouldn't give up their interests unless they were desperate.


    Charles nodded, "Then we'll wait."


    "The presidential election voting is coming up. Obama has returned to his home in Chicago, waiting for the election. Ms. Huffington is very confident," Evelyn glanced at Charles, "Your investment this time was very successful!"


    Charles smiled, "Now you can see another reason why I dared to bare my teeth at Sumner Redstone. Threatening my acquisition of NBC Universal? The new president's first favor to me will be helping me acquire NBC Universal Entertainment. With NBC's radio and TV networks, CNBC, and NBC News, they'll all support his policies - it'll be a win-win cooperation!"


    Evelyn squeezed out a comment, "Your biggest reason for acquiring the TV networks is to involve yourself in politics, isn't it?"


    "The best advantage of owning TV networks is participation in politics, right?" Charles retorted.


    He then walked over, put his arm around his mother's shoulders, and headed towards the dining room, "Alright, don't think too much. It's dinner time, and the day after tomorrow I'm going to Chicago to meet Obama!"


    Feeling like the puppet master pulling the strings was truly exhilarating!


  




  Chapter 432: Bank of America Center


  

    At night, in a private club on Wilshire Boulevard, Beverly Hills, Charles and Ivanka Trump were sitting on a sofa in a semi-enclosed booth enjoying the band's performance on stage.


    "Why didn't you come to Las Vegas for my birthday party?" Ivanka seemed a bit upset that Charles hadn't gone to Vegas for her party this year.


    Charles smiled, "You know, a lot of entertainment reporters are watching me lately, trying to get some news about me and Sumner Redstone. I need to stabilize the company's personnel."


    "Hey, you're really something. Even as an outsider, I know the name of Hollywood mogul Sumner Redstone."


    "Did you actually stand up to him?" Ivanka, who usually didn't care much about Hollywood affairs, couldn't help but be interested when it involved Charles Capet.


    Charles leaned back lazily on the sofa, his hand caressing the woman's pale thigh, clearly having nothing to say about his relationship with Sumner Redstone at the moment.


    "Come with me to Chicago tomorrow. There's a banquet in Obama, and I'll introduce you to the next President of the United States," Charles changed the topic.


    Ivanka immediately got interested, glancing at Obama next to her, "Are you close with Obama? My father always looked for opportunities to connect with Obama but never had the chance!"


    Charles shook his head, "Was your father really looking to connect? He just wanted to use the opportunity for publicity."


    In the eyes of American millionaires, Trump was the epitome of the nouveau riche: crass, lecherous, and a show-off.


    Ivanka didn't respond. She knew her own father well enough.


    "Will you be attending the White House dinners in the future?" Ivanka leaned into Charles's arms and asked again.


    "I probably will," Charles had been a strong supporter of Obama, raising over $50 million for his campaign and defeating Hillary among Hollywood power players.


    Obama wasn't a fool; he would certainly treat a media-heavyweight benefactor like Charles well.


    "That's awesome," Ivanka planted a few hard kisses on Charles's face.


    "By the way, the UFC matches are yours, right?" Ivanka suddenly asked.


    Charles nodded, "Bought it earlier."


    "What a pity it's not WWE. The matches in Vegas are really popular," Ivanka commented.


    WWE, American professional wrestling, was well-known for its ring performances. Americans loved these rough, physical contests. Football never gained global popularity for a reason.


    "The UFC isn't bad either; it'll gradually develop," Charles knew that UFC's audience wasn't as large as WWE's. Would WWE even sell now?


    "Let's go back. We need to leave for Chicago tomorrow and return after two or three days," Charles now had to keep an eye on some Hollywood opportunists; acquiring NBCUniversal was going to be a prolonged battle.


    Walking out of the club, a gust of cold wind cleared Charles's somewhat fuzzy head as he and Ivanka got into the SUV.


    Back at Capet Manor, Charles, freshly bathed and in a robe, sat on the sofa and turned on the TV to watch the news.


    As the presidential election vote approached, all TV stations like Fox News, CNN, NBC, and news agencies like UPI, AP, Bloomberg, and Reuters were constantly campaigning for the candidates.


    USA Today, The Washington Post, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Los Angeles Times, The Chicago Tribune, and other newspapers were filled with election ads and slogans.


    After a while, a freshly bathed Ivanka, dressed in a short black sheer lace nightie, came over and sat next to Charles.


    Her golden hair down, emitting a seductive fragrance, she wrapped her arms around Charles's neck, gave him a kiss, and smiled, "You seem different tonight."


    Charles was puzzled, "What's different?"


    "In the past, didn't you always spend a lot of time in the bath with me? Tonight you were so quiet," Ivanka explained.


    Charles laughed, pulling the woman half-lying into his arms, his hand reaching out to her chest, whispering into her ear, "I was afraid that exhausting you in the bathroom meant you wouldn't have the energy for later!"


    "I've been working out lately, so I might not lose to you," Ivanka said, hugging and kissing Charles.


    Seeing Ivanka so proactive, Charles naturally had to satisfy her well. He flipped her over and tore off her nightie strap...


    An hour and a half later, Ivanka stood up, rubbing her stiff knees and giving Charles a glare, "Satisfied now?"


    "Just took a bath, and now I have to take another!" she lamented.


    Charles patted her and saw her disheveled look, laughing, "Sit for a while, and we'll take a bath together later."


    Relaxing, Charles squinted and took a few deep breaths, then glanced at the disheveled Ivanka resting on the sofa and teased, "Darling, your body is incredible, just like a Victoria's Secret supermodel!"


    Ivanka stretched out her long legs, a slight smile playing on her lips, "Charles, you know I was a model before, appearing on many magazine covers; how else would I make a living without a good body? Do you follow the Victoria's Secret Fashion Show?"


    "I've watched it twice, I think," Charles remembered watching it twice and even interacting with Alessandra Ambrosio and Adriana Lima.


    Thinking about it, he seemed to miss the tall, gorgeous Alessandra Ambrosio!


    "Too bad you missed this year's Victoria's Secret Show, held half a month ago at the Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami Beach," Ivanka mocked.


    Charles shook his head, "If I were really in Miami, I'd rather go to the stadium to cheer for my team, the Miami Dolphins."


    "Didn't the paper say the Dolphin Stadium is getting a name change?" Ivanka asked.


    "Bank of America Center. We accepted a naming rights sponsorship from Bank of America, starting next year," Charles didn't hide anything, as Bank of America had agreed to a 15-year, $12 million per year sponsorship deal from 2009 to 2024.


    "Let's take a bath; I'm quite tired," Ivanka got up, supporting her sore legs.


    "Let's go," Charles replied.


  




  Chapter 433: Chicago


  

    Chicago, as the third-largest city in the United States, is located in the Great Lakes region at the southwestern corner of Lake Michigan and serves as the core of the Chicago metropolitan area in Illinois!


    In Chicago, in the Near North Side, at the Trump International Hotel & Tower on the north branch of the Chicago River, Charles Capet and Ivanka were staying at their family's hotel.


    From the Lakeview Suite, one could admire the scenery of Lake Michigan. Charles felt the newly opened Trump International Hotel was quite impressive.


    "Next year, when it tops out, this building should be the second tallest in the Western Hemisphere," Charles said while enjoying Lake Michigan from the floor-to-ceiling window.


    The freshwater resources in the Great Lakes region were extremely abundant. Lake Michigan belonged solely to the United States, while the other four were shared with Canada.


    Ivanka hung up Charles' coat and walked to his side, helping him loosen his tie. "My father originally wanted to build the tallest skyscraper in the world, but the project plan changed after 9/11," she responded. "Sears Tower in Chicago is still the tallest building in the Western Hemisphere!"


    "At least, next year it will be the tallest residential building," Charles laughed. The Trump International Hotel and Tower in Chicago was mainly a residential condo-hotel.


    "Is this your first time in Chicago?" Ivanka asked as she finished loosening his tie and put it aside, hugging Charles.


    Chicago's weather was definitely not as warm as Los Angeles. With temperatures below 10°C, Ivanka was wearing a blue V-neck knitted sweater, showing off her well-proportioned figure.


    Holding the girl in his arms, Charles smiled, "I came to Chicago a long time ago. The first movie I worked on, My Big Fat Greek Wedding, was filmed here. I still remember at that time, the musical Chicago was being shot simultaneously with us!"


    Charles seemed to recall his first encounter with Catherine Zeta-Jones at the wrap party for Chicago.


    "What are you thinking about?" Ivanka sensed Charles holding her quietly.


    "Oh, nothing. Just remembering how frugally we shot My Big Fat Greek Wedding in Chicago. I had to think of every possible way to save money to complete the movie!" Charles sighed, reminiscing how stingy Tom Hanks was with the budget back then.


    "Charles, it's still early. How about we go out for a stroll?" Ivanka suggested, turning around and kissing Charles on the lips.


    "A stroll through the Windy City?" Charles laughed and nodded, "Alright!"


    Then, Ivanka took the initiative to wrap her arms around Charles' neck and kiss him.


    Soon after, Charles changed into new clothes. He wore a black turtleneck sweater and a wool coat, pairing jeans with Ivanka, who wore the same outfit, leaving the Trump Tower together.


    ...


    As an Illinois Democratic Senator, Barack Obama made history by becoming the Democratic presidential candidate.


    Having just returned to Chicago from Springfield, the capital of Illinois, Barack was chatting with his campaign advisor, Roger Fishco, in his study.


    "Has Charles Capet arrived in Chicago?" Barack asked.


    Roger Fishco nodded, "Yes, he arrived today!"


    Barack's campaign had received substantial support from Charles Capet. Although they had few meetings, Barack had a deep impression of Charles.


    "What do you think of him?" Barack asked Roger Fishco.


    Roger immediately pictured a young, handsome face in his mind. "He's young and reserved, yet carries a sense of deep, untapped potential. It's hard to describe; maybe that's what a genius is supposed to be like!"


    Barack nodded, "Yes, when I first announced my candidacy, Charles Capet sent Ms. Huffington to assist me. From campaign advertising to keynote speeches and fundraising dinners, he has helped a lot. Later, he also advised me to increase my investment in Hollywood. 


    As expected, Hillary, who had great influence in Hollywood, almost lost all support because of her connection with Harvey Weinstein in the Hollywood sexual harassment scandal!"


    "Charles Capet leveraged feminism to push the Hollywood sexual harassment case, driving Harvey Weinstein out of Hollywood," Roger Fishco understood that none of these actions could happen without Charles Capet's manipulation.


    Barack, unfamiliar with Hollywood, saw the dark side through this scandal.


    "What do you think Charles Capet wants?" Barack inquired Roger Fishco.


    Roger furrowed his brows, "He is already acknowledged as the son of Hollywood, and now he seems to accelerate his dominion over it. Recently, his conflicts with Sumner Redstone have become public, and Capet Entertainment is eyeing General Electric's NBC Universal. A regular MPAA membership card apparently can't satisfy him anymore. He wants his own TV station to make Capet Entertainment's media empire more complete!"


    "Amazing, he's only 26," Barack admired. "I heard his assets have already surpassed a10 billion dollars?"


    Roger nodded, "That's a minimal estimate. His current ownership of Capet Entertainment alone is worth more than 10 billion - Capet Pictures, Marvel Entertainment, Netflix, Capet Records... And the stocks held by Capet Fund, the rapidly developing social media platform Twitter is also his.


    Capet Sports Entertainment owns the Premier League's Arsenal Football Club and the NFL's Miami Dolphins, worth another 2 billion together!"


    Roger looked at Barack, "In any case, Charles Capet is already among America's top elites. If Capet Entertainment successfully acquires NBC Universal from General Electric, his influence in Hollywood will rise another step!"


    Barack nodded, "Perhaps, our cooperation with him won't be less in the future."


    Roger agreed, "Though he is a part of Hollywood's camp, his influence on Wall Street is not small, and it's starting to show in Silicon Valley too."


    With military manufacturing enterprises, Jewish financial groups, and media propaganda forces, the three together determined America's policy direction.


    The President was just a spokesperson; all aspects of interests needed considering.


    "Give Charles Capet another ten years, who knows where he'll be?" Barack sighed.


    Roger laughed, "America will just have another Capet family!"


  




  Chapter 434: Politics and Capital


  

    Chicago, South Side Hyde Park, West of Washington Park, East of Lake Michigan, Obama held a political fundraiser near his home.


    There weren't many people at the event, but they were very influential - Obama and his wife, the Bidens, and various supporters of Obama.


    "Good evening, Mr. Obama, Mrs. Obama!" After seeing Obama, Charles greeted the future president and first lady with a handshake.


    "Charles, your date is very beautiful," Obama remarked humorously after glancing at Ivanka Trump.


    "Thank you, Charles and I want to congratulate you in advance on becoming president," Ivanka responded graciously.


    "Votes haven't been counted yet," Michelle Obama reminded with a smile.


    Charles quickly started talking with Obama about the ongoing presidential election, and soon, the running mate Biden joined the conversation.


    A running mate is basically the vice president-elect, who, although without direct power, becomes the acting president if something happens to the president.


    The dinner went very smoothly, and Obama's speech was excellent. Later, Charles found a moment to talk privately with Obama.


    "Are you worried about how to handle Hillary's position?" Charles and Obama were sitting across from each other in a small secret room.


    Obama nodded. "Female voters need to be appeased!"


    With an African American president, the Obama administration would soon have to deal with how to divide power and responsibilities.


    The Federal Reserve Chairman and the Treasury Secretary were certainly not going to be replaced, but changes were necessary for positions such as the Secretary of State and the Secretary of Commerce.


    Charles looked at Obama, "Barbara Boxer replacing Nancy Pelosi as Speaker of the House shouldn't be an issue, right?"


    "No problem, Barbara Boxer is already a Senator from California. California has always had a significant influence in Congress," Obama had already discussed this with Ms. Huffington.


    At that time, California would elect a new Senator to replace Barbara Boxer.


    "Will Hollywood remain stable?" Obama asked a very serious question.


    As a supporter of the Democratic Party, Hollywood's stability was crucial to them.


    Charles smiled, "Hollywood has always been quite stable. If something rots, you just need to cut it away. 


    Hillary uses Clinton's political resources, making her a tough opponent, and as a woman, she naturally garners Hollywood's favor. This time, it's only her being affected, but she will still be your direct competitor four years from now!"


    Obama frowned, realizing he had fewer resources compared to Hillary.


    "Charles, you know that we are in a financial crisis. America needs reform, and economic recovery is the top priority. Even if I become the 56th President of the United States, the challenges will be daunting," Obama was indeed feeling overwhelmed.


    Charles smiled slightly and said, "Are you familiar with Madoff Investment Securities?"


    Obama nodded, "Of course, Wall Street's investment legend!"


    Charles spoke with deep implication, "You should investigate it. I suspect there's a significant issue with that company."


    Obama's eyes widened in surprise as he looked at Charles incredulously, "What could be wrong?"


    "It might just be the biggest Jewish capital fraud in history, yet the simplest Ponzi scheme," Charles said, looking at Obama. "The dish is already on the table; how you eat it is up to you!"


    Such a great opportunity, an excellent chance to strike at Jewish capital, how could Obama not be tempted?


    After the party, Charles took Ivanka back to the hotel.


    Lying on the bed, Charles enjoyed the ceiling of the hotel room as Ivanka attended to him. Meanwhile, he was pondering the Madoff fraud case.


    A while back, a French bank that worked with Charles complained that their billion-euro fund was being managed by Madoff Investment Securities and that they faced obstacles when trying to redeem it.


    Charles immediately understood the situation and was terrified by what he discovered. More and more people started demanding redemptions from Madoff Investment Securities but were placated by the company's high returns.


    People had begun to question Madoff Investment Securities, and Charles knew the ship was sinking. Soon, significant capital would demand redemption, and the company could no longer hide it.


    Paris Bank was now working closer with Charles on Capet Entertainment's acquisition of NBC Universal.


    Not only financially, but they were also helping with NBC Universal's 20% shares held by Vivendi.


    Charles understood that his French immigrant heritage played a role, just like the close cooperation between the Trump Group and Deutsche Bank due to their German immigrant roots.


    After a while, Ivanka got up and straddled Charles, speaking seductively, "Where are you going tomorrow?"


    "I'm visiting Mayor Richard Daley of Chicago," Charles said, holding the woman's waist.


    Richard Daley was part of the old political dynasty, the Daley family of Illinois.


    His father, Richard J. Daley, served six terms as Chicago's mayor for over 20 years starting in the 1950s.


    After Richard J. Daley's death, his eldest son Richard Daley started his own mayoral term in Chicago, serving his sixth term since 1989, potentially serving a seventh in 2010.


    The father and son combined held the mayoral position for almost half a century.


    The second son, William Daley, was the Secretary of Commerce during Clinton's administration, and in 2004, he became the Midwest Chairman for JP Morgan Chase.


    The third son, John Daley, served as the Cook County's Commissioner of Illinois.


    The Daley family had strong political influence in Illinois, surviving numerous corruption accusations but remaining powerful.


    Obama, as a Senator from Illinois, owed a lot to the political support of the state for his presidential campaign.


    Charles's base was in Los Angeles, California, but it didn't stop him from developing relationships in international cities like New York, Chicago, and Miami.


    Everywhere, capital and politics complement each other, with politics providing protection for capital and capital expanding territories for politics.


    "Okay, I'll go with you tomorrow. I find I quite enjoy participating in political events," Ivanka seemed very excited.


    Charles grabbed the woman's curves and responded with a smile, "Are you planning to become a politician?"
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    "The Daley family sure deserves its reputation as an old political family in Illinois. Their power in Chicago is really huge," the next afternoon, Ivanka Trump, who followed Charles to the Daley Manor, seemed quite impressed.


    "Hah, let's board the plane," Charles didn't have much to say. Now that Obama has been elected, the Daley family would surely advance further.


    The Daley family was smoothly transitioning from Chicago mafia to legitimate power, truly fitting the title of "City of Sin."


    Compared to Illinois, California had even more political families, like the Gettys, Browns, and Newsoms, who had controlled the state's power for over half a century!


    However, America's top four political families were still the Adams, Roosevelt, Kennedy, and Bush families.


    Once on his private jet, Charles dismissed these thoughts, thinking too far ahead didn't help.


    "Charles, just two days until the presidential election polling day. Why don't we stay in Chicago and wait for the results with Mr. Obama?" Ivanka had shown a growing interest in the political circle and naturally wanted to stay close to the next President.


    "Money is the nursemaid of politics. It's pointless for us to stay here," Charles looked at Ivanka and suddenly suggested, "If you're interested, you could try running for a position in the New York State Assembly. With your family's influence, becoming a state representative shouldn't be too hard. In the future, you might even become a New York congresswoman or senator!"


    Ivanka smiled, sitting on Charles's lap, somewhat incredulous, "You really want me to dive into politics? I'm only 27, I don't know anything about this stuff yet!"


    Charles, feeling the chest of the woman in his arms, explained with a smile, "Independent woman, pursuing freedom. You can start by building your persona slowly."


    Then they lowered their heads and kissed passionately, the woman responding eagerly to his kiss.


    ...


    On the other side, Obama had specifically sought information about the Madoff Investment scandal. The feedback was that the financial crisis had caused the losses.


    "Is it really that simple?" Obama asked his chief adviser, Roger Fisk.


    Roger Fisk shook his head, "There's nothing we can do. If it's true, Bernard Madoff is the mastermind of a fraud scheme, and he will take all the blame.


    We can't stop an avalanche. We can only mitigate the fallout. Charles Capet made a profit even during the housing subprime crisis, spotting the problems with Madoff Investment wouldn't be hard for him. Now, a series of irregular operations at Madoff have already made many people suspicious."


    Roger Fisk handed a news report to Obama, "BNP Paribas sued Madoff Investment at the New York State Court to recover 460 million. This happened today. BNP Paribas has been cooperating with Charles for several years now."


    Obama smiled, realizing that Charles had casually shared this information. "Let's focus on the presidential election. This is just an investment firm's commercial case."


    Roger Fisk nodded, "Unless we can save Madoff Investment and negotiate with the Jewish capital, it seems challenging as more funds and institutions are pulling out. Since we can't change anything, the best we can do is wait for the subsequent developments."


    ...


    Two days after returning to Los Angeles, the U.S. presidential election polling day arrived on time. Charles, knowing the results, wasn't overly concerned.


    On November 4, 2008, at 11:00 PM Eastern Time, the voting results showed that Obama had won by 349 to 163 electoral votes, becoming the 56th President of the United States.


    "Congratulations, Mr. Obama, I hope you can lead America to change," Charles specifically called Obama from his office in Capet's Burbank headquarters to congratulate him.


    After hanging up the phone, Charles leaned back in his chair, massaging his temples.


    A moment later, Chairman Beberolles of BNP Paribas was brought to Charles's office by his assistant, looking worried.


    Charles personally poured two glasses of brandy, handing one to Beberolles, and smiled, "Madoff Investment hasn't agreed to return the funds yet?"


    Beberolles shook his head, "Not only us, but also Santander Bank of Spain, Credit Suisse, and several other European banks are seeking ways to redeem funds. Madoff Investment is definitely problematic!"


    "Hasn't it already been sued?" Charles asked knowingly.


    "Unfortunately, it won't be quick!" Beberolles sighed again.


    "This year's global stock market crash even bankrupted Lehman Brothers on Wall Street. Isn't Richard Fuld worse off?" Charles consoled. Richard Fuld was the Chairman and CEO of Lehman Brothers.


    "And compared to Societe Generale's dilemma this year, BNP Paribas is doing much better," Charles continued to comfort.


    Hearing Charles mention Societe Generale, one of France's four largest banks, Beberolles's face looked a bit better. This year's Societe Generale futures scandal had garnered global attention.


    In late January, Societe Generale announced that an internal trader, Jerome Kerviel, had caused a loss of billions of euros through unauthorized trades in European stock index futures.


    Jerome Kerviel had used 50 billion euros to trade indices, losing close to 5 billion euros by the time Societe Generale's top brass discovered.


    Additionally, Societe Generale suffered another 2 billion euros loss in the U.S. subprime crisis, bringing the bank to the brink of bankruptcy, desperately seeking around 5.5 billion euros in outside funding to survive.


    Compared to the bankrupt Societe Generale, BNP Paribas, managing 330 billion euros in assets, was in a much better position.


    "By the way, Charles, I've discussed with Vivendi's Chairman Vincent Bollore. Vivendi will support your acquisition of NBC Universal," Beberolles said, smiling. "Vivendi's current entertainment business focuses on gaming and music, and they'll also strengthen cooperation with Capet Entertainment!"


    Charles nodded. Vivendi held a 20% stake in NBC Universal and was the major shareholder of Universal Music Group, owning the highly profitable Activision Blizzard. They were quite formidable.


    "Is Vivendi planning to exit the film and television business?"


    Beberolles nodded and patted Charles's shoulder, "That's indeed the plan. However, we all support Capet Entertainment's acquisition of NBC Universal."


    "If successful, the collaboration between Capet Entertainment and French companies will be even closer." Charles smiled and assured.
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    Charles felt quite satisfied with his meeting with Beberolles of BNP Paribas. One way or another, both parties were pleased with the cooperation.


    However, regarding the hundreds of millions of euros that BNP Paribas had invested in the Madoff Fund, Charles could only silently wish them luck.


    Jewish capital had already drawn in the net, and foreign capital like this shouldn't expect to get their money back. Bernard Madoff was already a discarded pawn.


    November, right after Halloween, was the time when countless movie fans eagerly anticipated the release of the new Harry Potter sequel.


    Unfortunately, this year Warner Bros. announced during the summer that the sixth installment, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, would be moved from its November release date to July of next year, during the summer blockbuster season!


    But this November, Sony Columbia was releasing MGM's blockbuster Quantum of Solace.


    At the same time, the magical romance movie Twilight, adapted from a bestselling teen novel, was also generating a lot of buzz.


    Quantum of Solace premiered in the UK on October 31st, with a North American release on November 14th. Twilight's North American release was set for a week later on November 21st.


    However, the big blockbuster currently playing was DreamWorks Animation's 3D animated film Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa, distributed by Paramount.


    In San Francisco, at Pier 39 near Fisherman's Wharf, Charles hosted Gavin Newsom and his wife on his yacht, the Star.


    Gavin Newsom, the Mayor of San Francisco, had announced this year that he would not seek re-election because California Senator Barbara Boxer was supporting him to replace her as the new California Senator.


    "After Barbara Boxer steps down from her Senate position, she will join the House and become the Minority Leader. Next year, she will take over from Nancy Pelosi as Speaker of the House," Charles said, handing Gavin Newsom a glass of champagne. "Senator, let's have a toast!"


    Gavin Newsom nodded. As a rising star in the Newsom family, having just served a term as San Francisco's Mayor, he now had Charles Capet's financial support to run for California Senator. Barbara Boxer's exit provided Gavin Newsom with an opportunity.


    "Darling, let's have a toast with Charles," the charismatic Mayor Gavin Newsom said, pulling his new wife, Jennifer Siebel, closer as they raised their glasses to Charles.


    Charles smiled and took another look at Gavin Newsom's new wife, Jennifer Siebel, who had married him this year in July after his divorce last year.


    Jennifer Siebel was an actress in Hollywood but hadn't accomplished much. Despite being 34, she was still considered a newcomer in Hollywood.


    Charles also knew that Jennifer Siebel had previous encounters with Harvey Weinstein and was likely one of the actresses Weinstein had assaulted.


    "Charles, you've achieved so much. No one in Hollywood dares to underestimate Capet Entertainment now," said Jennifer Siebel, who was well aware of Charles Capet's influence in Hollywood.


    Charles smiled and said, "We've made some progress, and I'm sure we'll keep improving together, won't we?"


    Gavin Newsom nodded and said with a smile, "California has always been a significant force in Congress. With the Democrats' stronghold in California, our political influence is bound to grow!"


    "Alright, you two are newlyweds, and I know you have work ahead, so I've arranged a vacation spot for you at Lake Tahoe," Charles said with a smile. "This season, you can enjoy the ski resort at Lake Tahoe!"


    Charles had a luxurious lakeside villa in South Lake Tahoe, perfect for vacations, whether for summer retreats or winter skiing.


    Gavin Newsom and Jennifer Siebel smiled gratefully and left the Star shortly, ready to head to Lake Tahoe for their vacation.


    In the afternoon, Charles returned to the Marriott Hotel in San Francisco where Camille reported, "Gavin Newsom and Jennifer Siebel have already headed to Lake Tahoe. LA City Attorney Cameron Trutanich is also off to vacation in Morocco..."


    Charles sat on the sofa, lit a cigarette, and said with a smile, "These politicians might not seem wealthy, but they certainly enjoy life on par with the super-rich!"


    Camille hesitated before Charles noticed and asked, "What do you want to ask?"


    "Why are we supporting Gavin Newsom despite his many scandals, including admitted affairs and numerous younger girlfriends?" Camille asked, puzzled.


    "Those are minor issues. Didn't Clinton have even more scandals and still become President?" Charles laughed. "Gavin Newsom's fondness for women makes him easier to control. Pelosi being replaced by Barbara Boxer and Gavin Newsom filling the gap is the best scenario. Moreover, Gavin Newsom's credentials and family resources make him a good fit, and most importantly, he's easy to manipulate!"


    Pelosi was never really a California native political force; she was just a puppet pushed by Eastern political powers.


    A middle-aged housewife elevated to California Assembly, then Congresswoman, ultimately becoming Speaker of the House despite no real political acumen - compared to Gavin Newsom or California Senators Barbara Boxer and Dianne Feinstein, Pelosi was a joke.


    Replacing Pelosi with Barbara Boxer had full support from California and the new President, ensuring no issues.


    Nancy Pelosi wouldn't care about sides; she just followed the orders of Eastern financial conglomerates!


    But more fundamentally, it was about the resurgence of California's financial group. Once one of the top ten financial groups in the US, it had been infiltrated by Morgan and First Citigroup in the 80s and 90s.


    Despite having America's Bank as its nucleus and controlling entities like Lockheed Martin, the California financial group had fallen under Eastern financial control.


    As a local of Los Angeles, Charles had rapidly risen to prominence, carving out a niche in Hollywood and wielding Capet Capital's power on Wall Street.


    America's Bank's recent acquisition of Merrill Lynch placed it as the largest bank, initiating collaborative efforts with Charles Capet, transforming Miami's Bank of America Center into a named sports arena as the first step.


    Although acquiring Merrill hadn't solved all crises, Capet Capital's investment in America's Bank was now on Charles's agenda. With Silicon Valley and Hollywood at its disposal, California wouldn't have to bow to Eastern financial powers!
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    Returning to Los Angeles, Charles Capet happened to encounter Taylor Swift at the Capet Records company, where she was releasing her second studio album, Fearless. With the foundation of her first self-titled album, Taylor Swift, the title of the country music princess was already quite prominent.


    Fearless went straight to number one on the U.S. album charts. At a party held in Santa Monica while promoting the album on TV shows in Los Angeles, Taylor Swift ran into Charles Capet.


    "Taylor, are you taller now?" Charles looked at Taylor Swift in her asymmetrical long dress, thinking she seemed taller than himself.


    Taylor Swift, who wasn't sporting her future fringe and long hair but had curly long hair instead, cheekily stuck out her tongue and smiled, "My high heels!"


    Charles nodded. Adding the height of those high heels to her 5'11" frame did make her seem taller than his 6'1".


    He then helped Taylor Swift to a resting area, saying, "Taylor, you're amazing. This second album is definitely going to be more popular than the first one!"


    Taylor Swift kicked off her high heels and sat in a chair, saying, "Mr. Capet, promoting an album is a bit tiring!"


    "You've been drinking, haven't you?" Charles noticed her reddened face and asked with a smile.


    Taylor Swift, now 19 and recently single after breaking up with Joe Jonas, had been a bit indulgent in her lifestyle.


    "I had a few," Taylor admitted openly.


    "Let someone take you back to rest. You must have been pretty busy these days," Charles suggested.


    "Ah, but I don't want to wear these high heels. I just twisted my ankle a bit," Taylor Swift wrinkled her nose, feeling a bit uncomfortable though it wasn't serious.


    "Alright, I'll take you back. My car is right outside, and no one will see you without shoes," Charles offered his support.


    "Thanks," Taylor Swift said, holding onto Charles's arm and carrying her high heels as they left the venue and got into the van.


    Taylor Swift was staying at the Hilton Garden Inn on North Highland Avenue in Hollywood.


    It was a bit traffic-y on Sunset Boulevard, and Taylor Swift, always thankful to Charles, couldn't stop chatting on the way.


    "I bought a big house in Nashville last year. The scenery around it is beautiful! 


    "Mr. Scott Borchetta has regretted selling Big Machine Records to Capet Records more than once..."


    As Taylor talked, Charles listened and responded, reminding her, "It's the weekend night; there's some traffic. It might take a bit longer."


    With a blush from a little bit of drinking, Taylor Swift looked at Charles's profile, froze, and then impulsively kissed him.


    Charles was taken aback by this sudden kiss. Taylor Swift was known for writing love songs about her partners, and he hadn't really considered anything happening with her.


    Plus, Taylor Swift was a gold mine for Capet Records!


    Looking at Taylor Swift's slightly flushed face, he asked, "Taylor, are you drunk?"


    Taylor Swift didn't say a word, moved closer to kiss Charles again, her hands wandering across his body.


    Charles couldn't hold back. Tall and robust, Taylor Swift was reminiscent of Ivanka Trump, so Charles responded enthusiastically.


    The driver up front had no idea what was unfolding in the back of the secluded van, as Charles kissed Taylor Swift while sliding his hand up the thigh under her dress.


    Upon arriving at the Hilton Garden Inn, Charles spent the night in Taylor Swift's room...


    In the morning, Charles woke up in Taylor Swift's arms, noting her energy considering her height and build.


    Getting out of bed, Charles headed to the bathroom to quickly shower and then leave, not wanting to become the subject of a future Taylor Swift song.


    Perhaps his movement surprised Taylor Swift because she woke up after he went to the bathroom.


    Not finding Charles in bed, Taylor Swift, tall and draped in a sheet, got up and walked to the bathroom door, asking, "Charles, are you showering?"


    "Yeah, you're awake!" he replied.


    Taylor Swift then dropped the sheet and walked into the bathroom, completely naked.


    Under the shower, Charles turned and saw Taylor Swift entering.


    "Charles," Taylor Swift said, hugging him and kissing him again, which reignited Charles's fire.


    Holding Taylor Swift tightly, he responded passionately...


    About an hour later, Taylor Swift was dry-heaving at the sink, occasionally casting a resentful glance at Charles.


    "Sweetie, you'll get used to it after a few more tries," Charles said, feeling refreshed after his shower.


    Taylor Swift gargled and brushed her teeth before pushing Charles out of the bathroom.


    By the time Taylor Swift finished and came out, Charles was already fully dressed.


    "You're leaving?" Taylor Swift, in her bathrobe, leaned against the wall and asked.


    Charles nodded, "I have work at the company to take care of!"


    "Alright, I have to get ready for my afternoon TV show to promote the new songs," Taylor Swift said casually, not mentioning anything else.


    "Then I'm leaving," Charles said as he reached for the door. Taylor Swift impulsively asked, "Charles, will you come to see me again?"


    Charles glanced back at Taylor Swift, then smiled and nodded, "Next time, put in a bit more effort!"


    Taylor Swift's eyes widened, "Next time I promise you won't be able to walk!"


    "Alright, bye for now," Charles said, leaving the room.


    Taylor Swift sat on the bed and understood it had been a one-night stand with Charles Capet. But there was no denying Charles had qualities that attracted women.


    Not long after leaving the Hilton Garden Inn, Charles received some heavy news:


    This morning, November 16, at 6:00 AM Eastern Time, Wall Street legend, former NASDAQ Stock Market chairman, and founder of Madoff Investment Securities, Bernard Madoff, was arrested by police for securities fraud.


    The Madoff investment fraud case finally came to light, exposed by his own sons, Mark Madoff and Andrew Madoff!


    Back at Capet headquarters, Charles looked out at the Los Angeles sky and smiled, "Looks like another storm is coming."
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    Originally, some investment institutions like BNP Paribas and Credit Suisse were negotiating with Bernard Madoff's investment fund to redeem their principal, involving amounts below $1 billion;


    However, Fairfield Greenwich Group's hedge fund, the largest client of Madoff's fund, intended to redeem a staggering $7.5 billion investment.


    Bernard Madoff, seeing that he couldn't hide it any longer, directly confessed the truth to his two sons: Madoff Investment Securities was a Ponzi scheme.


    Madoff's sons, Mark and Andrew Madoff, reported their father overnight, exposing the largest financial fraud in history!


    Of course, sharp-eyed people knew that Bernard Madoff had his sons report him to protect them, as they were also high-level executives in Madoff's investment firm.


    As Bernard Madoff was investigated, within a couple of days, numerous corporate giants and key investors affected by the scam revealed their losses, and the list of victims kept growing longer.


    - Fairfield Greenwich Group: Approximately $7.5 billion,


    - Tremont Group Holdings: Approximately $3.3 billion,


    - Bank Medici: Approximately $2.1 billion,


    - Ascot Partners: Approximately $1.8 billion,


    - Kingate Management: Approximately $1.7 billion,


    - HSBC: Approximately $1 billion,


    - Fortis: Approximately $1 billion,


    - Union Bancaire Privée: Approximately $700 million,


    - Banco Santander: Approximately $3.1 billion (including its Optimal Investment Services unit),


    - BNP Paribas: Approximately $460 million,


    and so on.


    Besides large corporations, some celebrities also appeared on the list of victims, including New York Mets owner Fred Wilpon, General Motors' financial arm executive J. Ezra Merkin, former NFL Philadelphia Eagles owner Norman Braman, and Hollywood director Steven Spielberg.


    Magazines like Forbes, Fortune, and Business Week conducted special reports. TV stations and newspapers flocked to New York to obtain firsthand information about Bernard Madoff.


    ...


    In Charles Capet's office at Capet Pictures headquarters, Evelyn sat on the couch staring at the TV. Charles handed her a glass of champagne. "Hollywood must have a lot of people invested in Madoff's fund too, right?"


    Evelyn laughed. "The biggest loser is probably Steven Spielberg, he invested $50 million. The others likely lost a few million each."


    "This guy sure was crafty - money laundering, fake accounts, perjury - he conned a lot of people!"


    Charles shook his head. "His company's partner was JPMorgan Chase. Notice that no American banks were scammed?


    Fairfield Greenwich Group's hedge fund is mostly composed of foreign capital. Don't think other institutions weren't covering for him.


    He's just a scapegoat. Anyway, the guy is already 70. He enjoyed a lifetime of luxury. If not for the financial crisis, the scheme would have continued!"


    Evelyn took a deep breath. "These Jews really have no conscience, scamming thousands of people. A lot of folks lost everything!"


    Charles smiled. "If you're a small fry, pray to God. Even if funds are recovered slowly, the big institutions and celebrity investors will get theirs first."


    The Madoff fraud case was certainly pushed by other American financial groups, especially JPMorgan Chase.


    "By the way, Charles," Evelyn pondered for a moment before reminding him, "Mama knows you're smart, but the darkness in Washington, D.C. isn't any better than in Hollywood!"


    Charles stood up, lit a cigarette, and said slowly, "Wall Street's finance, Hollywood's entertainment, and Washington's politics are the darkest circles. 


    They collude with each other, balancing cooperation and resistance. Washington's dark money gets laundered through Wall Street into Hollywood.


    Hollywood's prosperity relies on this black capital. One side launder money, the other funds various movie projects.


    Mom, don't forget, we've risen too quickly. We must learn to embrace this darkness!"


    Charles had always been clear-headed. The higher one climbed, the more truths they saw.


    To climb higher, conscience and morality are but barriers. Success then brings flowers and applause;


    Fail, and it's a mire with countless people stepping over your corpse to get ahead.


    Evelyn originally thought she saw things clearly enough but realized her son saw them even more transparently.


    "Is Capet Entertainment's IPO on schedule?" Evelyn asked again.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "The moment I finalize the acquisition of NBC Universal is when I'll submit the IPO plan!"


    Evelyn nodded, "The capital train won't allow anyone to block the way. You can choose to board or get off, but never to stop it."


    "Don't worry. What I'm doing now is becoming the engineer of one of those trains. Fortunately, I can choose whom to pick up along the way," Charles never thought of hogging all the benefits for himself, "Heavy-weight passengers will ensure the train runs more smoothly!"


    Evelyn walked to her son and kissed him on the cheek, "Charles, you've been mingling with politicians a lot recently. Take a good rest. Mother doesn't want to see your mind filled with conspiracies!"


    Charles nodded and smiled. "Don't worry, no matter what, the Capet family has already succeeded. We'll always be part of America's wealthy class in the future.


    Twilight is about to be released, and also some award-chasing art films. I'll focus on Capet Entertainment's business!"


    After Evelyn left, Charles sat back at his desk, opening the project file on Captain America: The First Avenger.


    The male lead, Chris Evans, saw his last year's Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer fail, causing 20th Century Fox to halt further sequels.


    Casting Chris Evans again as Steve Rogers for Captain America was perfect, with Israeli actress Gal Gadot as the female lead.


    Captain America: The First Avenger would be released the summer after next, leading up to the release of The Avengers in November of the same year!


    Putting down the file, Charles prepared to leave the company to go on a date with Alexandra Daddario, the girl who had returned to Los Angeles after shooting Piranha 3D in Arizona.
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    A yellow Corvette Z6 headed down I-5 to Anaheim, South Los Angeles. Charles drove the car while chatting with Alexandra Daddario in the passenger seat. "How's it going? The shooting of Piranha 3D going well?"


    "Pretty smooth. We've been shooting for over forty days at the lake location. The atmosphere on set is great." Alexandra Daddario wore a loose V-neck T-shirt with a jacket over it and teamed it with shorts.


    "I've got experience with this kind of thriller, horror movie now," Alexandra Daddario said, looking at Charles and smiling happily.


    "Recently, I signed with the production team of Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief. I'm about to start shooting this fantasy adventure movie soon, and I'm the female lead!"


    The movie adapted from the American author Rick Riordan's Greek myth adventure novel Percy Jackson.


    Alexandra Daddario had been vying for the role in this movie. Now, she succeeded.


    Charles nodded. "This is one of 20th Century Fox's upcoming blockbusters, and director Chris Columbus has been a long-time partner with them.


    He directed the Home Alone series, the first two Harry Potter movies, and produced Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban and the first two Fantastic Four movies.


    A teen movie like Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief is quite fitting for him!"


    After parking the car near a Marriott resort hotel by Disneyland in Anaheim, Charles walked in with Alexandra Daddario hand in hand.


    "Charles," Alexandra Daddario planted a kiss on Charles after they entered the room and sat on the bed.


    "So, what do you think about Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief?" Alexandra Daddario was pretty concerned about this significant project she had just landed.


    Charles lay on the bed, and Alexandra Daddario leaned on him in a listening posture.


    Reaching into her T-shirt and feeling her alluring 36F chest, Charles explained, "20th Century Fox set a budget for Chris Columbus not exceeding $100 million. So, to ensure the limited money is spent on special effects, they hired newcomers for the cast.


    A bunch of beautiful young ladies and guys embarking on a fantasy adventure. Not bad, right?"


    "Quite a bit, $100 million," Alexandra Daddario never had the chance to be part of such a big production before.


    Charles nodded. "Act well. I'll get you a cameo in Gossip Girl Season 3 next year, give you some more screen time."


    Alexandra Daddario kissed Charles on the cheek and asked, "Why did we come to Anaheim? Do you want to have fun in Disneyland?"


    Everyone knows what's most attractive about Anaheim is the Disneyland Resort, which includes Disneyland, It's a Small World, Disney California Adventure Park, and Downtown Disney District.


    "Not much, just that I haven't been here before, so I came to relax a bit," Charles said, feeling quite stressed lately.


    The conflicts with Sumner Redstone, involvement in the U.S. presidential election, monitoring NBC Universal, and so on - too many things were happening.


    "Want to unwind?" Alexandra Daddario smiled. She sat up and took off her jacket, leaning on the headboard.


    She then twisted her body, removing her loose short-sleeve T-shirt, and perfectly displayed her great figure to Charles.


    "Charles, do I look good?" Alexandra Daddario asked as she continued undressing Charles.


    "Sweetheart, you are a gift from the creator to humanity." Alexandra Daddario, with her angelic face and devilish body, carried on.


    Very soon, Alexandra Daddario bowed her head...


    ...


    With the unfolding of the Madoff financial fraud case, more victims came forward, and the involved amount grew larger.


    In Hollywood director Steven Spielberg's beachside villa in Santa Monica Palisades, Spielberg, who had just finished talking with his lawyer, had a troubled look on his face.


    "When can we get this $50 million back?" Spielberg was visibly downcast.


    "The government is still investigating. Many accounts involved with the Madoff Fund are fabricated. Only God knows when it can be recovered!" The lawyer couldn't provide a clear answer. The Madoff Fund had too gaping a hole!


    In New York, at the Kushner Companies office building at 666 Fifth Avenue in Manhattan, Jared Kushner looked dejected and hollow-eyed after hanging up the phone, filled with worry.


    After acquiring the luxury building in Manhattan with borrowed money, Kushner Companies raised nearly $100 million in two rounds and invested it in the Madoff Fund.


    Now, the debt pressure from the building was choking Kushner Companies, and the $100 million invested in the Madoff Fund was lost. Can Kushner Companies be saved?


    In an office near Wall Street in Lower Manhattan, a gunshot at night startled the surrounding people.


    An assistant opened the door to see French fund manager Thierry de la Villette had committed suicide.


    The French fund Thierry de la Villette managed was in partnership with Liliane Bettencourt, the world's richest woman and heir to L'Oreal Group.


    The fund managed about $3 billion, but nearly $2 billion was invested in the Madoff Fund.


    With the Madoff fraud case breaking, Thierry de la Villette couldn't handle the ensuing pressure and felt crushed.


    Thierry de la Villette's clients included top French billionaires like Liliane Bettencourt!


    People affected by the Madoff Fund fraud, resorted to cursing, crying, swearing, despair, and even suicide to vent their anger.


    And Barack Obama, who was basically elected the next President of the United States, was also paying attention to this case, although he couldn't do much about it, as Charles had alerted him too late.


    Sitting on the couch in his house in Hyde Park, Chicago, Obama was actively imagining life in the White House.


    "I made history as the new President of the United States!" Obama couldn't contain his excitement at ascending to the presidency.


  




  Chapter 440: Change If It Doesn't Work


  

    Starting in late November, the time frame that launches important award-contender Hollywood films and aligns with the Christmas season has always been an important period, second only to the summer release window.


    Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa, a sequel produced by DreamWorks Animation and distributed by Paramount, opened in North America with $63 million, earning over $100 million in ten days in the North American market.


    The 22nd James Bond film Quantum of Solace, produced by MGM and United Artists and distributed by Sony Columbia, opened in North America with $67 million!


    In a private room at the Caribbean Pirate-themed water restaurant in Disneyland, Charles Capet was enjoying the scenery outside and the food with Alexandra Daddario.


    Alexandra Daddario was sitting on the sofa, reading a newspaper. "It says Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince is really coming out next summer. We won't get to see it this year!"


    Charles put down his coffee and glanced at her, "You really like the Harry Potter series?"


    "Yeah, I do," Alexandra Daddario nodded directly.


    Charles put his arm around her waist. "Didn't you say you liked Twilight? It's releasing tomorrow!"


    Alexandra Daddario moved closer to Charles with a smile on her face. "I like both! I've read the Twilight novels, and they're pretty good."


    Charles pinched her cheek. Alexandra Daddario's sapphire-like eyes were indeed beautiful.


    "Your chest really can't get any bigger, otherwise it might be inconvenient, right?" Charles said while fondly pinching.


    Alexandra Daddario teased him, "Don't you like it?"


    "Of course, I do," Charles said and then leaned down to kiss her.


    In the afternoon, Charles and Alexandra Daddario encountered Robert Iger, the chairman and CEO of Disney, inspecting the park.


    Charles and Alexandra Daddario, dressed casually, observed Robert Iger and his entourage from a distance.


    "Let's head back; there's nothing much to see," Charles said, aware of Disney executives' tradition of inspecting Disneyland.


    Starting from Walt Disney himself, up to Michael Ovitz, Disney executives liked to inspect Disneyland, especially since the California Anaheim Disneyland was designed by Walt Disney himself, making it the first Disneyland.


    "I saw a poster for Disney's animated feature film Bolt, which also releases tomorrow," said Alexandra Daddario, hugging Charles when they returned to the Marriott Hotel.


    "Can Twilight withstand the competition?"


    After all, Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa had been out for half a month, and Quantum of Solace for a week.


    "Don't worry. You have to trust the spending power of female audiences," Charles smiled, knowing that Twilight's primary audience was women.


    Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa had a production budget of over $150 million, and DreamWorks Animation was known for its lavish spending on promotion.


    As for Quantum of Solace, it had a staggering production cost of $200 million and was globally renowned.


    How could Twilight, with an investment of less than $40 million, compare to these two films?


    However, Charles knew that the box office performance after its release would surprise everyone.


    After spending two days and nights with Alexandra Daddario in Anaheim, Charles returned to Los Angeles.


    Alexandra Daddario, feeling content, returned home to New York and then joined the Percy Jackson & the Olympians project.


    In Burbank, outside the Capet Pictures theater, the main cast of Twilight walked the red carpet, eliciting cheers from numerous fans.


    "Charles, you here for the excitement?" Donna Langley said happily in the theater's lounge, chatting with Charles.


    "I heard many fans came early to this area to wait. I never expected so many people," Charles was genuinely surprised, as Twilight had no major promotional campaign and mainly relied on its huge reader base from the novels.


    After all, the director and actors were mostly Hollywood newcomers!


    "Stephanie Meyer's novels are more popular than expected. The first film Twilight received great feedback at media screenings," Donna Langley said.


    "This year, Stephanie Meyer also published the fourth book, Breaking Dawn. Capet Pictures has gained a new franchise," Charles noted.


    "We've already scheduled The Twilight Saga: New Moon for release next year," Donna Langley said, frowning. "Director Catherine Hardwicke seems to have a different opinion. She thinks the release is too rushed and wants to add some artistic elements to the script!"


    Charles's expression remained unchanged. "The budget for Twilight was only $40 million. Even if the sequel's budget increases, it won't be by much, primarily due to higher actor salaries. Twilight is a fantasy romance primarily focused on box office success!"


    "We have other director candidates. Twilight's plot is very simple and not difficult to film," Donna Langley, a seasoned Hollywood producer, attributed Twilight's success mainly to the novel's influence.


    Charles nodded. "Warner Bros split J.K. Rowling's seventh Harry Potter book into two movies. I think that's very creative. So, if the series performs well, we can split Breaking Dawn into two parts!"


    Donna Langley's eyes lit up, "Let's see if Stephanie Meyer might publish a fifth book?"


    Although the fourth book was said to be the last, the author might get new inspiration?


    "After Twilight's release, let's talk to Catherine Hardwicke again. For New Moon, we must stick to our schedule for a November release next year," Charles added one more thing. "If it doesn't work, we'll get another director. The Twilight series is much simpler than the Marvel series!"


    Charles didn't like directors getting carried away, especially female directors who always liked to introduce new ideas in sequels.


  




  Chapter 441: Dystopian Novel


  

    Nighttime at Charles's beachfront villa in Santa Monica Palisades, a high-pitched cry echoed in the bedroom.


    Kristen Stewart, feeling listless, gave Charles a shove and said, "Doesn't seem like the media thinks much of the Twilight movie!"


    Charles rolled over and lay beside her, chuckling, "The Twilight books are all about sad romances and love triangles, not exactly high literature. People just think these fan movies without much substance are bound to fail!"


    It wasn't just the media; no movie company wanted to adapt it. Even youth-focused studios had no interest.


    Charles propped himself up, sweeping his hand across her chest teasingly, "You usually don't care about these things. Concerned now?"


    "With so many fans of the book, it's easy to get bashed by the readers," Kristen Stewart gave Charles a pointed look.


    "Relax, people will get their money's worth with the handsome men and pretty ladies in the movie. Plus, Catherine Hardwicke's direction for Twilight is still pretty solid," Charles had just discussed with Donna Langley. If Catherine Hardwicke didn't follow the company's vision, they would replace her for the sequel.


    The movie's reputation was unlikely to surpass the first Twilight.


    Kristen Stewart brushed her hair and rested her chin on Charles's chest, "If it does well, the sequel will follow quickly, right?"


    "Of course," Charles nodded, "Don't worry, my instincts are spot-on. Twilight will make you a big star. By this time next year, Twilight 2: New Moon will be out!"


    Unless it flops like New Line Cinema's The Golden Compass, which led to the cancellation of The Dark Materials trilogy right after the first movie.


    "I heard Disney canceled the third Chronicles of Narnia movie because the box office for The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian didn't meet their expectations," Kristen Stewart kept up with the news.


    "Yup, they did. 20th Century Fox is talking to Disney about acquiring the rights to film The Chronicles of Narnia: The Voyage of the Dawn Treader themselves," Charles was in the loop. With a budget exceeding $150 million for a fantasy blockbuster, it wasn't surprising 20th Century Fox was confident in taking over.


    Wasn't Percy Jackson & the Olympians also a youth fantasy film developed by 20th Century Fox?


    "How do you know all this?" Charles asked curiously.


    "The director mentioned Ben Barnes was considered for the male lead in Twilight - the same guy who played Prince Caspian in The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian - before they chose Robert Pattinson," Kristen Stewart explained.


    "Oh, I see," Charles wondered if he should have pushed for Robert Pattinson's casting.


    "Charles, are you ready?" Kristen Stewart asked again.


    "What?" Charles was puzzled.


    Kristen Stewart kissed his ear, "It's still early, let's go again!"


    Charles grinned, "Sure, but you'll have to help me out first!"


    Kristen Stewart eagerly slipped under the covers...


    ...


    Twilight was a story completely dismissed by movie companies, but on its first day, it grossed $36 million in North America. The first weekend brought in $76 million, shocking Hollywood.


    After all, the opening weekend for Quantum of Solace only hit $67 million in North America!


    With a production budget of $200 million for Quantum of Solace compared to Twilight's $40 million cost, Twilight became an instant hit.


    The high box office and heated discussions baffled Hollywood analysts about how this supposedly doomed movie became a roaring success.


    Capet Pictures quickly announced the sequel, Twilight 2: New Moon, with the same team on board.


    "Hahaha, this is going to be interesting," Charles laughed, sitting in his office at Capet headquarters.


    "Boss, is The Hunger Games novel as successful as Twilight?" Phyllis Jones reported on the novels the company purchased this year, including The Hunger Games, a newly published dystopian fantasy adventure bestseller.


    The Hunger Games sold well, but it wasn't about tragic romances.


    "Boss, in just three days, Hollywood has planned almost 30 projects based on cheesy love stories and Mary Sues, all trying to capture the female market following Twilight's success," Phyllis Jones reminded.


    Charles waved her off with a smile, "Relax, within a month, there will be at least 100 more copycat projects. Hollywood is the best at bandwagons!"


    "The first to act always wins," Charles was pleased with acquiring the rights to The Hunger Games.


    The Hunger Games, published in September, had Capet Pictures signing a first purchase option with author Suzanne Collins six months before its release.


    The Hunger Games was a dystopian series centered around a female protagonist's fantasy adventure.


    The first novel immediately topped bestseller lists in The New York Times, USA Today, The Wall Street Journal, and Publishers Weekly.


    However, most movie companies didn't realize the potential of a dystopian future fantasy adventure with a female lead.


    "Just wait. When Suzanne Collins publishes the second and third books, the novels will have a massive fan base," Charles smiled, having long anticipated the rise of novels like Twilight and The Hunger Games.


    Now, with the first Twilight movie out and The Hunger Games novel published, things were falling into place!


    Wonder what's going on with Summit Entertainment and Lionsgate. One lost the Twilight series, the other no longer had the Saw series, and even the future-defining overseas distribution potential of The Hunger Games was lost.


    Would Lionsgate still merge with Summit Entertainment afterward?


  




  Chapter 442: The Asylum Pictures


  

    In the banquet hall on the fourth floor of the Beverly Hills Hilton Hotel, Chairman Ryan Kavanaugh of Relativity Media sat on the couch with Charles Capet.


    "Well, congratulations to Capet again. Even a movie like Twilight managed to outperform the famous Quantum of Solace in the North American market," said Ryan Kavanaugh. For Relativity Media, movies like Twilight were exactly what they needed.


    Charles smiled slightly, "Ryan, Relativity Media has also been making some big moves recently. This year's global stock market crash prompted many investment banks and funds to sell shares in Hollywood's portfolio investment funds at a discount. Relativity Media and Legendary Entertainment both bought back a lot of shares from the portfolio investment funds this time!"


    The financial crisis forced numerous Wall Street funds to sell off their shares in movie portfolio investments at 30-70% of their value to recover capital. Relativity Media and Legendary Entertainment used this opportunity to reclaim many of these fund shares.


    Charles knew Relativity Media and Legendary Entertainment were looking to transition. They didn't want to just invest in movies; they wanted to produce and distribute them themselves.


    "Charles, movie investment is also about data analysis. Relativity Media's current strategy has gained a lot of recognition," said Ryan Kavanaugh casually. Although they were still working with Universal and Sony, Relativity Media hadn't stopped collaborating with independent film companies either.


    "Whether it's indie companies like Lionsgate and The Weinstein Company, or major studios like Sony and Universal, Relativity Media provides financing channels for all of them!"


    Ryan Kavanaugh talked about these things but couldn't hide his desire to collaborate with Capet Pictures the most.


    Charles looked at the portly man in front of him. To Charles, Ryan Kavanaugh was a clown who should have exaggerated wigs, funny costumes, eye-catching makeup, and of course, a big red round nose; standing in the center of the banquet hall, dancing like a clown to entertain guests is what he should be doing!


    "By the way, Ryan, did you hear about 20th Century Fox suing a small film company for copyright infringement recently?" Charles changed the subject. Who were the investors behind Capet Entertainment? Giants like Vanguard, Fidelity Investments, and State Street.


    Small hedge funds were just a channel for Capet Pictures to finance individual films autonomously. A company like Relativity had no appeal to Capet.


    Capet Entertainment never lacked investment institutions!


    Ryan Kavanaugh shook his head when Charles mentioned 20th Century Fox. Of course, he had no idea who 20th Century Fox was suing.


    "20th Century Fox sued The Asylum Pictures because they thought that their movie Robots Invade Earth plagiarized the upcoming 20th Century Fox movie The Day the Earth Stood Still," Charles explained.


    "The Asylum Pictures! Interesting," Ryan Kavanaugh looked at Charles, "You're paying attention to this knock-off company?"


    Charles laughed, "Since 2005, The Asylum Pictures hasn't lost money!"


    Hollywood's The Asylum Pictures was founded in 1997 by director David Latt and former executives from New Line and Miramax David Rimawi and Sherri Strain. Initially, the company's goal was to produce low-budget horror TV movies and sell them on DVD. But with competitors like Lionsgate, New Line, and Miramax being too powerful, Asylum struggled in this market.


    Until 2005, when The Asylum Pictures released their knock-off The War of the Worlds by H.G. Wells just before the premiere of Paramount's blockbuster War of the Worlds directed by Steven Spielberg and starring Tom Cruise. Riding on the wave of interest, the $500,000-cost movie received an order for 100,000 DVDs from Blockbuster.


    This move directly launched The Asylum Pictures down a path of creating knock-offs of big releases, with Capet Pictures' films being their primary focus.


    Before The Da Vinci Code hit theaters, Asylum released The Da Vinci Treasure;


    Before Transformers came out, Asylum released Transmorphers;


    Pirates of the Caribbean had Asylum 's Pirates of Treasure Island...


    Asylum Pictures made most of their knock-off films before the original movies were released and distributed them ahead of time. This was not because they had spies in major companies but because they used the film titles, posters, genres, and synopses revealed during promotional periods to creatively brainstorm their storylines.


    Charles hadn't paid attention to this company until this year when he watched a spoof comedy by 20th Century Fox called Meet the Spartans, which parodied Capet's 300.


    Then Charles thought about Hollywood's knock-off film companies, and sure enough, Asylum Pictures was already on this path. Imagine in the future releasing six films in the Sharknado series, the Atlantic Rim series to compete with the Pacific Rim series, and American Warships to counter Battleship!


    Asylum's movie production costs were between $200,000 and $500,000, and they had to be released within half a month.


    Nowadays, while major Hollywood studios focus on "big budget, big production, big marketing, big market" high-concept films, Asylum's method also presented a viable path.


    "Alright, Ryan, enjoy yourself," Charles said, standing and patting the portly Ryan Kavanaugh on the shoulder.


    Ryan Kavanaugh smiled and nodded, "Next time, let's go play golf together!"


    After parting ways with Ryan Kavanaugh, Charles surprisingly ran into Charlize Theron.


    "Dear Charlize, long time no see!" Charles warmly hugged Charlize Theron.


    The stunning Charlize Theron smiled brightly, "I saw you earlier, but you were chatting with Ryan Kavanaugh!"


    Charles glanced at the distant Ryan Kavanaugh, shaking his head with a smile. "A rich, well-connected, fun-loving young man suddenly bursts onto the Hollywood scene, aiming to change traditional movie industry practices, upend the Hollywood system, and become a leader of the new era in Hollywood's film industry. Hmm, a dreamer!"


    Charlize Theron stared at Charles for a moment before bursting into laughter, "Charles, he's in his thirties. Being a movie company boss in your thirties is still considered young in Hollywood, isn't it?" Charles said, patting Charlize on the arm.


    "Come on, let's go grab a drink over there!"


    "Really? I thought you were going to take me home to sample your treasured wine!" Charlize teased.


    "Charlize, tonight I have other delicacies for you to taste too," Charles joked.


    "So, what are we waiting for?"


    "Right, let's get out of here!"


  




  Chapter 443: Hollywood's Venus


  

    Early morning, Malibu's Dume Point beachside mansion.


    Charles woke up and reached out to find no one beside him. Opening his eyes, he realized Charlize Theron, who had been lying next to him, was already gone.


    He climbed out of bed, wearing only his boxers, and walked out of the bedroom. Sure enough, in the sunroom, he found Charlize Theron lounging in a chair wearing his white shirt, lazily smoking a cigarette.


    Her long, smooth white legs were faintly visible under the shirt. Seeing Charles approach, she smiled and said, "Hey, you're awake!"


    "Yeah, I'm awake," Charles walked up to her, and Charlize offered him a drag from her cigarette.


    "Stayed up pretty late last night. How are you up so early?" Charles asked as he sat next to her, handed the cigarette back, and started to cuddle and stroke her golden hair.


    Charlize took another drag, stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray, leaned into Charles' embrace, and touched his face, "You know, you're the one who has to deal with the tiredness, right?"


    "I've always had good stamina," Charles said before leaning in to kiss her.


    "Alright, let's get a shower and have breakfast," Charlize laughed, pushing Charles away gently, seemingly still savoring his abs.


    "Don't rush. Let's enjoy something else first," Charles said, stroking her head as he stood up.


    An hour later, Charles and Charlize were relaxing in the bathtub, feeling refreshed.


    "Charlize, your figure is amazing," Charles said, caressing her flawless body, savoring the moment.


    Initially exhausted, Charlize felt somewhat restored after soaking in the warm water. She pinched Charles' waist and said, "Hancock's box office numbers are impressive. You were right; I need commercial films backing me."


    After the failure of AEon Flux, Charlize preferred taking on art films like North Country and In the Valley of Elah, which didn't make much impact. This year's summer blockbuster, Hancock, with its 600-plus-million-dollar earnings, was genuinely a hit. Another art film, The Burning Plain, released in August, had very little influence.


    With his eyes closed, Charles wrapped his arms around her, resting his hands on her chest, "You've already won the Oscar for Best Actress. Now it's time to focus on commercial success. Look at Angelina Jolie; this year, her action film Wanted, with a 75 million dollar budget, raked in over 300 million dollars worldwide. She and Julia Roberts are the highest-paid female actresses, with Julia Roberts earning 15 million dollars."


    Last year's highest-paid actress was Reese Witherspoon with 17 million dollars, and the previous year, it was Nicole Kidman with 17.5 million dollars.


    This year, however, Nicole Kidman seemed ignored, taking a 5.5 million dollar deal for The Blind Side, without Charles even negotiating the price. Nicole Kidman expressed willingness to lower her pay further, seeking compensation from the film's post-release earnings.


    Charles couldn't agree to that; the lead roles wouldn't get a lower share, but things had to follow Hollywood's rules. Everyone understood that. Of course, there would be bonus dividends if the film became a hit, as The Blind Side relied heavily on Nicole Kidman's fame for promotion.


    "Angelina Jolie, huh. She had twins this year, right?" Charlize, who feared marriage but didn't dislike children, remarked.


    "Yeah, and she signed on for another spy action movie with Sony Columbia offering her 20 million dollars," Charles reminded her. "I actually think you'd fit that role well."


    Charlize smiled bitterly, "I know about that project. Originally, Tom Cruise wanted to take on a spy action film after Valkyrie. Salt was designed for him, but he felt it was too similar to Mission Impossible and passed on it. Columbia Pictures President Amy Pascal suggested changing the lead to a female, and Angelina Jolie fit perfectly."


    Charles laughed, "Indeed, Angelina Jolie's pulling power among female stars is truly formidable."


    Charles knew all this; Tom Cruise not only dropped Salt but also the remake of Sophie Marceau's Anthony Zimmer, retitled The Tourist. Instead, he signed for 20th Century Fox's comedy spy film Knight and Day.


    The leads for The Tourist ended up being Johnny Depp and Angelina Jolie.


    "Alright, Charles, I have to go to New York for a UN charity meeting tomorrow," Charlize said, getting up from Charles' embrace.


    Watching Charlize's sexy legs as she stepped out of the tub, he thought, "No wonder they call her Hollywood's Venus." Charles got up as well, favoring this title among all her others.


    Last year, Charlize partnered with the Entertainment Industry Foundation to establish the "Charlize Theron Africa Outreach Project" fund. Its purpose was to create safer, healthier, and better lives for impoverished South African children and their families, especially those affected by HIV/AIDS. Just a few days ago, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon appointed her a UN Messenger of Peace, focusing on ending violence against women.


    After breakfast, both dressed elegantly. Charlize transformed back into the glamorous, aloof, and sexy star.


    "Charlize, how long will you be in New York?" Charles asked, holding her hand.


    "I'm just attending the meeting in New York, then heading to South Africa for a visit," Charlize replied, patting his hand. "I'll call you when I get back to the country."


    "Alright, I'll drive you," Charles said, coincidentally needing to go to Burbank.


    "Just drop me off at Beverly Hills," Charlize said, kissing him on the cheek. "I was really pleased with your performance last night."


    Charles started the car, laughing, "You weren't so bad yourself, especially here." He ran his fingers over her red lips.


    "Focus on driving!" Charlize said, putting on her sunglasses and giving his thigh a firm pinch.


    That afternoon, Charles was meeting Shari Redstone. Who knows what surprises that might bring?


  




  Chapter 444: Shari Redstone


  

    In a second-floor cafe on Melrose Avenue in Hollywood, Charles Capet sat across from Shari Redstone, Vice Chair of Viacom and CBS Group, as they sipped coffee together.


    Not far from the cafe was the headquarters of Paramount, known as the "Bronson Gate." This golden arch, built in the 1920s, had become one of Hollywood's iconic landmarks.


    As the only movie company still physically located in the Hollywood area, Paramount, founded in 1912, was one of the two oldest movie companies in Hollywood. The other was Universal Pictures.


    However, Universal's rise only began in the 1970s, so it couldn't compare to Paramount's long-standing glory.


    "This place, you picked it well," Charles said as he glanced at the Paramount headquarters nearby. There was a small fountain at the entrance, and the arch carried all of Paramount's history.


    Shari Redstone smiled, "Charles, the power of Hollywood is always mesmerizing. Paramount's centennial celebration is coming up."


    Although conflicts between Shari Redstone and her father, Sumner Redstone, had become public, Sumner still held the reins of power.


    "Shari, just tell me, why did you ask to meet me today?" Charles asked flatly. "Recently, relations between Capet and Viacom haven't been great!"


    "I think we can work together," Shari Redstone got straight to the point. "I'm well aware of my father's health. Viacom and CBS Group will be under my management in the future. I am very willing to coexist peacefully with Capet!"


    "How do we work together?" Charles asked, eager to see the internal conflict within Viacom escalate.


    "To control Viacom, I must first secure Paramount, the group's most important asset. We all don't want my father to continue issuing orders through Philippe Dauman at will," Shari Redstone was clear about Paramount's significance to Viacom. Sumner Redstone wouldn't be so focused on it otherwise.


    At the end of 2005, after Viacom split, Sumner Redstone personally appointed Les Moonves as the CEO of CBS Group and Tom Freston as the CEO of the new Viacom Group.


    However, because Tom Freston exceeded Sumner Redstone's control, his tenure lasted less than a year before Sumner replaced him with his crony, Philippe Dauman, as the head of Viacom.


    "So, if I can lead Paramount to success, even with my father's support for Philippe Dauman, I can persuade the shareholders to back me!" Shari added.


    Charles understood, "You mean you want Capet Pictures and Paramount to increase collaboration on movie projects?"


    Shari Redstone nodded, "Strengthen collaboration on new movie projects. Viacom's outdoor advertising and TV stations will benefit Capet!"


    Capet Pictures had collaborations with Viacom and CBS, like CBS and Paramount licensing their movie databases to Netflix for streaming. Capet also sold film and television rights to CBS's Showtime, free movie channels, and Viacom's cable TV channels.


    Charles shook his head, "TV stations and outdoor advertising aren't meaningful. You know how sought-after Capet's movie projects are. They can get loans from banks or hedge funds anytime!"


    If Shari Redstone were this naive, Charles seriously doubted her ability to compete against Sumner Redstone.


    "But if I'm in power, Viacom won't act against Capet, and Paramount, with its extensive film library, will be open to Capet. Isn't this cooperation enough?" Shari Redstone's expression suggested Charles was the one getting a good deal, so why was he still hesitating?


    Charles was stunned at first, then looked at Shari Redstone with some uncertainty. Did she understand the current situation of Hollywood's big seven movie companies?


    "This year, Capet Pictures has already grossed 1.2 billions in North American box office revenue, and by the time Twilight is off theaters, Capet's North American box office will surely exceed $1.5 billion. The overseas market has already reached 2 billions as well. Capet has established a relatively complete overseas distribution network in Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Oceania.


    Does Capet really need Paramount?" Charles couldn't believe Shari Redstone's high-handedness without grasping the situation.


    A mere Vice Chair had no real power, just the shares of the Redstone family. Charles had had some expectations of her.


    Now, she seemed just a mascot for Viacom.


    "Ma'am, perhaps you should at least connect with Paramount's top executives first, like Chairman Brad Grey and President Gail Berman, who joined in the last two or three years. Philippe Dauman doesn't understand film and TV production. If you can get Brad Grey and Gail Berman on your side, it will significantly benefit your control over Paramount!"


    Charles was exasperated. If you couldn't fight Sumner Redstone, at least try to tackle Philippe Dauman.


    Disney's Vice Chair Roy Disney, as Walt Disney's nephew and merely a mascot for Disney Group, with few shares, had also managed to oust Chairman Michael Eisner during Disney's slump.


    Shari Redstone was taken aback. Paramount's performance in recent years had been dismal except for the box office from DreamWorks Animation.


    Charles and Shari Redstone's meeting didn't last long, nor was it highly fruitful, but at least it gave Shari a direction.


    Infighting at Viacom's top level was constant, with various factions. After Tom Freston left, there was tension between the MTV faction and the old Viacom guard.


    Paramount's new chairman, Brad Grey, didn't want to get involved in the power struggles, but as Viacom's most crucial asset, both sides aimed to win over Paramount.


    Sumner Redstone's obsession had also cost Viacom and CBS many talented film and TV producers.


    After all, Tom Freston, who made MTV the global cable TV giant it was, had become a casualty of power games.


    Viacom was now witnessing a full-scale decline in its film and TV business. Did they still have the energy to fight Capet?


    When Charles left 555 Melrose Avenue, he felt the golden arch looked even more decayed!


  




  Chapter 445: The Show-Off Governor


  

    In December, Capet's Twilight had been released for ten days and raked in more than hundred million dollars at the North American box office. Everyone knew that Twilight was another massive hit.


    Given that the original author had already published four novels in the series, every movie executive and producer understood that Capet had another blockbuster franchise.


    Capet Pictures was pleased with its 2008 performance. However, the economic downturn caused by the U.S. financial crisis following the subprime mortgage crisis and the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers continued to wreak havoc on the nation.


    Adding to the woes, the largest financial fraud in history, the Madoff Ponzi scheme, had just erupted. Wall Street was in despair, U.S. manufacturing was shrinking, and the unemployment rate was skyrocketing.


    California's already high deficit made matters worse, and in early December, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger reluctantly declared a fiscal emergency in the state:


    When Schwarzenegger took office at the end of 2003, after the recall of former Governor Gray Davis, he inherited a $12 billion deficit in California.


    In 2004, Schwarzenegger issued over $15 billion in municipal bonds to get through difficult times, during which he enjoyed high approval ratings of over 65%, earning him global recognition as the "Governator."


    By the end of 2006, Schwarzenegger was re-elected with 56% of the vote. However, by this year, California's deficit had ballooned to $24 billion!


    "Looks like our environmentalist governor is in big trouble this time," Charles Capet and Arianna Huffington observed from the couch in Malibu's Zuma Point Estate as they watched Schwarzenegger's speech on economic improvements on TV.


    "He's even seeking federal government aid, asking them to provide credit guarantees for California to attract investment?" Arianna Huffington shook her head.


    "California's credit rating has plummeted to the worst in the nation," she continued. "Out of the three major rating agencies, Moody's and Fitch have downgraded California's ratings, and Standard & Poor's has placed the state on a watch list. This increase in bond issuing costs will only scare investors away!"


    Charles nodded and said with a smile, "The current California tax increase bill didn't pass. Now he wants federal guarantees. Why would the federal government agree?"


    In the U.S., the federal, state, and local governments follow a three-tier fiscal management system. Each establishes its own fiscal taxation system and specialized laws, assembles, approves, and executes its budget. Each level of government is responsible for its own matters within its jurisdiction.


    Legally, federal, state, and local governments are fiscally independent and do not interfere with each other. California's deficit and cash flow crisis resulted from its own fiscal conditions, and the federal government has no obligation to provide support.


    Arianna Huffington continued, "The federal government won't specifically support California, that would be unfair to other states!"


    After all, California had long been the wealthiest state in the U.S. With a prime geographic location, the south had Hollywood, the entertainment hub, and the north had Silicon Valley, the tech center. The west had sunshine, beaches, and ports, and the east had majestic mountains and forests, even deserts. The Mediterranean climate in the middle provided fertile, sprawling lands.


    In terms of entertainment, finance, technology, manufacturing, defense, and tourism, California was top-tier. Now, only its government was poor.


    Charles didn't mind. Arnold Schwarzenegger's approval ratings continued to drop, with environmental policies being his only notable achievement.


    He had aggressively promoted new energy, signing a series of environmental bills, including the Global Warming Solutions Act in September 2006.


    Additionally, due to California's advocacy, 16 states in the U.S. established stricter vehicle emission standards.


    "Selling some government assets won't solve the main problem," Charles said, supporting Schwarzenegger's decision to sell some government buildings. But selling famous properties like San Quentin State Prison or the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum from the former Olympics would never gain approval from the state legislature.


    Selling some government office buildings shouldn't be an issue. In a fiscal emergency, who would mind these things?


    "We picked a show-off for a governor," Arianna Huffington concluded.


    Charles just smiled. Wasn't he just a show-off governor?


    Moreover, Arnold Schwarzenegger was originally a Hollywood actor, and a superstar at that!


    Even his image as an environmental advocate was now being questioned by the media. The Los Angeles Times revealed that Schwarzenegger frequently used a private jet to commute between his Beverly Hills mansion in Los Angeles and the governor's office in Sacramento.


    The nearly three-hour flight emitted as much exhaust per hour as a small car would in an entire year!


    Didn't this undermine his righteous image of defending the environment and fighting climate change?


    "Alright, Charles, I have to go now. I'm meeting with Barbara Boxer in Oakland tomorrow to discuss matters in the House of Representatives," Arianna Huffington said as she left.


    "I already talked with Obama and several Democrats!" she continued while walking.


    Charles escorted Arianna Huffington to the door and reminded her, "You could leverage California's fiscal situation. It's crucial for Barbara Boxer to secure the Speaker of the House position.


    Also, Schwarzenegger will propose a high-speed rail between Los Angeles and San Francisco to strengthen connections between the economic centers of Northern and Southern California.


    The state legislature will definitely seek federal financial support for this project. Although it's a public undertaking, it could be used as a bargaining chip. The president can't approve the funding bill before Barbara Boxer becomes the Speaker of the House!"


    Arianna Huffington breathed out, smiled at Charles, nodded, and patted his shoulder, "If you ever get into politics, you'd surely have a bright future!"


    Then, Arianna Huffington left Charles's estate by car.


    "Me, in politics?" Charles shook his head. "There's nothing as interesting as what's behind the scenes!"


    Manipulating from behind the scenes was way more fun. No wonder some wealthy American families retained their influence for one or two centuries.


    Returning to the living room, Charles sat back on the couch and switched to another news channel. The economic downturn had led to increased layoffs, high unemployment rates, and accelerated social disorder.


    Suicides, robberies, shootings - this year, America was indeed having a tough time!


  




  Chapter 446: Universal Monster Series


  

    At the Roosevelt Hotel on Hollywood Boulevard, Universal Pictures held a media release for Angels & Demons.


    As a prequel to The Da Vinci Code, this Angels & Demons kept the novel's author, Dan Brown, as the producer, director Ron Howard, and starred Nicolas Cage as the male lead, with French actress Audrey Tautou as the female lead.


    The rights to The Da Vinci Code series were initially acquired by Capet Pictures, but the prequel Angels & Demons was sold to Universal Pictures.


    However, Charles Capet did not plan to continue developing Dan Brown's novel series. One Da Vinci Code movie had already done well enough.


    In a suite at the Roosevelt Hotel, Charles was cuddling Gal Gadot on the sofa. They were attending the Universal Pictures banquet.


    "Mmm," Gal Gadot straddled Charles's lap. After a kiss, she looked dreamily into his eyes.


    "Captain America: The First Avenger starts filming next March. I can stay in the U.S. for a long time," said Gal Gadot, who had already been announced as the female lead.


    "Haven't you been in the U.S. for a long time this year filming Fast & Furious 4?" Charles asked, with one hand on her waist and the other caressing her smooth, white thigh.


    Gal Gadot nodded, saying, "I should listen to you and stay in the U.S. longer. That way, I can better develop my acting career!"


    "Alright, it's time to head to the banquet," Charles said, patting her gently.


    "You go ahead, I need to touch up my makeup!" she replied.


    Then Charles went downstairs to the banquet hall hosted by Universal. When Ronald Meyer, the chairman of Universal, saw Charles, he came right over.


    "Charles, welcome!"


    "Hey, good afternoon, Ronald," Charles and Ronald Meyer hugged each other.


    The two chatted warmly like old friends, although Charles was actually not very familiar with Ronald Meyer.


    As one of the founders of CAA, Ronald Meyer had deep connections in Hollywood. After joining Universal, he was mainly responsible for the company's overall operations.


    "Capet Pictures is really impressive. This Twilight Saga has shown everyone how formidable you are!" Ronald said.


    Universal's performance this year was poor, with only Wanted slightly salvaging their reputation, grossing 135 millions in North America and 342 million globally. The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor barely broke even in North America, though it grossed $400 million globally, but its poor reviews ended the sequel series.


    "Doesn't Universal have a joint financing agreement with Relativity Media? Having someone help with funding is great!" Charles said while taking a sip of wine from a waiter's tray.


    Relativity Media's co-financing contracts with Universal and Sony-Columbia were quite significant.


    Ronald Meyer laughed, "Has Capet Pictures ever lacked movie investment funds?"


    Universal had big movies lined up for next year, like Angels & Demons, Public Enemies, and The Wolfman. Ronald Meyer was most optimistic about Angels & Demons, more than Fast & Furious 4.


    "Has Capet Pictures completed the new The Incredible Hulk?" Ronald Meyer and Charles sat down in a quiet area of the banquet hall.


    He inquired about the status of the Marvel character rights exchanged for Hulk.


    Charles nodded and said, "The filming is about done. We expect to finish all special effects scenes by April or May next year. The new The Incredible Hulk is scheduled for a Christmas release next year!"


    Ronald Meyer sighed. Now, Warner Bros. had support from DC Comics, and other studios had Marvel character movies as well.


    Sony-Columbia had the Spider-Man series and Ghost Rider. 20th Century Fox had the X-Men trilogy and the Fantastic Four duology, with X-Men Origins: Wolverine set for release next year.


    "It seems that Paramount's failure to secure a distribution deal for the Marvel movie series with Marvel Entertainment was a huge loss for them," Ronald Meyer said, clearly envious of Charles's foresight in acquiring Marvel Entertainment.


    Capet Entertainment's acquisition of Marvel Entertainment was even more impressive than Disney's purchase of Pixar!


    "Maybe it was all God's plan," Charles shook his head lightly. It was all in the past now.


    "I heard Fast & Furious 4 is being rebooted, and they're planning to shoot Fast & Furious 4 and Fast & Furious 5 back-to-back?" Charles asked.


    Ronald Meyer explained, "The company does plan to develop a new trilogy. After all, Tokyo Drift received terrible reviews. Fast & Furious 4 will follow up on 2 Fast 2 Furious and reunite the original cast. Vin Diesel will also be the producer for the new film. He suggested shooting Fast & Furious 4 and 5 back-to-back. But, we're still considering waiting to see Fast & Furious 4's box office performance before deciding!"


    Charles nodded. If Fast & Furious 4 met expectations, they would continue. If not, the series would be discontinued.


    While chatting, Charles noticed Emily Blunt at the banquet, immediately thinking of Universal's monster film The Wolfman!


    Back in the 1920s and 30s, Universal had constantly adapted folklore and Victorian literature monsters for the big screen, bringing many well-known monster characters to life.


    These included the Mummy, Dracula, Frankenstein's Monster, the Wolfman, the Invisible Man, and the Creature from the Black Lagoon. These monster movies made Universal a big player in B-movies for decades, hugely successful and influential in their time!


    Before the millennium, Universal remade the classic monster movie The Mummy, adding many modern cinematic elements, especially heavy investments in special effects, achieving great success.


    They followed up with The Mummy Returns, which was also a critical and commercial hit, making these low-cost B-movie monsters into a commercial IP.


    Universal continued with the high-budget Van Helsing in 2004, but it only managed to gross 125 millions in North America and $300 million worldwide.


    Now, even though The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor was not a huge success, it wasn't a total failure either.


    This time, with the high-budget The Wolfman, Charles sensed Universal's ambitions. Could they be planning a "Dark Universe" already?


  




  Chapter 447: Seven or Six Major Studios


  

    "Emily, when did you get to Los Angeles?" In a small meeting room at the Roosevelt Hotel, Charles held Emily Blunt and looked out at Hollywood Boulevard below.


    "I just got here two days ago, my lord. After finishing the shooting of Sherlock Holmes, we started filming The Wolfman. Recently, we've had to reshoot some scenes for Universal's The Wolfman to match the movie's special effects," Emily Blunt said, kissing Charles on the cheek.


    "Oh, my lord?" Charles chuckled. Was Emily Blunt still hooked on their British royalty role-playing from last time?


    "Nothing much, just missed you a lot," Charles said as he kissed her neck while holding her.


    "Really, you miss me? You have plenty of women around you," Emily Blunt teasingly stroked Charles.


    "Hey, I'm just busy with work. With the global financial crisis, I have to be responsible for the livelihood of thousands of employees," Charles smiled, then looked out at the Hollywood nightscape. The shining Hollywood sign on the hill was as prominent as ever.


    Emily Blunt hugged Charles's waist and reminded him, "Your Arsenal club is doing really well; you should go check it out!"


    "In the winter transfer window in January, I will go to London," Charles replied, also planning to form a soccer team, Miami FC, in Miami, with Arsenal's assistance.


    Emily Blunt nodded, "I'll find you in a couple of days; I have some work to handle."


    "Of course. Let's go back to the banquet hall; this is also a chance to expand your connections!" Charles said, preparing to lead Emily Blunt back to the reception.


    ...


    At this moment, in the banquet hall, Donna Langley was talking to Ronald Meyer about the ongoing situation at Universal.


    "Capet's new membership brings Hollywood back to the seven major studios model!" Ronald Meyer noted, seeing Donna Langley's impressive position. Originally considered the next president of Universal, she had chosen Capet instead.


    Listening to Ronald Meyer, Donna Langley hinted, "Maybe soon, Hollywood will be back to six major studios again!"


    Ronald Meyer understood what Donna Langley implied. General Electric was preparing to sell NBC Universal Entertainment, and Capet was definitely a contender. Unless any of the other six Hollywood media groups stepped in to buy it, Hollywood would once again have six major studios.


    Ronald Meyer smiled, "Maybe we will be colleagues again soon."


    After chatting briefly, Donna Langley ran into her old friend Adam Ferguson.


    "Adam, Universal seems to have quite a few new movie projects. There's the Iraq War film Green Zone with Matt Damon, a $100 million blockbuster; the medieval European epic Robin Hood featuring Russell Crowe and Cate Blanchett with a $200 million budget. Ambitious!"


    Donna Langley and Adam Ferguson, having worked together for many years, spoke candidly.


    Adam Ferguson smiled, "I'm quite excited about the big-budget, special effects-laden remake of The Wolfman; Capet's Sherlock Holmes also has a Victorian flair and is set for next fall!"


    Donna Langley smiled and shook her head, "Sherlock Holmes's release has been delayed to the first quarter of the year after next."


    Capet postponed the release of Sherlock Holmes due to tight timelines, and they had a packed movie schedule for the following year. Unlike Universal's The Wolfman, which began preparation in 2007 and initially set for release this year but was delayed due to various reasons like the writer's strike, Universal had pushed it to February next year. Now, because of more reshoots, Donna Langley doubted it would meet the November deadline.


    Adam Ferguson quickly thought of Capet's next year's projects: sequels like Iron Man 2, Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen, and The Twilight Saga: New Moon, not to mention Marvel's new The Incredible Hulk.


    "Wow," Adam Ferguson let out a sigh. "Capet's films are no joke!"


    In 2007, Capet Pictures grossed over $1 billion in the North American market, and this year was set to be over 1.5 billion dollars. Meanwhile, Universal was struggling to reach $800 million. Looking at just these films, Capet was poised to hit another 1.5 billion at the box office next year.


    "Donna, Capet is leaving other studios in the dust. Maybe Warner Bros. is the only one that can compete," Adam Ferguson mused. Universal and Capet seemed to be pulling further apart each year.


    Donna Langley chuckled and glanced at Nicolas Cage nearby, "Capet stopped adapting Dan Brown's novels; does Universal have any plans?"


    Adam Ferguson shook his head, "We'll decide after seeing the performance of Angels & Demons."


    Disney adapted C.S. Lewis's two Narnia books, The Lion, Witch, and the Wardrobe and Prince Caspian, and then announced they would halt further adaptations, similar to Capet's approach.


    ...


    Elsewhere, Charles talked to Nicolas Cage about National Treasure 3, since last Christmas's National Treasure: Book of Secrets had grossed 450 million dollars worldwide. Disney already announced plans for the third film.


    "Jerry Bruckheimer is busy, and the script for the third one isn't easy to write. I'm still waiting for updates from Disney!" Despite recent bankruptcy woes, Cage was confident about Angels & Demons, especially since The Da Vinci Code had netted him at least $45 million.


    "I agree. The first two National Treasure films had tight plots. The third definitely needs more historical depth, making it hard to write," Charles agreed. Original scripts are challenging.


    "Alright, looking forward to your performance," Charles said as he hugged Nicolas Cage and prepared to leave the hotel.


    "See you, Charles!"


  




  Chapter 448: Face-to-Face Confrontation


  

    "Universal is really going downhill," Charles thought as he left the Roosevelt Hotel. He pondered Universal's upcoming new movie projects and realized that aside from the Fast & Furious series, there wasn't much else worth noting.


    Relativity Media's influence in its collaboration with Universal was increasing, taking up to 75% investment in some films.


    Award season brought the release of more Oscar-aspiring art films and dramas. Capet Pictures' co-production of The Reader had its premiere in New York.


    In the Capet office in Burbank, Charles leaned back in his chair, looking over recent movie lists.


    "Frost/Nixon is a political biographical drama focusing on the Watergate scandal. Our film The Reader is centered on a difficult and scandalous romance," Phyllis Jones said, voicing her thoughts.


    "These two movies are a shoo-in for Oscar nominations for Best Picture!"


    Charles suddenly asked, "Is the rule change for Best Picture nominations starting next year?"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Yes, from next year, the number of Best Picture nominees will increase from 5 to 10. Which means, in early 2010, the number of Best Picture nominations will double!"


    "Those committee members really know how to change things up," Charles said, recalling how the Oscar committee had been planning reforms earlier that year.


    "Slumdog Millionaire has now earned over $60 million at the North American box office. The financial crisis has made this optimistic underdog story a morale boost for those experiencing economic hardship. With the word-of-mouth set, we can keep pushing our PR efforts, increase screenings after Golden Globe and Oscar nominations, and then release the DVD!"


    Charles felt good about having The Wrestler slated for release the day before Christmas, making Capet's award contenders competitive.


    Phyllis Jones reminded her boss, "Warner Bros. and Paramount's collaboration Benjamin Button is also getting lots of buzz. It's adapted from a short fantasy novel by F. Scott Fitzgerald!"


    F. Scott Fitzgerald, one of the greatest writers of the 1920s, authored The Great Gatsby, a classic of American modernist literature.


    Charles shook his head, smiling, "David Fincher directed it, so it's a strong competitor."


    "Without Harvey Weinstein, the Oscars feel like they're missing something," Charles sighed and asked, "Where did Harvey Weinstein go?"


    Phyllis Jones shook her head, "He faced lawsuits with huge compensations, sold his shares in Weinstein Company amid the financial crisis, and declared bankruptcy. Also, the new investor in Weinstein Company is Soros Strategic Media."


    Charles squinted, "Him again?"


    Previously, when Paramount acquired DreamWorks, George Soros was the buyer for DreamWorks' library of 60 live-action films to raise funds.


    Those Jews sure stick together!


    "Now, Bob Weinstein is managing Weinstein Company, focusing primarily on horror, gore, and violent B-movies, abandoning the previous awards-centric approach," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "Forget it, he can't stir up much anymore," Charles waved his hand. "What's the situation with Viacom? Sumner Redstone has any new moves?" 


    Recently, Capet Entertainment has faced increasing negative reporting, making Charles frown. From movie criticisms to personal gossip, the bad press was piling up.


    This made Charles feel annoyed, like he was being punched!


    "Well, MTV and CBS News have given our movies some biased reviews. Most of the bad press is coming from there!"


    "Biased!" Charles immediately knew they were targeting Capet; biased barely covered it.


    "Do we have any ads or deals with CBS or Viacom?"


    "Very few. We only have The Twilight Saga cooperating a lot with MTV. MTV focuses on teen entertainment, which fits Twilight well."


    Charles shook his head, "MTV's ratings have dropped a lot. Young people are more interested in YouTube. Spread the word, Capet Pictures' films won't participate in the MTV Movie Awards anymore. We'll focus on the Teen Choice Awards. 


    Also, tell Capet Records to leak that Capet artists like Taylor Swift, Katy Perry, Lady Gaga, and Britney Spears will all skip the next year's MTV awards (VMA) ceremony.


    These artists are Grammy-nominated. MTV dares to mess with me?"


    Additionally, Michael Jackson, ever since being humiliated by MTV's music festival in 2002, never attended any MTV events.


    It seemed Britney Spears was involved in that incident too!


    Charles wanted to bring Michael Jackson into opposing MTV as well.


    "By the way, Capet TV's Gossip Girl Season 3 will renegotiate ad shares with CW TV next year." Charles was already upset with Sumner Redstone's aggressive tactics and intended to fight back in low ways.


    No one would back down; it's all about content now.


    Currently, the advantage was with Capet Entertainment.


    Phyllis Jones widened her eyes, "Boss, are you going for a head-to-head confrontation?"


    This was a direct retaliation against MTV TV and CBS, indeed. CW TV was formed from a CBS and Warner TV merger.


    Gossip Girl was CW TV's ratings ace, given their target audience was teenagers.


    If Charles wanted, he didn't mind buying out the Gossip Girl series contract with CW. Networks like Fox, ABC, or NBC would no doubt eagerly seek cooperation.


    "Also, for Capet Pictures' movie pay-TV rights, prioritize HBO, Starz!, and Bravo, and put CBS's Showtime last!"


    Charles had a naturally bad temper, and since Sumner Redstone wanted to play, they'd have fun amid the financial crisis.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, but she wondered how long this war would last.


  




  Chapter 449: Jackson and MTV


  

    In Britney Spears' villa in Hollywood Hills, Charles hugged the girl on the sofa and asked about Michael Jackson.


    "You mean the 2002 MTV Video Music Awards?" Britney Spears was a bit surprised.


    At the end of August that year, the awards ceremony was held at New York's Radio City Music Hall. MTV called Michael Jackson beforehand and told him he had won the Artist of the Millennium Award, hoping he would attend the ceremony.


    Britney Spears was the host who presented the Millennium Artist Award. After introducing, she invited Michael Jackson to the stage.


    Coincidentally, it was Michael Jackson's birthday that day. The staff brought out a birthday cake with a fake Millennium Artist trophy on it.


    Michael Jackson naturally assumed it was his award and started giving an acceptance speech, thanking God, his parents, and so on.


    After several minutes of thanking, Britney Spears then presented the actual Millennium Artist Award to the real recipient, making Michael Jackson a laughingstock for everyone.


    "I really thought Michael knew it was a joke," Britney Spears explained, "I always thought it was supposed to be a performance show put on by Michael and MTV together. Only after the ceremony, when Michael announced he wouldn't attend any MTV events, did I realize the truth.


    However, Michael must have felt extremely embarrassed on stage. MTV must have told him in advance that he was the winner, otherwise, he wouldn't have given an acceptance speech the moment he appeared!"


    After all, Britney had followed the organizer's instructions to invite Michael Jackson on stage without ever mentioning the winner.


    To make matters worse, the next year MTV hired comedian Jack Black to exaggeratedly imitate the previous year's Michael Jackson.


    Not only was the background music Michael Jackson's song, the actor was dressed like Michael Jackson from the previous year, and even the acceptance speech included words from Michael Jackson.


    The impersonator moonwalked onto the stage and intentionally tripped, and the host said, "This isn't your award."


    The impersonator replied, "Don't take it away from me!"


    Charles hadn't paid much attention earlier, as his first MTV appearance was in the summer of 2004. After that, he met Britney Spears.


    "MTV probably forgot who started the VMAs, huh?" Charles shook his head. Michael Jackson was the first person to integrate a storyline into a music video; he could be considered the founder. Thriller was the first.


    Released in 1983, Thriller saw MTV establish the VMAs the next year to award Thriller.


    Additionally, Thriller was the first black song played on MTV. Before that, MTV only played white artists' songs.


    Michael Jackson was undeniably significant to the global development of MTV music, not only promoting black culture but also leaving an indelible mark on the history of world pop music!


    Charles looked at Britney Spears in his arms and reminded her, "Remember to tell the truth in your next interview, MTV screwed up."


    Britney, not one to oppose Charles, nodded, "I just got a message from the company, they say we should not attend the MTV ceremonies anymore. 


    Taylor Swift, Katy Perry are excellent singer-songwriters, and so is Lady Gaga! This year, including me, several female singers from Capet Records released albums, and the sales were pretty good. We're bound to win something at the VMAs. Not going will definitely have an impact."


    Charles nodded, "Don't worry, the company's got your back, MTV's not a big deal. The company is also in talks with Michael Jackson to sign a record contract. Who knows, Michael Jackson might be part of Capet Records soon!"


    "I hear you. I'll casually mention Michael Jackson's embarrassment during my next interview," Britney said, hugging Charles' neck.


    "Charles, it's been a while since I've seen you. Let's go on a vacation to the Caribbean!"


    Charles smiled, squeezing the girl, "Do you have time for a vacation? You're releasing an album and going on tour, it's almost Christmas, don't you have a lot of business activities?"


    "I have time, just have my manager cancel some unnecessary events," Britney said, leaning in for a kiss.


    "Let me think about it, I might be busy recently," Charles said after kissing her.


    After all, this was a head-on confrontation with Viacom, and Capet had to be ready for any moves from them!


    Though Britney knew some insider information and her manager had reminded her, she trusted Charles.


    Then, Britney lowered her head.


    "Ow," Charles shivered, "Darling, what are you doing?"


    "Mmm, you're thinking, I'm working here," Britney mumbled.


    Charles, leaning on the sofa, stroked her golden hair and whispered, "In a few days, let's spend three days on a Caribbean island, you need to relax!"


    "Mmm... mmm," Britney mumbled in response.


    ...


    Meanwhile, in an office on Beverly Drive, Evelyn Capet put down the phone, looking worried.


    "Capet Pictures made a move; Charles' PR must fully cooperate with Capet Entertainment. I don't want to see any negative news about Charles," Evelyn told her assistant.


    The assistant nodded, "Mr. Capet has great resources, with numerous partnerships with TV stations, magazines, and newspapers. Moreover, Capet Entertainment's collaboration with Google is getting closer, and they hold stakes in Twitter and are shareholders of Facebook. News about Mr. Capet won't be released easily!"


    Evelyn nodded, "Make sure the artists know not to say anything they shouldn't."


    Evelyn hadn't expected her son to have such a big temper, retaliating through movies, television, and music.


    It was a financial crisis now. Capet Entertainment's performance couldn't compare to Viacom's. Without Gossip Girl, how would the CW's ratings fare?


    Britney leading female singers to ditch MTV would also hurt the network significantly!


  




  Chapter 450: Stabilize the Damned Stock Price


  

    "I knew that the award wasn't meant for Michael; I thought he was just invited as a presenter," Britney Spears said in an interview after her performance at the Los Angeles Open Air Theater. When asked about Michael Jackson's comeback concert next year, she added, "After all, Michael is an idol to countless people, including me..."


    The 2002 VMAs insulted Michael Jackson, which made numerous Jackson fans furious. Michael Jackson had taken a break for a few years due to child molestation allegations, but his massive fan base remained powerful.


    Early on, since Britney Spears was a Sony artist and the conflict between Michael Jackson and Sony was widely known, coupled with Britney's own negative news, the incident was rarely mentioned at the time.


    Now, under Charles Capet's behind-the-scenes planning over the past few years, Britney Spears had evolved from merely flaunting her sexuality into a true diva. After joining Capet Records, she became the top artist at the company. Even newcomers like Taylor Swift and Lady Gaga admired her.


    Soon, the media dug up the old feud between MTV and Michael Jackson, with Capet adding fuel to the fire by pointing fingers at MTV.


    In Burbank, at Charles Capet's office, Evelyn poured herself a glass of whiskey, took a sip, and looked at Charles. "Michael Jackson and MTV are like oil and water; he hasn't attended any MTV-related events for six years. Aren't you worried that having Britney say these things will affect Michael Jackson?"


    Charles shrugged. "Affect what? Does he not have an opinion about MTV? I'm helping him vent, and haven't you noticed that AEG Live is stirring things up too? It helps promote Michael's concert next year!"


    Charles then asked, "How does Michael feel about our offer? Is he still unsatisfied?"


    Evelyn shook her head. "I don't know. He said he just wants to complete this tour perfectly, offering fans a fantastic experience in terms of health, stage design, and overall performance."


    "You met with Shari Redstone before; didn't you strike a deal?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles shook his head and said, "No deal. I thought Shari Redstone would have some power, but she was just a pawn used against Sumner Redstone. We need to wait for Sumner Redstone to step down from management."


    "Given Sumner Redstone's age, he shouldn't have much energy left to manage the company," Evelyn remarked, not believing an 85-year-old man could still be vigorous.


    "The older, the more stubborn," Charles said, curling his lips. He continued, "Viacom and CBS stocks have already dropped significantly this year; their debt ratio is rising, and they just lost DreamWorks. Next year, without Steven Spielberg's DreamWorks, Paramount's live-action films will definitely take a hit!"


    "MTV and Paramount are the core assets of Viacom, and CW is one of CBS's core assets. You've specifically targeted MTV and CW quite well," Evelyn noted.


    "Oh, did we secure the adaptation rights to the bestselling series The Vampire Diaries by American author L.J. Smith?" Charles asked.


    Evelyn nodded. "Capet Television is already preparing for production!"


    The conflict between Capet and Viacom extended from newspapers to movies, music to television, covering more and more areas. Capet Television adapted L.J. Smith's bestselling series into a teen fantasy drama, The Vampire Diaries, ending negotiations with CBS and instead moving to Disney's ABC. The globally popular Gossip Girl, produced by Capet Television, was also planning to halt the third season premiere on CBS.


    Judy McGrath, current MTV president, and Paramount president Brad Grey headed to Viacom president Philippe Dauman's office together.


    "Now, Michael Jackson and Britney Spears' fans are expressing their dissatisfaction with MTV. Along with other artists who already had issues with MTV, young artists from Capet Records like Taylor Swift and Lady Gaga are also giving us the cold shoulder. Taylor Swift, Lady Gaga, and Katy Perry are supposed to be next year's VMA stars, but it looks like they might not even attend!" Judy McGrath stared angrily at Philippe Dauman. 


    As a member close to Tom Freston, she was already displeased with Philippe Dauman for taking the CEO position at MTV amidst declining performance.


    Now, because Philippe Dauman let Viacom suppress Capet, they're facing backlash, making MTV's situation increasingly awkward!


    "Judy, there are so many excellent artists worldwide. Without Capet's artists, how much can it really affect us?" Philippe Dauman said, frowning.


    Judy McGrath laughed. "Do you know how many fans Michael Jackson and Britney Spears together have? Newly emerging country pop princess Taylor Swift has already sold more than 6 million albums domestically with just two records. Katy Perry and Lady Gaga's new albums this year have both surpassed 4 million sales; these are just newcomers!"


    Soon, CBS chairman Les Moonves entered, looking at the group and reminding them, "On CBS's end, Time Warner is quite unhappy with our conflict with Capet. Capet Television has already ended negotiations for The Vampire Diaries premiere on CBS next year. Now, they also want to stop Gossip Girl's third season from airing on CBS. Moreover, Capet Television's Family Sitcom Modern Family previously discussed with CBS has shifted to NBC. Capet's production quality is evident to everyone; shows like Prison Break, Mad Men, The Big Bang Theory, and Gossip Girl have proven ratings. Even their reality show Keeping Up with the Kardashians saw explosive viewership!"


    "Whether it's Viacom or CBS, we need to stabilize the damn stock price," Les Moonves said, glancing at Philippe Dauman. "We need to talk to Mr. Redstone; it's bad for all of us if this keeps up!"


  




  Chapter 451: The Bonds Island


  

    In the Caribbean, the Bahamas, Charles brought Britney to Paradise Island near the capital Nassau to stay at the Atlantis Resort.


    The warm climate, blue sky, and sea seemed to make Charles forget his work troubles.


    "Sweetheart, check out this island, it's called Bonds Island. It's in the northern Bahamas, only 120 miles from the coast of Florida, with an area of about 700 acres.


    There are 5 beaches on the island, 3 saltwater lakes, a private resort villa hotel, a marina, and even an airport runway!" Charles said while holding Britney Spears in a bikini and flipping through the information about Bonds Island.


    "A private island, 12.5 million dollars," Britney saw the introduction. "You thinking about buying it?"


    Charles nodded. Previously, he had bought a private island in the Philippines, but it was too far, so he gave it to Gao Yuanyuan to manage.


    "Let's buy it. The price is decent, and next time we vacation, we can go directly to our own island. It's more private," Britney said casually. She didn't mind, as money wasn't an issue for her, and she had been investing heavily in real estate and AC Capital.


    Charles rubbed his chin, thinking of transforming Bonds Island into a vacation paradise with luxury hotels and private villas, catering to wealthy clients for top-notch enjoyment and super privacy. Perfect!


    "Alright, let others handle it. Let's just enjoy sunbathing on the beach," Britney Spears said, not wanting to think too much as she had been relentlessly pursued by reporters recently.


    Charles nodded; he'd leave it to Amelia.


    ...


    While Charles and Britney were enjoying the sunshine and beach of the Caribbean, Hollywood wasn't so tranquil.


    Twilight, which was raking in box office earnings, got more negative reviews: melodramatic plot, the main leads' vacant expressions, lack of chemistry between actors, and over-reliance on extreme close-up shots to compensate for the main leads' thin emotions.


    Entertainment Weekly's Owen Gleiberman rated Twilight as a B movie. He thought the atmosphere was decent but considered it an emotionally intense film with mundane plot development, making the storyline feel boring.


    Slumdog Millionaire, awash with praise, also didn't escape criticism. Some said the movie didn't offer any surprises, and most people could predict the ending within the first ten minutes.


    Moreover, there was a discussion among critics about why Slumdog Millionaire was rated PG-13 and not R-rated, arguing that its tense tone and unsettling scenes might affect younger viewers.


    The recently released art film The Reader also didn't get away unscathed. Meanwhile, Sumner Redstone attended a few Hollywood committee meetings.


    He was determined to see Paramount stand on the Oscars stage in the next Academy Awards, aiming to suppress Capet Pictures.


    But when Paramount Chairman Brad Grey left Sumner Redstone's estate in Beverly Hills, his face showed even more worry.


    At 555 Melrose Avenue, in Paramount's headquarters, President Gail Berman and CEO Brad Grey sat on the couch, frowning.


    "Although The Curious Case of Benjamin Button is good, it's tough to win the Oscar for Best Picture unless we spend a fortune on PR," said Gail Berman, who joined Paramount in early last year. She had just experienced Paramount leaving the UIP (Universal International Pictures) and forming its international distribution network, only to then face DreamWorks' departure.


    Now, they were up against the powerhouse Capet Pictures, whose success was known to everyone.


    After acquiring Marvel Entertainment, Marvel Comics had exploded with life under Charles' leadership.


    "Mr. Redstone gave the order," Brad Grey said helplessly. "After this, we should discuss it with Warner Bros. After all, we jointly distribute this film!"


    Gail Berman nodded. "Paramount is the North American distributor for The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, while Warner Bros. handles international markets. Warner Bros. won't be too focused on the Oscars."


    "Warner Bros. already made a killing with The Dark Knight this year!" Brad Grey added. "We finally made peace with Tom Cruise, but the script for Mission: Impossible 4 is still being revised. After Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull, we have no big hit series left!"


    Brad Grey was exasperated just thinking about Capet's Marvel series IP and the Transformers series.


    Moreover, Capet Pictures managed to develop the Twilight series, which was initially considered unpromising. The adaptation rights for the novel were first held by Temple Hill Entertainment. They planned to develop it with Paramount, but then gave up.


    Now, Capet developed it into a blockbuster IP!


    Gail Berman stood up and reminded directly, "G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra is also based on Hasbro toys. Although G.I. Joe isn't as widely popular as Transformers, it's still well-loved.


    Now, we should focus on next year's big releases. Besides G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra, there's also Land of the Lost, a sci-fi adventure film remake of the same-named series with over a hundred million dollar investment."


  




  Chapter 452: Setback?


  

    Los Angeles, Century City, in a cafe near the headquarters of 20th Century Fox.


    Rupert Murdoch smiled and said, "I heard you went on vacation to the Bahamas. Didn't expect you'd be back in just a week?"


    Charles took a sip of coffee, "Yeah, I bought a private island, planning to turn it into a private resort."


    "Is that so?" Rupert Murdoch chuckled. He then said, "Lately, it seems like you and Sumner Redstone have had some disagreements."


    Charles shook his head, smiling, "It's just normal Hollywood competition." 


    "The Hollywood pie is only so big. If someone gets a bigger piece, others will get smaller ones. If you can't keep up with the times, you face obsolescence." 


    "Just like the already bankrupt RKO Pictures, or MGM nowadays, right?"


    Rupert Murdoch nodded, "Ever since Viacom acquired Paramount, my struggles with Sumner Redstone began. Then, Barry Diller helped News Corp. establish FOX TV, and Sumner's Viacom acquired CBS. There's competition in movies, TV, advertising, publishing - all fronts. Sumner Redstone is not someone easy to compromise with."


    "What do you mean?" Charles sensed that Rupert Murdoch had more to say. 


    'Viacom's cable networks are getting hit by the internet. Paramount lacks capital support, losing market share without DreamWorks' content. Is there any chance Capet Pictures could fail?'


    Charles couldn't see it. Capet Pictures' current IP value was immeasurable, while Paramount was stumbling like an old man, struggling to move.


    "Until MPAA declares Capet Pictures an official member, nothing is set in stone!" Rupert Murdoch said, standing up and patting Charles on the shoulder. "Sumner Redstone is lobbying Washington to replace Dan Glickman."


    Charles was startled, watching Rupert Murdoch leave. Was someone really trying to replace MPAA's CEO Dan Glickman?


    "Does this mean Paramount doesn't agree for Capet to become an official member?"


    Things already decided could still be overturned? Universal, 20th Century Fox, Paramount, and Columbia - these four votes were supposed to be solid.


    Rupert Murdoch convinced Paramount.


    Rupert Murdoch shook his head, "Sumner won't deny something agreed upon. Capet did pass MPAA's internal assessment and vote. The MPAA chairman can extend Capet's candidate membership if needed. Delaying Capet's official membership by a year or two is no big deal!"


    When Charles left Century City, he was visibly upset. Capet's official MPAA membership was supposed to be confirmed, just waiting for the announcement in January.


    Now, things were messed up. Charles had long known that businessmen could be shameless, and now he truly understood the meaning of the word.


    He immediately called Dan Glickman, and the far-away Washington, D.C.-based CEO discreetly indicated that apart from Sony Columbia and Universal, the other four companies supported Paramount's proposal.


    Rupert Murdoch did help Charles become a member, just two years late.


    "Oh, old friend, our Hollywood golden boy must be pretty upset, huh?" Sumner Redstone spoke over the phone from his villa sofa.


    "Sumner, was that really necessary? We initially agreed to it," Rupert Murdoch was on the other end, smiling as well.


    Although the original deal with Charles was to safely navigate through Harvey Weinstein's storm,


    Rupert Murdoch pulled Sumner Redstone together to support Capet's membership, but Capet's development was astonishing.


    "Rupert, we've known each other long enough. I understand you, and you understand me. You know how strong Capet's momentum is. If he becomes an official member, his influence will be different. It'll be even harder to stop him later," Sumner Redstone had been competing with Rupert Murdoch for years, fully understanding his intentions.


    "From what I know of Charles, he won't back down. Even if we stop him this time, he'll go all out to acquire NBCUniversal. Then he'll have the seat anyway," Rupert Murdoch sighed.


    Rupert Murdoch was teaming up with Sumner Redstone to break the deal, but he still informed Charles in advance, not wanting to sever ties completely.


    "Acquiring NBCUniversal?" Sumner Redstone fell silent because he didn't have the capacity to join in. Viacom and CBS's plummeting stock price and rising debt left him overwhelmed.


    He didn't have the energy or resources to get involved. Apart from Capet Entertainment, all of Hollywood felt the pressure from the financial crisis.


    Capet hadn't accepted piecemeal investment funds. Their films found success through high-value pre-sale international contracts and loans from banks and investment institutions.


    "Comcast, AT&T, Verizon, and these telecom and internet companies are also interested in Hollywood assets. It won't be that easy for Capet!"


    Though Sumner Redstone was reluctant to admit it, he knew Charles Capet's weight in Hollywood and his allure to film studio shareholders.


    "Alright, now Paramount, 20th Century Fox, Warner Bros., and Disney are jointly pressuring Dan Glickman. If he doesn't want to be replaced by Washington, he has no choice but to delay Capet's official membership!"


    Rupert Murdoch, sitting in his study, finished his call with Sumner Redstone and began contemplating.


    Even though News Corp. acquired Dow Jones Group this summer, its main asset was the Wall Street Journal.


    With the newspaper business in decline and the financial crisis impacting stock prices, News Corp. was looking for a buyer for the Dow Jones Index.


    20th Century Fox was making big moves too. James Cameron's Avatar was set to release next year.


    Avatar's production cost was astronomical, not to mention marketing expenses reaching crazy heights.


    Because of this, 20th Century Fox's financial burden was significantly reduced, thanks to two external PE firms covering over 60% of the total cost.


    News Corp. owned TV networks and newspapers, allowing them to juggle huge marketing expenses internally.


  




  Chapter 453: Definitely Not Compromising


  

    Burbank, Los Angeles, Capet Headquarters, in Charles' Office.


    Donna Langley looked at Charles helplessly and reminded him, "At this point, the competition is already out in the open. Mr. Sumner Redstone has really done his utmost!"


    Now, the higher-ups at Capet Pictures knew they wouldn't become MPAA members next year.


    "Charles, should we talk to Mr. Redstone? There's still a chance to turn things around. After all, he was convinced by Mr. Rupert Murdoch, and it really is a bit untrustworthy," Donna Langley suggested. Becoming an MPAA member was really beneficial for movie ratings.


    Slumdog Millionaire was initially rated R by MPAA when Capet Pictures reported it.


    But Sony Columbia's big film, Hancock, had even more explicit content and still got a PG-13 rating.


    Later, they struck a deal with Rupert Murdoch, replacing MGM as the seventh official MPAA member, and Slumdog Millionaire was immediately reclassified as PG-13.


    MPAA, as the rule-maker of the American movie rating system, prioritized maximizing benefits for its members!


    "Hah! I don't think MPAA can resist the allure of hundreds of millions in annual membership dues. Independent film studios barely make that much in net income yearly. Who'd be willing to spend millions annually just for membership?" Charles was quite frustrated. These guys just flip the table when they can't win.


    It wasn't just Sumner Redstone; Rupert Murdoch's shamelessness was also clear to Charles. He definitely believed Murdoch was backing Redstone.


    "Sumner Redstone wants me to back down? That's impossible. I'll find some time to visit Washington D.C. in a few days and speak with Dan Glickman," Charles said as he stood up.


    "The next strategy is to go all out in acquiring NBC Universal under General Electric!"


    If Capet Pictures couldn't become an official member, they'd buy Universal and directly become an AA member.


    Donna Langley nodded and said, "The General Electric board is still discussing the feasibility of selling NBC Universal."


    "Alright, I've already consulted with BNP Paribas and Bank of America. They're supporting our acquisition of NBC Universal. Also, BlackRock and Fidelity Investments, they're all helping hands," Charles had also contacted Middle Eastern investors, but the resistance from Jewish capital was immense and became a hindrance instead.


    Jewish capital was deeply rooted in Hollywood, owning shares in large film studios and TV stations.


    Plus, Wall Street hedge funds were 80% Jewish capital influenced. Commercial banks like JPMorgan Chase and First Citi had significant Jewish capital influence.


    Previously, all five major American investment banks had Jewish capital backing, with Lehman Brothers and Goldman Sachs almost acting as their spokespersons.


    Now, with the five major investment banks gone, Jewish capital was expanding its influence in commercial banks. America was originally an Anglo-Saxon and Jewish capital alliance that ruled.


    Jewish capital was strong in hedge funds, investment banking, and Hollywood media marketing but Anglo-Saxon capital still dominated in commercial banks, public utilities, telecommunications, insurance, and heavy industry energy sectors!


    Jewish capital also "suffered heavy losses" in this financial crisis, with the fall of the five major investment banks. Even the heavily controlled insurance giant AIG faced bankruptcy risk.


    Among America's four major news agencies: Associated Press, United Press International, Bloomberg, and International News Service, Bloomberg was entirely a mouthpiece for Jewish capital.


    Capet Entertainment was fully independent of Jewish capital in Hollywood's media power, earning the support of Anglo-Saxon capital. As Jewish power grew stronger within the alliance, Anglo-Saxon capital had to regain its ground.


    The two major capitals aimed to control the world, but competition was inevitable in their cooperation. Charles, being of French descent, wasn't part of the Anglo-Saxon race but was even further from Jewish connections.


    Yet, Charles was a native American capital that had grown up within local forces, naturally close to American native interests!


    In the future, the Capet capital empire would undoubtedly have complex interwoven capital forces. But as long as Charles Capet was in charge, his will would always be the direction for the Capet Empire's development.


    In the evening, Emily Blunt attended the premiere of Sunshine Cleaning at Capet's Round Theater on Sunset Boulevard before joining Charles in his car to head to Dume Cove Mansion in Malibu.


    "Charles, have you been visiting the Capet Mansion in Beverly Hills less often recently?" Emily Blunt asked with a smile.


    Charles nodded, "I've been followed by more paparazzi lately, so I visit the Capet Mansion less frequently."


    Not only that, Charles now often went out alone to minimize the commotion for some peace.


    "Christmas is coming, and Los Angeles is getting more lively," Emily Blunt noted, seeing many people decorating Christmas trees.


    "Still more than ten days to go. Are you planning to head back to England?" Charles asked as they arrived at Dume Cove Mansion, sitting on the couch together.


    "I'll at least go back for half a month and then prepare for shooting Gulliver's Travels. I've signed a contract with 20th Century Fox," Emily Blunt explained.


    Gulliver's Travels is one of the 18th-century British satirical literary masterpieces by Jonathan Swift, a fantastical adventure novel.


    20th Century Fox seemed to be on a streak with fantasy adventure themes, including Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief, Gulliver's Travels, and taking over Disney's work, The Chronicles of Narnia: The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, all set for production!


    "Jack Black in a big-budget fantasy movie? That's a joke. Even Jim Carrey's big name couldn't save Lemony Snicket's A Series of Unfortunate Events from flopping," Charles shook his head.


    20th Century Fox was quite bold. Charles wasn't optimistic about their upcoming Night at the Museum: Battle of the Smithsonian. Jack Black, Owen Wilson, and Ben Stiller, members of Hollywood's so-called Frat Pack, only had value in mid-to-low-budget films.


    Capet would never see a major project worth over a hundred million dollars led by Frat Pack members!


    "So, do you have a good script that I can work on? I'll definitely meet your expectations!" Emily Blunt asked, eyes full of enthusiasm.


    "Let me think about it," Charles replied. He had high hopes for Emily Blunt, even above Keira Knightley!


  




  Chapter 454: Wild Imagination


  

    Charles felt very confident about Emily Blunt's acting skills and quickly thought of the supporting role in Black Swan being suitable for her.


    Very soon, Charles brought the adapted script of Black Swan back to the Malibu Dume Corner Estate and handed it to Emily Blunt.


    "It's the screenplay for Darren Aronofsky's new project. Natalie Portman is the lead actress, and the supporting role is also substantial. The Wrestler directed by Darren Aronofsky won the Golden Lion at the Venice International Film Festival this year. He's got skills," Charles explained the script to Emily.


    Emily Blunt could handle different styles of film roles. She was a talented actress, and Black Swan's script was indeed a bit challenging!


    Director Darren Aronofsky had determined early on that Natalie Portman would be the lead actress in Black Swan.


    "Natalie Portman, huh? There's a bedroom scene between her and me. I haven't done that before," Emily Blunt wasn't very famous at that time and didn't focus too much on whether the role was the lead or not.


    "Yeah, it's produced by Cross Creek Pictures in collaboration with Capet Pictures for distribution. However, the lead actress's part is the most dazzling," Charles didn't hide anything from Emily Blunt, since the script was mainly written around the lead actress.


    Emily Blunt hugged Charles' neck and gave him a kiss, laughing, "It's alright. Natalie Portman has been famous for a long time. How can I compare?"


    "Yeah, take some time to practice ballet first. There are quite a few ballet scenes in the movie. Doing it yourself will surely be better than using a body double. Black Swan isn't shooting so soon, so there's still time," Charles smiled and reminded Emily.


    If he remembered correctly, Natalie Portman won the Oscar for Best Actress through Black Swan by claiming her body double's work as her own, alongside the heavy promotion by Darren Aronofsky and the crew.


    Natalie Portman's award for Black Swan was also a surprisingly successful marketing strategy. As a representative of the Jewish community, Natalie Portman never lacked resources and support in Hollywood!


    "Don't worry, I will. I think the script is still being revised," Emily Blunt shook the script in her hand; this wasn't the final draft.


    Charles leaned over, pressed Emily Blunt under him, and laughed, "I'm telling you, this role is yours, and no one can take it!"


    "Mmm," Emily Blunt tossed the script aside and started kissing Charles...


    ...


    On December 14th, the 538 members of the U.S. Electoral College cast their votes in the capitals of all 50 states and the District of Columbia, officially electing Barack Obama as the 44th President of the United States and Joe Biden as Vice President.


    According to the voting results, Democratic candidate Barack Obama defeated Republican candidate John McCain by 365 votes to 173, matching the results of the November 4th general election.


    At the same time, the federal House of Representatives' 435 seats and 37 Senate seats went through successful elections, with most incumbents being re-elected.


    California Senator Barbara Boxer stepped down, becoming the Democratic leader and Speaker of the House;


    San Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsom became a California Senator, pairing with Dianne Feinstein as the Senate delegates from California!


    On December 17th, Charles Capet arrived in Washington, D.C., the capital of the United States.


    In the JW Marriott Hotel suite on Pennsylvania Avenue, Ivanka Trump greeted Charles joyfully.


    "Dear, you're just arriving now?" Ivanka helped Charles remove his overcoat and gave him a kiss.


    "I just came from Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport. This hotel choice is pretty good," Charles sat on the sofa. The JW Marriott Hotel faced Freedom Plaza, with Pershing Park diagonally opposite.


    The hotel was only two blocks from the White House, and it wouldn't take long to walk there.


    "So, what brings you to D.C. this time?" Ivanka, now following Charles, had met the next President and some members of Congress, igniting her interest in politics.


    "Attending a party event dinner," Charles hugged Ivanka from behind, looking out the window at Freedom Plaza and also admiring the Ellipse and the Washington Monument in the distance.


    Charles not only had to meet MPAA Chairman Dan Glickman but also the new Speaker of the House, Barbara Boxer.


    "Are you really trying to cultivate my political skills?" Ivanka leaned against Charles, feeling her 32D being grasped, feeling a surge of heat.


    Charles blew a breath into Ivanka's ear while unbuttoning her shirt, whispering softly, "Dear, do you know what I'm thinking right now?"


    Ivanka half-closed her eyes, her hands wandering, unfastening Charles' belt!


    "Hmm, what are you thinking?" Ivanka's tone had a hint of laziness, filled with temptation, completely ignoring her disheveled state.


    "Hey, I'm wondering if doing this in the White House, or better yet in the Oval Office, would feel any different?" Charles' imagination ran wild, feeling Ivanka's body temperature rise, as if she had become even more voluptuous.


    Given the hotel's room position, they could see the oval-shaped lawn south of the White House but couldn't see the White House itself.


    "Oh, is that so? Then if you get a chance, you can ask Mr. Clinton; he surely knows how it feels!" Ivanka laughed after saying that and turned around to kiss Charles.


    After all, Mr. Clinton's zipper was famously easy to pull down, as all White House interns knew!


    Charles responded to Ivanka's passionate kiss, and soon Ivanka knelt down.


    With his mind almost blank, Charles had visions of the Oval Office in his head.


    He glanced at the kneeling Ivanka; would he have to wait until she became the First Daughter to realize this dream?


    After a while, Charles pulled up Ivanka and turned her to face the window, "Dear, let's enjoy the view of Freedom Plaza together!"


    "Hmm, we can also appreciate the Washington Monument."


    Ivanka supported herself against the glass, responding without turning her head.


  




  Chapter 455: Chapter 455


  

    Charles Capet quickly began to interact with political figures after arriving in Washington, D.C. Dan Glickman was the first person he met.


    At the Plaza Hotel in Washington, D.C., a small private dinner party:


    "Aren't you planning to acquire NBC Universal? Whether Capet has MPAA's formal membership really isn't that important," Dan Glickman helplessly said. "This matter is complex. Sumner Redstone has a lot of support; Capet's interests in Hollywood used to be someone else's cake!"


    "Jewish capital?" Charles casually responded.


    Dan Glickman continued, "Even if Capet doesn't join MPAA next year, I will still give Capet the respect it deserves. After all, you have some backing in Congress now."


    "Understood, happy cooperation!" Charles smiled, shaking hands with Dan Glickman again.


    Dan Glickman nodded to Charles before leaving.


    Charles calmly glanced at the group of elderly white men in the banquet hall. Was this the elite of the Washington political circle?


    In the evening, when Charles and Ivanka Trump were leaving the Plaza Hotel to return to the J Luxe Hotel, Charles received a call from Mrs. Arianna Huffington.


    "Darling, you go back to the hotel first, I need to meet a friend," Charles told Ivanka sitting next to him, and then kissed the woman.


    "Okay, I'll wait for you. I got the lingerie you like!" Ivanka whispered in Charles' ear.


    Charles smiled, got out of the car, and then got into another car with his bodyguards, driving towards a private apartment.


    The car crossed the Arlington Memorial Bridge over the Potomac River and entered the Arlington area of Virginia, stopping in front of a quiet apartment building.


    "Charles," Arianna Huffington was already waiting at the door for Charles.


    Following Arianna Huffington into the apartment, Charles saw Barbara Boxer sitting on the sofa, smiling at him.


    "Charles, you're here. I'm too old to wait outside for you," Barbara Boxer smiled and hugged Charles.


    Not only was there Barbara Boxer, who had just replaced Nancy as Speaker of the House, and Arianna Huffington, but also Roger Fisk, an advisor to the new President, Barack Obama!


    "Charles, nice to see you again," Roger Fisk also hugged Charles.


    Charles smiled, and after some small talk, they all sat on the sofa together.


    "Charles, if you have any questions, you can ask now," Roger Fisk said.


    Charles glanced at Arianna Huffington, who promptly said, "Obama has already agreed to allocate $3 billion for the construction of the high-speed rail from San Francisco to Los Angeles once he assumes the presidency. Barbara Boxer becoming Speaker of the House aligns with everyone's interests!"


    Charles was not naive. He knew he was just a participant and not the decisive force in many matters.


    "What is Mr. Obama busy with lately?" Charles asked.


    "Mr. Obama went to Honolulu, Hawaii, with his family for a vacation. After enjoying the Christmas and New Year holidays for half a month, he will prepare to take over as president," Roger Fisk replied.


    Before coming, Charles had already had a phone conversation with Arianna Huffington.


    Charles casually asked a question, and Arianna Huffington quickly followed up, "Charles, are many people involved in the troubles you've encountered recently?"


    This time, Barbara Boxer answered, "Mainly the forces within Hollywood, led by Sumner Redstone and a group of Jewish capital!"


    Charles smiled, "Looks like Roosevelt supporting Jewish capital back then was a mistake."


    Barbara Boxer also smiled, "America has long been inseparable from Jewish capital!"


    Early on, Roosevelt courted Jewish capital to balance the powerful Anglo-Saxon capital. Under Roosevelt's support, Jews held significant shares in the Federal Reserve.


    Over the years, 30% of the Federal Reserve Chairmen were Jewish. Early Jewish gangs were also the product of cooperation between Roosevelt and Jewish capital. The Jewish capital-backed gangs infiltrated and suppressed the grassroots before eventually going legitimate and expanding Jewish capital.


    "Why did Jewish capital switch its support from Hillary to Obama in July?" Charles had always found it strange because Hollywood's Jewish moguls suddenly threw their support behind Obama.


    Both the Democratic and Republican parties relied on Jewish and Anglo-Saxon capital to varying degrees.


    "When Clinton was president, he appointed 12 Jewish cabinet members, effectively making him a Jewish president. A poor Irish boy entirely supported by Jewish capital. How could Hillary be abandoned by Jewish capital?"


    Charles couldn't understand, as Hillary's advantages were far greater than Obama's.


    "Ambition, Hillary's ambition was too big," Roger Fisk spoke this time, before adding meaningfully, "But everyone has ambition, and no one wants to stay a puppet forever!"


    Within the Democratic Party, there were two major forces: the Jewish faction and the Black faction. With a larger population, the Black faction played a cheerleading role alongside the Jewish faction.


  




  Chapter 456: American Wealth


  

    Having seen what darkness truly is, Charles Capet no longer minded working with devils. Whether it was the brutal and ruthless Anglo-Saxon capital or the cunning and deceitful Jewish capital, as long as it brought benefits, it was a viable partner.


    "So, what's your plan next?" Arianna Huffington asked.


    "The financial crisis was caused by the madness of Jewish capital. The public has the right to know. The Huffington Post should fairly publish various opinions on the financial crisis," Charles said calmly.


    Arianna Huffington nodded, "But we need to keep it discreet. Don't worry, I know how to handle it!"


    Jewish influence was too prominent now, and Charles did not want such a big gap between the two sides. The Jewish capital in Hollywood even dared to provoke him, so he had to strike back against the anti-Semitic forces.


    "But, didn't Roger Fisk imply that Obama also has his own thoughts?" Charles asked.


    Arianna Huffington laughed, "Do you think anyone who becomes president doesn't have their own ideas? But what can he do? A Black guy wants to have big hopes?"


    Whether it was Anglo-Saxon capital or Jewish capital, the ones calling the shots were all white people. White supremacy was an unchanging truth.


    "We can also keep pushing the Israel-Palestine conflict and the public's strong anti-war sentiment, like in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria," Charles pondered as he spoke. "The exorbitant military expenses in Iraq and Afghanistan have punched holes in America's finances. The current financial crisis provides Obama a good reason to choose troop withdrawal. However, war is still a significant means to stimulate the economy. With Obama's situation, there will likely be more and more new battlefields!"


    A president who constantly waged war during his term winning the Nobel Peace Prize - one had to admit this world truly had no truth, only power.


    "Troop withdrawal was just a campaign slogan. Now that he's elected, it's not important anymore," Arianna Huffington, deeply knowledgeable about politics, said.


    "Charles, rest assured. The interest group you represent is not small. The new California consortium has already taken shape. Once Capet Pictures successfully acquires NBCUniversal, no one will be able to shake your position!"


    Charles nodded. However, he still had a trump card: the tens of billions of dollars in U.S. bonds.


    Under this financial crisis, this significant amount of cash could have unimaginable effects. From Wall Street to Silicon Valley to Hollywood, Charles wouldn't spare anyone.


    The more company shares he owned, the more important Charles became. Even if it was pure investment, if Charles decided to sell a large batch at once, who could bear the sharp decline in stock prices?


    Why was Warren Buffett so powerful? His Berkshire Hathaway had only 24 employees, but with investments in so many companies, even if he didn't manage them, who would dare not to consider his opinions?


    ...


    On the other side, Barbara Boxer and Roger Fisk watched Charles and his companion leave and didn't leave themselves.


    "He's only 26, right? Truly Hollywood's golden boy," Barbara Boxer admired.


    Roger Fisk nodded, "So young and already involved in backstage politics, plus financial and media power, it's incredible."


    "Originally, I thought this time his cooperation with Jewish capital was smooth, but I didn't expect them to clash so soon!"


    Jewish capital played a big role in pushing Obama, and Charles' cooperation in Hollywood also contributed significantly.


    Barbara Boxer laughed, "Don't forget, he's a businessman. He should get returns for his investments. For example, the position of Speaker - he contributes, so we give back!"


    Roger Fisk nodded, "Mr. Obama will not forget Charles' contributions. He will definitely be repaid. After all, his influence in Hollywood is getting bigger and bigger. The feminist label is a big help for him!"


    The third largest force in the Democratic Party, only behind Jewish influences and the Black community, feminist organizations had always been courted by Jewish capital.


    Barbara Boxer subtly shook her head, confirming Obama's extreme mediocrity, as everyone said.


    A Black man became president, reaching the top in one step, how quickly could he become lost? Didn't he know the Republican Party was fully wooing people?


    Rich capital, increasing social status, vast European resources, media power, and the admiration of American youth - Charles Capet was truly a treasure boy!


    "Don't go overboard with some things. Charles Capet is the idol of American teenagers, backed by many big capitals who like him. He now represents the American Dream vividly, and as a representative of America, he can't have any blemishes," Barbara Boxer reminded.


    Roger Fisk nodded and laughed, "We all know this, because no matter which capital we represent, we're all Americans."


    Barbara Boxer's meaning was clear - Jewish capital could compete, but they couldn't harm American wealth using underhanded means. Charles Capet was American wealth.


    This was a reminder not to let the Jewish capital behind Roger Fisk cross any lines!


    "Hollywood's golden boy!"


    "American Dream spokesman!"


    "The boy kissed by God!" - these titles weren't given lightly. His image must remain bright and glamorous. Moreover, Charles Capet was a pure white person, directly descended from French royalty, truly America's own child.


    Even if there was anything bad, it was someone else's fault, certainly nothing to do with Charles Capet.


    Americans had a deep spiritual longing for European noble blood. Obama, during his presidential campaign, dug up an ancestor from 800 years ago with Scottish royal blood; Clinton and Bush also traced their European aristocratic lineage for their presidential campaigns. If they couldn't find it through the paternal line, they looked through the maternal line, tracing back several generations if needed!


    Evelyn Capet was a second-generation French immigrant. The Capet surname was rare and itself a French royal family name. There was no need to trace back far - Evelyn Capet's ancestors were surely from the Capet dynasty, making her lineage more noble than most Americans!


    Charles Capet fit America's current situation perfectly, both in innate and acquired qualities.


    "Let's handle business matters by business rules," Barbara Boxer was unconcerned about the Hollywood disputes - they were just business competition after all!


  




  Chapter 457: A Single Man


  

    Charles stayed in Washington, D.C. for three days before returning to Los Angeles, while Ivanka went back to New York to prepare to spend Christmas with her family.


    Capet had several films aiming for awards, including The Wrestler, currently in limited release to compete for the 2010 Oscars.


    Hollywood's award season starting in December was always bustling, even luxury brands and fashion magazines participated with a series of parties and banquets.


    The London Hotel in West Hollywood, a newly opened British urban boutique hotel from April this year, was very popular.


    In the evening, Charles and Blake Lively, who had gained fame with Gossip Girl, attended a party hosted by the fashion brand Tom Ford at the hotel.


    The Tom Ford brand, which Charles supported designer Tom Ford in founding, had seen significant growth over the years. Female stars often wore it at various award nights.


    "Tom Ford's designs are really loved by women. The clothing, makeup, lipstick, and perfume are becoming more and more widespread," said Charles as he held Blake Lively on the sofa, feeling admiration for Tom Ford.


    "Tom Ford is here," Blake Lively noticed Tom Ford walking over.


    "Charles, Blake," Tom Ford approached them eagerly.


    "What's up, Tom? Something wrong?" Charles asked.


    Tom Ford pulled Charles aside and smiled at Blake Lively, "Blake, can I borrow Charles for a moment?"


    Subsequently, Tom Ford took Charles to a small meeting room.


    Tom Ford handed Charles a script and began, "This is a script I adapted from Christopher Isherwood's 1960s novel A Single Man. It's about a university professor in the 60s who struggles after his same-sex partner suddenly dies..."


    Christopher Isherwood, the author, was gay and had a long-term partner, but he passed away in the 80s.


    Tom Ford was also gay, with a long-term partner, Richard Buckley, who worked in the fashion industry and was over ten years his senior.


    When Tom Ford met Charles a few years ago, he had mentioned wanting to direct a film. He had prepared the script for A Single Man for several years, involving many screenwriters in the adaptation, and this was the version he was most satisfied with.


    "Quite a challenge. Are you really going to direct it yourself?" Charles had no problem helping with a small favor for a low-budget gay-themed art film.


    However, Tom Ford didn't have much experience in this area.


    Tom Ford nodded, "I've been preparing for several years. I even have actors in mind. I want to direct this film myself. I've learned a lot over the years from many directors; I've gained a lot of experience. I hope to release the movie next year as a 60th birthday gift for Richard!"


    "No problem. I'll have Capet Pictures assist you in completing this film," Charles patted Tom Ford's shoulder, realizing that next year would be Richard Buckley's 60th birthday.


    After the party, Charles returned to the hotel suite with Blake Lively.


    "Mmm," on the sofa, Charles kissed Blake Lively, his hands caressing her smooth thighs...


    After some time, Blake Lively lay on Charles's chest on the bed, "You said Tom Ford wants to make a movie for his lover?"


    Charles was also a bit taken aback by Tom Ford's plan and told Blake Lively, "What's surprising about that?"


    Then, Charles playfully smacked Blake Lively's butt, "The power of love is really something. I guess true love only exists between men?"


    Blake Lively laughed and gently bit Charles's shoulder, "Are you looking for a man?"


    Charles turned over and pinned Blake Lively down, "I still only love women!"


    And so, a new round of passion began...


  




  Chapter 458: Evelyn's Secret


  

    Blake Lively, often favored by the fashion industry, frequently attended fashion recommendation events and endorsed many fashion brands.


    As for Tom Ford directing and filming A Single Man, with the support of Capet Pictures, it was not a problem at all!


    For Christmas, Charles did not want to stay in Los Angeles. Although the original plan had changed a bit, Charles specifically informed Son Ye-jin to go to Hawaii for a few days of fun.


    On the island of Kauai in Hawaii, near the town of Lihue, Son Ye-jin was immediately captivated by the beautiful scenery upon arrival.


    Known as the "Garden Isle" of the Hawaiian Islands, Kauai had stunning landscapes with over 90% of the land remaining undeveloped, maintaining its pure natural beauty.


    At night, in a beach bar in town, Charles and Son Ye-jin enjoyed the nightlife. The girl was wearing a floral long dress with her hair down, exuding a sophisticated charm.


    "By the way, did you sell those dollars after they appreciated?" Earlier, Charles had advised Son Ye-jin to buy some U.S. dollars. At the time, the exchange rate was less than 1100 won per dollar, and now it was 1450.


    "I made some profit. I sold them when the rate hit 1400, with over 30% returns. If I had waited longer, it would have been higher," Son Ye-jin said somewhat regrettably.


    Charles laughed, lightly patted her shoulder, and said, "That's good enough. You can invest the extra money in the Korean stock market. Companies like Hyundai and Samsung Electronics are good investments."


    With the won depreciating, many foreign investors were buying into the Korean stock market. Wall Street had largely controlled the Korean economy since the Asian financial crisis a decade ago.


    Now, companies like Samsung Group, LG Display, and other electronics and semiconductor industries, Shinhan Holdings, Woori Financial, and other financial and insurance companies, and Hyundai Motors, POSCO and other manufacturing heavy industries, were all high-quality assets.


    Son Ye-jin's eyes brightened, she nodded and added, "I'm considering investing in real estate. It should be a solid investment, right?"


    "Pretty much. Real estate in Seoul isn't bad. If you have the money, buying property is indeed a good investment," Charles said, putting his arm around her waist.


    Son Ye-jin's wealth wasn't comparable to that of Gao Yuanyuan or even Lin Chi-ling. East Asia Korea was still worth some money, and Son Ye-jin held quite a few shares. That was good enough!


    "Enjoy these few days. The sun and beaches here are much better than the weather in Korea," Charles said, wearing a T-shirt and shorts with flip-flops. It was a time to enjoy life.


    "Let's head back. Tomorrow, I'll show you around this lovely island, and over the next few days, we can visit other islands as well," Charles said, taking Son Ye-jin out of the small bar.


    "The filming for Haeundae has wrapped up. I think this movie is really good, it's in post-production now, and next year it's sure to cause quite a stir in Korean cinemas," Son Ye-jin said as they walked along the beach, talking about the recently shot disaster movie Haeundae.


    After leisurely returning to Charles' seaside villa, the two quickly took a shower and went to bed.


    The next day, the sunlight from the Pacific Ocean shone through the huge floor-to-ceiling windows of the villa's bedroom. Sitting on top of Charles, Son Ye-jin let out a scream and then collapsed breathlessly onto Charles' chest.


    "Oppa, it seems it's getting late," Son Ye-jin reminded Charles with a kiss on his cheek.


    "Okay, let's get up and grab some food before going out," Charles said, picking up his watch from the table beside him. It was almost 10 o'clock.


    Son Ye-jin smiled and then burrowed under the covers for a morning treat before breakfast!


    By the time they headed out, it was already 11 AM, but an excited Son Ye-jin, holding a camera, didn't feel tired at all.


    ...


    Meanwhile, in the United States, at Evelyn Capet's vacation cabin in Hidden Hills, Los Angeles, Evelyn Capet and Australian actress Cate Blanchett were soaking in the bath together.


    "Is Charles not in Hollywood?" Cate Blanchett was currently in Los Angeles promoting the movie The Curious Case of Benjamin Button. She had just given birth to her third son in April and was fully returning to work.


    Evelyn shook her head, "I think he went to Hawaii for a vacation. I didn't ask for specifics!"


    Cate Blanchett kissed Evelyn on the cheek and said, "I really need to thank you for getting me the lead role in Ridley Scott's war epic Robin Hood."


    "Don't worry. You're really talented. Charles always said he trusted Australian actors more than American ones. He prefers using British and Australian actors," Evelyn said. Over the years, with Charles' success, her status and position had also risen.


    Evelyn was on par with CAA. Besides the film industry, she also dominated the television and music industries.


    "Does Charles know about your situation?" Cate Blanchett asked suddenly.


    Evelyn shook her head uncertainly, "I don't think so. I've kept it from him, and he's never asked about it. Even if he knew, he wouldn't mind."


    This had been Evelyn's secret for many years.


    Cate Blanchett was referring to Evelyn's preference for women, as Cate herself had a similar inclination.


    During Charles' rise, Evelyn had noticed a change in her son, moving from a subtle distance in the early years to a closer relationship later on.


    Maybe it was because Charles had grown up and wanted to live a more independent life.


    However, Charles had always been very filial to his mother. Although there were fewer mother-son bonding moments, he had always shown respect and care.


    "Charles is really amazing; being so young and achieving such success and status is no small feat. Your role in this shouldn't be overlooked," Cate Blanchett said. She and Evelyn had been in a relationship for half a year.


    It didn't affect their families; both were quite satisfied with the arrangement.


  




  Chapter 459: Balance is Necessary


  

    During Christmas, although Charles Capet and Son Ye-jin mostly spent time on Kauai, they also visited places like Honolulu on Oahu, Lahaina on Maui, and Kailua on the Big Island of Hawaii.


    On a beach chair, Charles looked at Son Ye-jin lying next to him. Her sexy bikini showcased her great figure.


    Suddenly, he remembered the Korean girl group T-ara and asked Son Ye-jin about their current situation.


    "They're about to officially debut soon. How about I bring Lee Qri over next time?" Son Ye-jin teased.


    "Lee Qri, huh? Not bad," Charles walked to Son Ye-jin's side, then directly sat on her beach chair and touched her stomach. "How have you been having fun these past few days?"


    "Very happy. We took a lot of photos. The scenery in Hawaii is indeed beautiful. The warm climate makes it a great place for a winter vacation," Son Ye-jin then hugged Charles's neck.


    "When are you coming to Korea again, oppa? There will be a surprise!"


    "What surprise?"


    "Aren't you a fan of the Girls' Generation group? I can introduce you to them," Son Ye-jin whispered seductively in Charles's ear.


    "Yeah, if there's a chance. When that time comes, I'll give you a gift too," Charles smiled. "Let me put some sunscreen on you!"


    The week spent in Hawaii was very relaxing for Charles. He even met up with Barack Obama in Honolulu and played a round of golf.


    By the time Charles returned to Los Angeles, it was already December 30th. Unfortunately, there had just been a major shooting:


    On Christmas Eve, a man dressed as Santa Claus carrying five pistols entered the small town of Covina in southern Los Angeles, stormed into a house, and started shooting and set the house on fire. Nine people lost their lives, and the shooter committed suicide hours later.


    Sitting on the sofa in the Capet mansion in Beverly Hills, Charles read about the shooting in the Los Angeles Times and swore, "The U.S. is damn dangerous, shootings happen all the time. Cities like Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, and Chicago are all crime capitals!"


    Evelyn walked over, handed her son a cup of coffee, and smiled, "Aren't you used to it by now?"


    Charles shook his head, "I met Obama in Hawaii. He's probably heading to Washington D.C. soon, our black president. Looks like the status of that racial group is about to rise again."


    Evelyn sighed, "Jews are small in number but have ample funds. They align with various groups to maintain their status - Blacks, LGBTQ, and so on."


    "I met Obama's new White House Chief of Staff, a congressman from Illinois, also a Jew." Charles truly admired the Jews for their influence in American politics! Congress in the U.S. could never pass a bill detrimental to Israel, nor would there be any anti-Jewish topics allowed domestically.


    The White House Chief of Staff, also known as the head of the White House Office, is America's senior-most official in the president's office and the president's top assistant. He arranges the president's schedule.


    "You should know him," Charles smiled at his mother.


    "Who?" Evelyn asked.


    "Rahm Emanuel, the brother of Ari Emanuel," Charles responded.


    "So it's him," Evelyn realized. Ari Emanuel was currently the chairman.


    "No worries, I'm the CEO and co-chairman now, and the other shareholders and board members know who to rely on for rapid development. Replacing Ari Emanuel is just a matter of time," Evelyn said confidently. Everyone saw the company's progress, and after the merger expanding into music and sports, Evelyn's resources surpassed those of Ari Emanuel.


    Ari Emanuel was just one of the founders of the agency; he couldn't compete with Evelyn.


    "I know, Ari Emanuel is just a small fry. Just don't let him use the name to fish for political gain for the Jews," Charles said casually.


    "Rahm Emanuel might just be a transitional White House Chief of Staff; he depends on the Daley family of Chicago. The current mayor of Chicago is Richard Daley, the eldest son of the Daley family. 


    Richard Daley has been the mayor of Chicago for six terms, and the father-son duo has controlled Chicago for too long. Richard Daley won't seek re-election next year.


    When that time comes, Rahm Emanuel might become the mayor of Chicago, and the position of White House Chief of Staff will definitely belong to the Daley family. Obama has deep ties with the Daley family."


    Charles had also interacted with the Daley family when he visited Chicago, easily understanding some of the backstory.


    Chicago's gangs were rampant, and the Daley family had always had connections with the local mafia, with some inevitable entanglements with the powerful Jewish mafia.


    Evelyn was momentarily stunned to find her son had become so astute. "This trip to Washington has really made you grow!"


    Charles chuckled, "It's all about interests. The stronger one is, the more they have. The Jewish presence in Hollywood is too strong. Many people are pleased with my emergence; they hope I can break this monopoly. This is our opportunity. My task is to make Capet stronger and stronger, and then I will set the rules!"


    Also, the Jewish power couldn't cross the line; they could only create obstacles within the rules.


    For example, how did FOX TV manage to thrive among ABC, NBC, and CBS, the three major American networks?


    If you think an Australian news corporation was enough? No, FOX was backed by the Republican Party, considering the other three are leaning toward the Democratic Party. Everything needs balance!


  




  Chapter 460: Barry Diller


  

    On New Year's Eve, in the high-rise banquet hall of the MGM Grand Hotel in Las Vegas, Charles and Anne Hathaway were laughing and chatting.


    Anne Hathaway originally planned to go back to New York to watch the New Year's Eve show in Times Square, but Charles persuaded her to come to Las Vegas instead.


    "Charles, why did you suddenly want to come to Las Vegas?" Anne Hathaway found it odd. According to past habits, Charles would spend Christmas and New Year holidays abroad.


    "To meet someone," Charles smiled, then leaned close to her ear, "I have to leave for a bit!"


    Charles' reason for coming to Las Vegas wasn't for the New Year's Eve fireworks but to meet the veteran Hollywood mogul Barry Diller.


    In a corner of the banquet hall, the large floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the long street below that had been closed to traffic. At that moment, Las Vegas Boulevard was brightly lit and teeming with people, resembling a massive outdoor party.


    "Charles, you're here! I was planning to invite you to New York so we could watch the Times Square New Year's Eve show together," Barry Diller chuckled.


    "But the annual International Consumer Electronics Show (CES) in Las Vegas is about to start!"


    Charles nodded. Barry Diller, born in 1942, was already 66 years old at the time. With his bald head and somewhat kind face, he appeared very ordinary.


    Barry Diller had started in the mailroom and later joined ABC Television in the mid-1960s.


    Making a name for himself, he was invited to take the helm at Paramount after it was acquired by Gulf+Western in the mid-1970s, leading its revival.


    In the mid-1980s, when Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation acquired 20th Century Fox and intended to establish a television network, Barry Diller joined to help form the fourth largest broadcast network, Fox Broadcasting Company.


    In the 1990s, with Gulf+Western needing to sell Paramount due to losses, the ambitious Barry Diller used the severance pay from Rupert Murdoch to convince Wall Street investors to support his bid for Paramount.


    Unfortunately, up against Sumner Redstone's Viacom and Jewish capital, Barry Diller had to admit defeat and left Hollywood to run the internet marketing company IAC.


    "Today's economic downturn has many Americans scrambling to pay their bills, find jobs, or avoid foreclosure. Spending hundreds of dollars on a laptop or digital camera feels like a luxury to them," Charles remarked, noting that IAC's main business was in consumer electronics, so their interest in CES was understandable.


    Barry Diller nodded, "That's right. To combat the economic downturn, tech companies will put double the effort into improving their products to attract customers."


    "That makes sense," Charles mused, looking at the bustling street outside, "Las Vegas' New Year's Eve fireworks show attracts more than 300,000 people every year. Though it doesn't match the million-strong crowd in Times Square, it's still impressive."


    Every New Year's Eve, Times Square is one of the world's top attractions, drawing tourists from all over the globe.


    Charles met Barry Diller not just to discuss CES or the New Year's Eve show; he had hired Diller as his consultant and wanted to hear his advice.


    Barry Diller had lost to Sumner Redstone primarily because his resources were insufficient; they weren't even on the same level as competitors.


    As capable as he was, Barry Diller was merely a high-level manager, even Rupert Murdoch utilized him in such a capacity.


    "Paramount is already past its prime. Your Capet Pictures is like the rising sun," Barry Diller admitted he couldn't compare himself to the younger Charles Capet.


    Charles chuckled, "This year, Capet's plan to join MPAA fell through. Sumner Redstone will definitely create obstacles in my acquisition of NBC Universal."


    "Hollywood's media groups are interconnected with shares and personnel, Mr. Diller. You must be aware of this," Charles continued.


    For example, Liberty Media Group is the second-largest shareholder of News Corporation but also the largest shareholder of Time Warner.


    Both Time Warner and News Corporation have stakes in Liberty Media, and Disney, Viacom, as well as News Corporation and Time Warner, are entangled in a complex web of cross-shareholdings.


    Wall Street investment funds act as intermediaries, making the acquisition of NBC Universal no easy task.


    Barry Diller patted Charles on the shoulder, "I know a few people. My past connections might come in handy. Since you've hired me as a consultant, I'll do my utmost to help. Jack Welch, the former chairman of GE, is an old acquaintance and could be an asset."


    "The issue with Vivendi isn't major either. Their 20% stake in NBC Universal has BNP Paribas backing me," Charles said, frowning slightly, "I'm not too worried about funds; it's mainly the internal resistance in Hollywood. Hollywood is a fixed size. If Capet takes a bigger slice, others will have to take less," Charles' statement made Barry Diller immediately understand his point - Jewish capital.


    The major Hollywood studios, including the foreign-owned Sony Entertainment, have intricate ties to Jewish capital, either through influential Jewish shareholders or Jewish management.


    "Charles, you underestimate yourself," Barry Diller said, looking at him, "Capet's return rate is mind-blowing. Don't underestimate the capitalists' pursuit of profit, especially the inherent ambition for capital among Jews."


    Barry Diller then made a sign of the cross on his chest meaningfully, "Profit drives everything. As long as Capet keeps its momentum, they'll all follow you!"


    Charles smiled. Indeed, how could he judge Jews by his own standards?


    He then raised his glass and clinked it with Barry Diller's.


    Barry Diller also smiled, "They've ruled Hollywood for too long. Change is needed."


    "Charles, enjoy the party," Barry Diller said.


    Charles nodded and bid goodbye to Barry Diller, heading off to find Anne Hathaway.


  




  Chapter 461: Another Year Begins


  

    In the top-floor suite of the MGM Grand Hotel, Charles Capet lay in the giant bathtub, watching the New Year's Eve celebration on the Las Vegas Strip through the floor-to-ceiling windows.


    The warm water in the pool sent up wisps of steam, making his whole body feel comfortable. Anne Hathaway walked over with a bottle of champagne.


    Then, she untied her robe and got into the warm pool, leaning against Charles. "Cheers to the New Year!"


    "Cheers! Happy New Year!" Charles clinked glasses with her and drank it all in one go.


    Wrapping his arm around Anne, Charles kissed her neck a few times, feeling her curvy body. He chuckled, "Dear, your figure just keeps getting better!"


    "Kate Winslet's performance in The Reader has received a lot of praise. It seems more daring and eye-catching compared to my role in Rachel Getting Married," Anne sighed. Her performance in Rachel Getting Married had been quite a breakout, possibly earning her an Oscar nomination for Best Actress.


    "She's got the experience and the age now; it's her turn to win. Reese Witherspoon had all the advantages while filming Walk the Line and clinched the Best Actress Oscar," Charles analyzed.


    "And she was also 30 when she won, with no strong competitors that year!" Charles knew Anne's thoughts well. He had mentioned that a princess breaking out from chick flicks needed several years of polishing in drama films to win an Oscar's favor.


    "Now, with the financial crisis, all companies are cutting production budgets. The fat check books for stars are no longer available," Charles said, leaning in for a kiss.


    Anne cuddled up to Charles, wrapping her arms around his neck and said, "You've already nurtured two Oscar-winning actresses: Reese Witherspoon and Marion Cotillard. Kate Winslet might also snag a crown for The Reader. Isn't there a suitable role for me? I've been through the test with Golden Globe and Oscar nominations!"


    Charles rubbed her chest, laughing softly, "Don't worry, I'll definitely get you that Oscar."


    "I know! The Golden Globe nominations have already been announced, and Capet's work is absolutely leading!" Anne leaned in and kissed Charles proactively.


    Indeed, Capet was the big winner among the Golden Globe nominees:


    - Best Drama: Slumdog Millionaire and The Reader.


    - Best Musical or Comedy: Vicky Cristina Barcelona and Mamma Mia!


    - Best Director: Danny Boyle for Slumdog Millionaire and Stephen Daldry for The Reader.


    - Best Actor in a Drama: Mickey Rourke for The Wrestler.


    - Best Actor in a Musical or Comedy: Javier Bardem for Vicky Cristina Barcelona.


    - Best Actress in a Musical or Comedy: Rebecca Hall for Vicky Cristina Barcelona and Meryl Streep for Mamma Mia!


    - Best Supporting Actress: Penelope Cruz in Vicky Cristina Barcelona, Marisa Tomei in The Wrestler, and Kate Winslet in The Reader.


    There were also nominations for Best Screenplay, Best Original Score, and Best Song. Capet was fully leading in the Golden Globes!


    Kate Winslet was contending for Best Supporting Actress in The Reader, with a separate nomination for Best Actress in a Drama for Revolutionary Road. However, given the Oscar trends, Revolutionary Road, being a romance, was unlikely to get a nod, so Kate's team submitted The Reader for Best Actress.


    Meanwhile, Anne Hathaway's performance in Rachel Getting Married had also earned her a nomination for Best Actress in a Drama.


    During the economic downturn, whether it was the grand CES (Consumer Electronics Show) in Las Vegas or the various film festivals in Los Angeles, everything was made as grand as possible in an effort to boost the economy.


    Not to mention, the Golden Globe Awards ceremony had been canceled at the beginning of 2008 due to the Hollywood writers' strike!


    As the clock struck midnight, the entire Las Vegas rocketed with brilliant fireworks.


    In the MGM suite, Charles held Anne Hathaway from behind as they stood by the window, marveling at the massive fireworks display together.


    "The new year is here," Charles whispered in her ear, his hands wandering beneath her open towel.


    "Yeah," Anne Hathaway half-closed her eyes, feeling Charles's touch, "Next week, I have a romantic comedy, Bride Wars, coming out. I need to go for the movie promotions. When are you leaving Las Vegas?"


    Bride Wars was set to premiere on January 9th, so it was indeed crucial promotion time.


    "Let's head back to LA tomorrow," Charles said, lifting Anne onto the bed.


    "How about we drive from Las Vegas to Los Angeles tomorrow, via the I-15?" Charles suggested, dreaming of a road trip. Driving from Vegas to LA would still take three to four hours.


    "Charles!" Anne Hathaway eagerly stripped off her towel, pulling him on top of her. "I'm all yours, but for now, you should fulfill your manly duties!"


    "See, can't get enough, can you?" Charles laughed, nuzzling her.


    Anne Hathaway ignored him, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him passionately...


    The next day, Charles and Anne woke up around noon.


    Charles drove a new Dodge Viper, taking Anne Hathaway straight from Las Vegas to Los Angeles along the I-15.


    The desert scenery along the way was endless with its vast expanse, blue skies, white clouds, wilderness, and distant mountains...


    As they passed a small town and a military base filled with Humvees, they took a break at a gas station and had a quick bite.


    "Honey, how are you feeling?" Charles asked as they got back in the car.


    "It feels amazing," Anne Hathaway couldn't resist planting a hot kiss on Charles's face. "I'd love to drive across the entire United States one day!"


    Charles smiled and patted her thigh. He supported her dream in spirit.


    "Let's get going..."


  




  Chapter 462: Chapter 462


  

    The year 2009 had arrived, and the New Year atmosphere in Los Angeles was still quite strong.


    At the luxurious SLS Hotel in Beverly Hills, glasses clinked, fashionable and sexy young women mingled through the crowd, and Hollywood entertainment stars attended the party with smiles on their faces!


    "This scene, even Jesus couldn't say this is a time of economic depression," Charles casually picked up a piece of crystal-clear fruit from the table and put it in his mouth.


    Expensive champagne, fresh seafood, top-quality caviar, and exquisite artisanal dishes were laid out on the long table.


    Donna Langley took a sip of champagne and casually said, "Economic depression? What does that have to do with the high-profile stars? Top actors earn twenty million dollars per movie; that's a substantial amount of money!"


    "In a few days after the Golden Globes, Slumdog Millionaire, The Reader, and The Wrestler should be able to expand their screenings to grab more box office," Charles commented. As long as these movies created some impact at the Golden Globes and then got nominated for the Oscars, leveraging their good reputation to expand screenings and earn box office revenue was the company's goal.


    Charles' objective was clear; winning awards was also about box office sales, DVD sales, and TV rights.


    "Now that I think about it, no wonder Harvey Weinstein could run rampant in Hollywood. I really underestimated the power of the Golden Globes and the Oscars," Charles said as he sat on the sofa next to Donna Langley.


    Donna Langley laughed and said, "Compared to some years ago, the Oscars are less influential now. Hollywood competition is fierce, and stars need awards to raise their ranks. There are only so many blockbuster films, and most people don't have the chance to participate in them!"


    "By the way, has Harvey Weinstein's trial ended?" Charles hadn't followed the guy much and only heard occasional accusations coming up.


    "It's mostly over. Since it erupted last year and up until the end of the year, this guy lost about 80 million dollars to avoid jail," Donna Langley had kept tabs on him before, but now there's no place for him in Hollywood.


    Charles nodded, "I heard Mel Gibson is looking for a buyer for Icon Productions?"


    Icon Productions, founded by Mel Gibson and his partner Bruce Davey in 1989, produced films like Payback, Ransom, The Passion of the Christ, and Apocalypto.


    "Charles, are you interested?" Donna Langley didn't find it strange; Icon Productions still held several film rights and had its script library.


    "Yeah, let's acquire it. Now that Mel Gibson's situation won't allow him to participate in major films, selling Icon Productions will at least keep the company from disappearing," Jewish forces did ban Gibson, but he could still engage with low-budget indie films, although he shouldn't expect much box office success or awards.


    The rise of a film company inevitably involves acquisitions to continuously enrich its film library and develop more and better movies to thrive.


    Maybe, once Charles was strong enough, he could bring Mel Gibson back and give the Jewish forces some headaches; anyway, to Charles, it was just a dog-eat-dog fight.


    Donna Langley had no objections; it was just an independent production company, and now in an economic crisis, nothing beats cash.


    Lavish parties are forever a part of Hollywood, and Charles was long used to it.


    "Charles," a shout made Charles turn his head.


    "Hey, Naomi, you're back already?" It was Naomi Watts joining the party.


    Naomi Watts, who had her second son last November, was now back to work after a little over a month?


    Naomi Watts warmly hugged Charles, her face glowing with maternal joy, "I've had too much time off these two or three years; I want to get back to my acting career soon. And The International is about to be released!"


    The International, an action thriller by Columbia Pictures starring Clive Owen and Naomi Watts, would release in March this year.


    "True, after The Painted Veil, you had fewer projects due to having two kids in a row," Charles said, thinking about The Blind Side, which had originally cast Naomi Watts as the leading lady, but her pregnancy made that impossible last year.


    During that time, Naomi Watts did act in some indie films or made cameos but nothing major.


    Naomi Watts smiled, "Looks like you still remember me; I thought you would've changed."


    Charles shook his head and laughed, "We've known each other the longest, and I was once your assistant too; that's a unique honor!"


    Soon, Nicole Kidman also joined the conversation.


    "You were right, Australia bombed at the North American box office with just 47 million dollars, a total flop!" Nicole Kidman commented. After giving birth last year, she starred in The Blind Side, and Australia, an epic war romance film aimed to be the Australian Gone with the Wind, released in late November but grossed less than 50 million dollars stateside, reinforcing her reputation as box office poison.


    "What about the international market? Otherwise, 20th Century Fox would be facing heavy losses," Charles asked with a smile.


    "Overseas, it's over 100 million dollars," Nicole Kidman was quite helpless; no one dared to cast her as a lead anymore.


    "Didn't you switch agents? Spend more time selecting scripts, and wait for The Blind Side to release!" Charles wasn't too worried about Nicole Kidman; she was an Oscar-winning actress with significant international fame and could easily make a comeback.


    Much luckier than Naomi Watts' career, after all, Nicole was Tom Cruise's wife for ten years.


    "Alright, you two are mothers now; exchange some parenting tips!" Charles chatted a bit more and then moved on, as it was a big party organized by Capet, and he had to attend to others too.


    After Charles left, Naomi Watts remarked, "Capet Pictures is developing too fast!"


    "I just saw the president of the Hollywood Foreign Press Association; seems like Capet is really going to shine at the Golden Globes in three days!" Nicole Kidman said, winking.


  




  Chapter 463: Another Busy Year


  

    Charles Capet left the SLS Hotel with the stunning starlet Scarlett Johansson, who had come for the party.


    They drove from Beverly Hills to Scarlett Johansson's villa in Westlake Village, passing by the Beverly Center along the way.


    "Charles, look, isn't that Michael Jackson?" Scarlett Johansson pointed out a tightly wrapped person surrounded by fans at the entrance of a medical building outside the window.


    Charles turned to look. Michael Jackson had most of his face covered with a mask, scarf, and glasses, wearing a black hat and clothes, maintaining an air of mystery.


    Due to the many fans present, Michael Jackson had to sign a few autographs before he could rush into his car and leave.


    Scarlett Johansson saw Michael Jackson exit the medical building and leave within just three minutes.


    "Seems like Michael Jackson's health might be in trouble," Charles started the car as he responded to her. "I'll look for him and talk about it after a while."


    Charles was genuinely worried that Michael Jackson might collapse under stress.


    Scarlett Johansson quickly changed the topic, "Charles, I saw you in Las Vegas a few days ago for New Year's Eve. Why are you back in Los Angeles so soon?"


    Charles chuckled and placed his hand gently on her thigh, explaining, "Oh, do you also want to go to Las Vegas?"


    Once their car got on Highway 405, they headed onto Highway 101 straight to the villa area of Westlake Village near Thousand Oaks.


    Scarlett Johansson guided Charles's right hand to the inner side of her thigh and said, "Something happened in New York recently, related to gambling!"


    "What's that about New York?" Charles casually asked.


    "The Poker Princess, Molly Bloom, who ran underground poker games in Manhattan, was taken by the FBI. Many of her clients were Hollywood stars and wealthy businessmen!"


    "Molly Bloom, I think I heard my mother talk about it before. A few popular actors were her customers," Charles recalled some news about the Poker Princess.


    "I heard Evelyn was quite upset. Even Matt Damon and Ben Affleck were among the clients," Scarlett Johansson added.


    "Don't worry. It's just a small issue!"


    When their car pulled into Scarlett Johansson's garage at Westlake Village, Charles immediately turned off the engine, leaned back in his seat, and quietly enjoyed Scarlett Johansson's attention.


    "I almost couldn't drive back," Charles murmured, thinking about how irresistible Scarlett Johansson's lips were.


    Because of her sudden reminder, Charles had time to reflect on Molly Bloom's case.


    During the investigation, Molly Bloom did not reveal any client names. With the help of her lawyer, she avoided jail time, though she lost all the earnings from the past years!


    This person had principles and could keep secrets, even at the risk of going to jail, never revealing the names or identities of her clients.


    Charles didn't care whether it was due to fear of retaliation or some other reason. He saw her as someone useful, capable of handling some covert matters for him.


    Charles and Scarlett Johansson finally went into the house after some fooling around in the garage.


    In the bathroom's bathtub, Charles, holding the bombshell Scarlett Johansson, thought about Kevin Durant of the Oklahoma City Thunder.


    "In Vicky Cristina Barcelona, the lead actors Javier Bardem and Rebecca Hall received award nominations. Even Penelope Cruz got a performance nomination. I was the only main contributor in that movie who didn't get any nomination!" Scarlett Johansson lamented while lying in Charles's arms.


    Charles couldn't do much. Vicky Cristina Barcelona had multiple Golden Globe nominations. Comforting her, he said, "It's because you're too beautiful and sexy. Your beauty overshadows your acting, your figure eclipses your depth!"


    "By the way, do you like basketball?" Charles changed the topic after comforting her.


    Scarlett Johansson shook her head, "I don't pay much attention to it. Courtside at the Staples Center doesn't interest me much!"


    It's a pity that Madison Square Garden and the Staples Center are not just basketball arenas; they are star-studded showgrounds.


    "Oh, are you planning to buy an NBA team now?" Scarlett asked, guessing that he was up to something.


    After all, he already owned an NFL team, the Miami Dolphins.


    "Oh, of course, I'm interested. I've always been watching for any club that's up for sale," Charles said, though in his mind, he was contemplating taking Scarlett Johansson to an Oklahoma City Thunder vs. Los Angeles Lakers game at the Staples Center to let Kevin Durant see her beauty firsthand.


    Scarlett Johansson had yet to gain the massive influence boost from The Avengers, so her fame wasn't quite there yet.


    "This year's Super Bowl is happening in Tampa, Florida. Are you interested?" Scarlett Johansson asked, showing her interest in football.


    "I'll call Eva Green too," Scarlett added fuel to the fire.


    "Absolutely have to see. You know, my team, the Miami Dolphins, are also in Florida," Charles agreed readily.


    On February 1, 2009, the Super Bowl took place at Raymond James Stadium in Tampa, with the Pittsburgh Steelers representing the AFC and the Arizona Cardinals from the NFC.


    Raymond James Stadium is the home of the NFL's Tampa Bay Buccaneers, whose owner is also quite familiar with Charles.


    Similar to Manchester United in the English Premier League, both are owned by the Glazer family's First Allied Corporation.


    "Once the Golden Globe Awards are over, I need to go to the UK. When I get back, we'll head to Florida for the Super Bowl," Charles said, keeping Arsenal Football Club's winter transfer window in mind.


    At the same time, with the rising value of the dollar, it was time for Charles to handle those US Treasury bonds, addressing the PS1 billion debt.


    Additionally, Charles aimed to expand his investments in Europe, increasing shares in the LVMH group, seeing great potential in the luxury market.


    This year was shaping up to be another busy year!


  




  Chapter 464: Handling Bonds


  

    Pacific Time, USA, on the evening of January 11, 2009, the 66th Golden Globe Awards took place at the Beverly Hills Hilton Hotel.


    The most nominated and highly anticipated film The Curious Case of Benjamin Button went home empty-handed. British director Danny Boyle's film Slumdog Millionaire swept four awards: Best Motion Picture - Drama, Best Director, Best Screenplay, and Best Original Score, making it the biggest winner of the night.


    Actress Kate Winslet won Best Actress in a Motion Picture - Drama for Revolutionary Road and Best Supporting Actress for The Reader.


    Mickey Rourke won Best Actor in a Motion Picture - Drama for The Wrestler.


    Woody Allen's Vicky Cristina Barcelona won Best Motion Picture - Musical or Comedy.


    Capet Television's Mad Men also won Best Television Series - Drama!


    On this night, Capet Pictures was undoubtedly the real big winner, sweeping almost all the major awards including Best Motion Picture - Drama, Best Motion Picture - Musical or Comedy, Best Director, Best Actor in a Motion Picture - Drama, Best Supporting Actress, and Best Television Series - Drama.


    This year's Golden Globe Awards caused quite a stir and, as one of the key indicators for the Oscars, made the upcoming Oscars next month even more highly anticipated.


    Charles did not attend the awards ceremony but generously had Capet arrange a grand celebration banquet at the Peninsula Beverly Hills.


    Since Charles was leaving for the U.K. the next day, he didn't stay long at the celebratory party.


    ...


    During most of the winter, London had continuous rain, with a gray sky and cold climate making many people uncomfortable.


    Wealthy Londoners usually headed to the Iberian Peninsula in Europe for vacations, enjoying its pleasant climate, abundant sunshine, beaches, tasty Mediterranean food, and beautiful sea views.


    In London, at Knightsbridge, in Charles' luxurious villa.


    Charles was all smiles as he sat in a chair by the fireplace, chatting happily with Lily Ying, who was sipping coffee opposite him.


    "Those bonds are worth 13.3 billion dollars. After taxes, it's about 10.5 billion dollars. Right now, the pound to dollar exchange rate is 1:1.4, so paying the 1 billion-pound debt only requires 1.4 billion dollars. The euro to dollar rate is even lower!"


    Charles sighed, "I can't believe I'm this rich now. Stay in Europe for a while and handle the debts with HSBC, Lloyds TSB Group, and Barclays Bank. After that, buy stocks of luxury brands like the LV Group, Hermes, Richemont, and PPR in the European markets. Split the remaining funds in half and invest them in the Chinese and American markets. I'm very interested in Tencent and Alibaba in China!"


    Lily Ying nodded, "The financial sector in the UK has suffered a lot this time. The most serious one is the Royal Bank of Scotland, which is on the brink of bankruptcy. The Bank of England has injected funds, but there's news that the Royal Bank of Scotland and Lloyds TSB Group are considering nationalization!"


    Charles shrugged, "I don't care about the situation. I borrowed pounds, so I'll repay pounds. It's normal."


    "Got it. But I need at least until next month to finish dealing with these U.S. debts," Lily Ying explained.


    "No rush, take your time to handle it," Charles waved his hand.


    There was no winter break in the Premier League, and Arsenal Club, which Charles owned, was ranked second behind Manchester United after 21 rounds.


    For the UEFA Champions League group stage, Arsenal advanced as the group winner.


    However, Arsenal made no big moves this winter, signing a few young players and loaning some out for training.


    During the current winter transfer window, Manchester City announced on their official website, "Manchester City has terminated the transfer negotiations with AC Milan regarding Kaka. After today's negotiations in Milan, Manchester City believes both sides can't reach an agreement!"


    The Daily Telegraph: The Sheikh of Abu Dhabi wielded over 100 million pounds in transfer fees hoping to get Kaka, but ultimately failed.


    At night, at the Marriott Grosvenor Square Hotel in London, after the premiere of The Reader, a post-premiere party was held there.


    Director Stephen Daldry, starring Kate Winslet, Ralph Fiennes, and many British celebrities attended.


    "Kate, congratulations. The Reader has already won Best Supporting Actress at the Golden Globe Awards and has been nominated for Best Actress at the BAFTA Awards. I'm sure when the Oscars nominations are announced at the end of the month, your name will be on the Best Actress list!"


    Charles hugged the now fuller Kate Winslet, who played Rose and has since aged.


    The BAFTA Awards took place at the beginning of February.


    "Oh, thank you, Charles," Kate Winslet really wanted to win an Oscar. It had been more than a decade since Titanic.


    After the deaths of The Reader's two producers, Anthony Minghella and Sydney Pollack, last year, Kate had thought the movie's release would be delayed. Luckily, it made it on time.


    "Your performance is excellent; the Oscar judges will recognize that," Charles smiled. The Reader was, after all, the final work of directors Anthony Minghella and Sydney Pollack and had significant promotional efforts.


    "Almost got nominated for Best Supporting Actress, but luckily it was changed to Best Actress," Kate Winslet said, patting her chest in relief.


    After chatting with Kate Winslet for a while, Charles was ready to talk with director Stephen Daldry but then ran into a familiar face.


    "Mr. Capet, you're in London too!" It was Emma Roberts, Julia Roberts' niece, who had approached Charles.


    "Emma, good evening," Charles examined the woman in an off-the-shoulder dress, finding her intriguing.


    "I've been here a few days. How about you? Are you here for a movie shoot?"


    Emma Roberts nodded, "Yes, a thriller called 4.3.2.1."


    "Mr. Capet, won't you invite me for a dance?"


    "Oh, beautiful Miss Emma Roberts, may I have the honor of a dance?" Charles extended his hand very gentlemanly.


    "Gladly," Emma Roberts smiled and placed her hand in his, and the two moved to the dance floor.


  




  Chapter 465: Emma Roberts


  

    Emma Roberts, although only 18 years old and less than 160 cm tall, still had a good figure as a fashionable young lady in the entertainment circle!


    However, even though Emma Roberts was young, she had dated a boyfriend back in 2007, but they broke up last year.


    In the evening, Charles and Emma Roberts danced from the ballroom at the Marriott Grosvenor Square Hotel to Charles' villa at Knightsbridge.


    The Marriott Grosvenor Square Hotel was located east of Hyde Park, next to Grosvenor Square, while Knightsbridge was in the southwest corner of Hyde Park.


    In the morning, Charles woke up in bed, which also woke up Emma Roberts in his arms. He glanced at the gray, misty sky outside the window.


    "Another gloomy and rainy day, winter in London really sucks," Charles grumbled.


    Emma Roberts lay on Charles's chest, kissed it a few times, and laughed, "London's weather is as bland as British food!"


    Charles, caressing the petite figure in his arms, felt reluctant to get up. Suddenly, he remembered something and asked, "By the way, isn't there a saying in Hollywood that groups you, Blake Lively, Kristen Stewart, and Amanda Seyfried as the Four Rising Stars?"


    Charles seemed to have seen a cover photo of the four of them together!


    Emma Roberts nodded and said, "Oh, that was when Vanity Fair did a beach photoshoot for the four of us last year."


    "And then, the name just stuck, right?"


    Raising her head to look at Charles teasingly, Emma Roberts added, "And you've had rumors with both Kristen Stewart and Blake Lively; last night, you did it again with me, leaving only Amanda Seyfried!"


    Charles twitched his mouth; it seemed that only Amanda Seyfried was left indeed?


    Vanity Fair really knew how to pick them; all four had little acting skill, with birth years spanning from 1985 to 1991.


    Megan Fox and Odette Yustman were also sexy and gorgeous, but they weren't included!


    "Aren't you hungry?" Charles picked up the watch beside him; it was already nine in the morning.


    Emma Roberts, resting her chin on Charles's chest, replied, "Just a little. It's Saturday; do you have any plans?"


    "Not much. Tonight, my team has an away game in Kingston upon Hull. I'm thinking about whether to watch it," Charles responded.


    Kingston upon Hull, commonly known as Hull City, was a newly promoted team in the Premier League this season. To Arsenal, it posed no threat!


    "Let's get up and eat something first," Charles didn't think much about it, gently patting Emma. He needed to replenish his energy from last night's exertion.


    "Alright!"


    Right after the Golden Globes, Charles had left Los Angeles for the UK, but the buzz of the Golden Globes had reached Europe.


    Slumdog Millionaire was essentially a British-Indian co-production, with the director, producer, and other key personnel being British, while the actors and crew were Indian.


    It won Best Motion Picture, Best Director, and Best Screenplay in the drama category, while English actress Kate Winslet took home the awards for Best Actress and Best Supporting Actress in a Drama.


    Last year, after Marion Cotillard won the Oscar for Best Actress, French media had heavily mocked the British.


    This year, with Kate Winslet's strong entry with The Reader, British media were heavily promoting her!


    In the afternoon, despite London's weather, Emma Roberts's enthusiasm for shopping was undeterred, while Charles went to the Capet Pictures office in the UK.


    The Capet Pictures UK office was also the regional international headquarters for Europe.


    "Slumdog Millionaire has seen a significant increase in viewers recently. Winning at the Golden Globes and being nominated for Best Picture at the Oscars really gave it a big push," James Tunan said to Charles with a smile.


    "Twilight has been incredibly successful. North American box office sales have now reached almost 200 million dollars, and the international earnings are more than 200 million too. By the time it finishes showing, the global box office will definitely exceed 430 million dollars!"


    The budget for Twilight was only 40 million dollars, plus 25 million for marketing. Including bonuses and deductions for the main cast, the total cost was around 75 million dollars.


    The box office, DVD market, and future paid and free TV broadcasting revenues for Twilight would definitely bring in a substantial amount!


    Leaning back in his chair, Charles laughed, "Movie production costs have been rising too fast. In the late 70s, the average cost for a big studio film was 5 million dollars;


    By the mid-80s, the average cost had risen to 20 million dollars;


    In 2007, reports showed that the average cost of a big studio film was 75 million dollars, with an additional 25 million for marketing, making it around 100 million dollars on average;


    Now, with yearly cost increases, it's really hard for movie companies to survive without high box office returns!"


    Even the current financial crisis had not stopped the skyrocketing paychecks of Hollywood stars, thanks to Wall Street's hot money giving them negotiating power.


    "By the way, is the release schedule for that French movie The Intouchables finalized?" Charles asked.


    James Tunan nodded, "It will premiere at this year's Cannes Film Festival, with a European release first, followed by the North American market!"


    "The Intouchables, along with the remake of the Japanese movie Hachiko Monogatari, need clear coordination with the responsible persons in Asia. These heartwarming movies suit those markets better," Charles was very aware that these films wouldn't make much of a splash in North America.


    The primary market for The Intouchables would be Europe, led by France.


    As for Hachiko Monogatari, being a remake of a Japanese film, its main market would undoubtedly be Japan!


    James Tunan nodded again, "Hachiko Monogatari has been in preparation for several months and is now already in production.


    Sherlock Holmes has also completed the reshoot of some scenes in the studio, but director Guy Ritchie has requested additional filming in London!"


    Charles thought silently, "Alright, since Sherlock Holmes has been pushed to next year, there's time to fine-tune it, as long as the budget is kept under control!"


    These Brits were probably wasting their time on afternoon tea.


  




  Chapter 466: Roman Abramovich


  

    In the evening, at Annabel's private club in the Mayfair district, lights were flashing and the atmosphere was electric. As one of London's top high-end nightclubs, the club often attracted many celebrities for leisure.


    Charles was lounging on the sofa with Emma Roberts, sipping champagne and soaking in the ambiance.


    "Didn't you go to Hull City to support your team?" Emma Roberts asked contentedly while leaning against Charles.


    Charles shook his head, placing his hand on the girl's thigh and replied with a smile, "No point, the gap in strength is too big!"


    Emma Roberts was just under 160 cm, but her legs looked quite long and very nice.


    Then, Charles tilted his head down and started passionately kissing Emma Roberts, their lips and tongues entwined.


    When Charles and Emma Roberts were about to leave, he ran into Roman Abramovich in the restroom hallway.


    "Charles, good evening. I heard you arrived in London a few days ago. I thought you might go to Hull City to watch the game today," Roman Abramovich greeted him warmly.


    "A newly promoted team is no match for our Arsenal," Charles responded with a smile.


    "Come over for a drink," Roman Abramovich invited.


    Charles nodded, "I have a friend, I'll bring her along."


    Soon, Charles brought Emma Roberts to Roman Abramovich's table.


    "Charles, this is Emma Watson. You should be familiar with her," Roman Abramovich said. Next to him was Hermione from the Harry Potter series.


    Charles smiled, "This is Hollywood's Emma Roberts!"


    "Mr. Capet, good evening," said Emma Watson, who obviously knew about Charles Capet. She greeted him and then hugged Emma Roberts.


    The two Emmas, being of similar age and both in the entertainment industry, hit it off well. One was the globally popular lead actress of the Harry Potter series, and the other was the famous niece of Julia Roberts.


    "Roman, Chelsea hasn't made any moves in this winter market, has it?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Roman Abramovich sighed, "You know the situation. The financial crisis has shrunk my assets significantly!"


    The global financial crisis had led to a drop in oil prices, causing the stock prices of many Russian energy companies to fall. Roman Abramovich's assets had also taken a significant hit. At that time, the richest owner of an English Premier League club was Manchester City's Mansour, with Charles Capet being the runner-up.


    Charles smiled and continued, "Liverpool is doing well this season. Fernando Torres is really something; Chelsea needs to be careful, or they might lose their Champions League spot for next season!"


    Currently, Chelsea was fourth in the league, behind Liverpool. Last season in the Champions League, Chelsea had defeated Charles's Arsenal and Manchester United to reach the final.


    Roman Abramovich chuckled, "That won't happen. There are still more than ten matches left, and the points are really close!"


    Manchester United and Arsenal were just one point apart at the top of the table, with an eight-point gap between Manchester United and Chelsea.


    Charles smiled. Was Roman Abramovich not interested in Fernando Torres yet? Liverpool's owners, George Gillett and Tom Hicks, were not managing the club well.


    "By the way, Charles, I'm hosting a party at my new house in Knightsbridge soon. You must come. We'll be neighbors," Roman Abramovich said with a smile.


    Charles nodded, "Of course!"


    Roman Abramovich had a substantial amount of property in England. As a haven for Eastern European and Russian tycoons, London attracted a significant number of Russian millionaires.


    As a Hollywood mogul, Charles's social standing was higher than Roman Abramovich's. Roman Abramovich's numerous efforts to integrate into Western high society were part of his strategy to elevate his social status. Relying solely on Chelsea to break into British high society was insufficient.


    Engaging with Hollywood high society was another pathway, and at that time, Charles Capet was America's "darling," truly considered "high society."


    "Roman, I got to go," Charles then stood up and left Annabel's club with Emma Roberts.


    Charles had the driver take them directly to Hampstead Manor in the northern suburbs of London.


    "Russia, huh," Charles mused, leaning back in his seat. The upcoming Ukraine crisis would soon cause unrest in Eastern Europe. More millionaires would likely flee Russia or Ukraine, leading to a rise in London real estate, where Eastern European capital was heavily invested.


    "Charles, do you think Emma Watson and Roman Abramovich are involved? Is what the tabloids say true, are they dating?" Emma Roberts asked from beside Charles.


    Charles shook his head, "No idea. I don't concern myself with those things."


    Roman Abramovich's current girlfriend was Dasha Zhukova, a well-known Russian socialite in London's elite circles.


    Emma Watson could appear with Roman Abramovich and Dasha Zhukova at events, did it matter how they were related?


    "Tomorrow night, I have to go back to the film set. Will you come to see me?" Emma Roberts asked as she leaned closer to Charles.


    Charles nodded, "I'll be in London, so I will when I have the time."


    With that, Charles and Emma Roberts started kissing again. Soon, Charles was sitting back, enjoying Emma Roberts' tentative and inexperienced effort.


    As for Roman Abramovich, Charles wouldn't form deep ties with him. After all, Abramovich had close connections with the Russian political scene.


    Business exchanges were unavoidable, but Charles wouldn't go too deep in other areas. There was no reason to invite unnecessary future trouble.


    However, Russia's resources were undeniably abundant. The vast land certainly had its advantages.


    Oil and natural gas were plentiful and seemingly inexhaustible. It was hard not to be envious.


    The journey from Mayfair to Hampstead was not short, giving Charles plenty of time to enjoy Emma Roberts' "inexperience."


    Once they arrived at the luxurious mansion on Bishops Avenue in Hampstead, Emma Roberts immediately ran to the bathroom to rinse her mouth.


    "Emma, you did pretty well," Charles said, embracing her from behind with an encouraging look.


    Emma Roberts rolled her eyes at Charles and bared her teeth, her meaning clear.


  




  Chapter 467: HSBC Holdings Tower


  

    "Hey, US Treasury bonds can only remain strong thanks to the nation's power," Charles said as he put down the phone.


    Lily Ying mentioned on the phone that the batch of US Treasury bonds had been sold, totaling $11 billion in cash. Charles had previously estimated it would only be $10.5 billion!


    Currently, since the value of the US dollar was high, they exchanged $1.5 billion into British Pounds and another $1.5 billion into Euros.


    Charles had Lily Ying settle a PS1 billion debt, leaving Capet Capital with a PS500 million cash flow in the UK!


    On January 20th, Obama took the oath at the White House in Washington, D.C., becoming the 44th President of the United States.


    Charles watched the inauguration on TV from his estate in Hampstead but didn't pay much attention. His mother, Evelyn, however, attended the inauguration in Washington.


    In the evening, Charles was on the phone with Evelyn, who was in the US. "You mean you want to increase investments in London?"


    "Yes, the UK real estate market has dropped a lot, especially in central London. I plan to expand our real estate business there," Charles explained.


    "Alright, I just got back to Los Angeles from D.C. Obama even asked about you!"


    "I understand. I'll visit the President when I return," Charles said, changing the subject. "What about the company I mentioned earlier? Any progress? We need to strengthen our sports agency business quickly."


    Charles avoided discussing important topics on the phone, especially political ones. He was cautious, aware of the PRISM surveillance program.


    "Don't worry, I've been in touch with Silver Lake Partners and Sequoia Capital. They will support the acquisition," Evelyn assured him. "However, the timing for the merger isn't perfect yet, so it won't happen quickly."


    Charles scoffed. "It shouldn't take that long to integrate resources, even for a smaller company. We need to capitalize on the rapid growth of sports entertainment and complete the setup soon!"


    Evelyn remained silent for a moment. "I understand. Don't worry."


    After hanging up, Charles picked up the documents in front of him, which detailed the current HSBC Holdings Headquarters building at Canary Wharf in London.


    The London HSBC Holdings building, designed by the renowned British architect firm Foster + Partners, began construction in January 1999, was completed in 2002, and officially opened in 2003 as the global headquarters for HSBC Holdings.


    The building has 45 floors, stands 210 meters tall, with a total floor area of 1.1 million square feet, approximately 102,193 square meters, and can accommodate 8,500 employees.


    In 2007, during the peak, HSBC Holdings sold the building to the Spanish real estate company Metrovacesa for a substantial amount, with an agreement allowing HSBC to lease it back for 20 years, with an option to renew for another five years.


    However, the financial crisis last year prevented Metrovacesa from repaying a bridging loan taken from HSBC Holdings, forcing them to re-negotiate. In November, they sold the building back to HSBC at a lower price.


    HSBC suffered significant losses in the US due to the subprime mortgage crisis and the financial tsunami. Despite their strong earnings in Asia, they still hadn't accepted any capital injections from the Bank of England and planned to liquidate property to raise funds. The London HSBC Tower, New York HSBC Tower, and Paris HSBC Tower were all on the market.


    Compared to New York and Paris, Charles preferred the HSBC Headquarters in London.


    Later, Charles called Jack Swank, the head of Capet Real Estate Group.


    "Jack, the London HSBC Tower is a worthwhile investment. Capet Real Estate Group should own an iconic building in London!"


    "Charles, I heard the Korean National Pension Service is also interested in the HSBC Tower," Jack Swank reminded him over the phone. "HSBC Holdings will likely sell the London HSBC Tower through a bidding process!"


    "The Korean National Pension Service?" Charles was aware. The NPS is the largest investment company in Korea, operating with the national pension funds in the international financial market.


    NPS is the world's third-largest pension fund. It primarily invests in Korean stocks and bonds, with 70% of its funds in the stock market and 23% in bonds. NPS's influence on Korean finance is significant, holding stock in 47 of Korea's top 100 companies and more than 10% in numerous conglomerates like Samsung, LG, Lotte, Hyundai, SK, and Hanjin.


    Essentially, NPS is the largest single shareholder of these conglomerates, even if the controlling stake belongs to American consortia and is managed by Korean family businesses.


    "No matter, make contact with HSBC," Charles wasn't worried, with plenty of cash on hand.


    "Got it," Jack Swank replied without any objections.


    "Of course, we can also consider collaborating with the NPS to jointly acquire the London HSBC Tower," Charles added. 


    "Understood!" Jack Swank grasped Charles's plan. They wrapped up the call with a few more words.


    As of now, the London HSBC Tower was worth at least PS700-800 million. Charles could afford it alone.


    However, it wasn't necessary. They would likely use part cash and part loan, continuing to lease it back to HSBC Holdings as usual, a standard operation for large groups, satisfying both parties.


  




  Chapter 468: Standard Bank


  

    London, Capet Pictures' UK headquarters.


    Lily Ying rushed into Charles' office, asking directly, "Charles, do you really want to buy Tencent's shares?"


    Charles was a bit taken aback but nodded, "Of course I want them. Dawn China currently only has a few percent of the shares, right?"


    "The market is too slow for acquisitions. I have already contacted H Group from Tencent's major shareholder in South Africa, and they are willing to sell their shares!" Lily Ying looked at Charles and said.


    "Buy them!" Charles raised his eyebrows.


    "Uh, they want HKD 58 per share, willing to sell us 20% of their shares," Lily Ying explained further.


    "Tencent's stock price is barely HKD 46 per share right now. Although it's gradually rising, the financial crisis has severely impacted its stock price," Charles said while knocking on the table and looking at the computer.


    According to Tencent's current stock price, its market value was about HKD 64 billion. H Group is the largest shareholder of Tencent, holding a significant percentage of shares!


    If the price per share was HKD 58, that's over a 26% premium, and 20% of Tencent shares would require over HKD 16.2 billion, which is approximately USD 2 billion!


    Dawn China had previously acquired its small share of Tencent at about HKD 40 per share from the market, costing around USD 200 million.


    "Reach an agreement with H Group as soon as possible to meet their price," Charles agreed after a few seconds of thought, "and continue to buy from the market!"


    How could they miss out on Tencent?


    Lily Ying nodded seriously, "Don't worry, leave it to me!"


    H Group is a wholly-owned subsidiary of South Africa's Naspers Media Ltd., which is controlled by South Africa's Standard Bank Group.


    Standard Bank Group in South Africa is now controlled by the Oppenheimer family, the wealthiest and most powerful Jewish family in Africa.


    De Beers Group, the world's largest diamond producer, and Anglo American plc, a leading company in mining and natural resources (formed from a merger with the Oppenheimer family's Anglo American Ltd.), also have the Oppenheimer family as the controlling stake.


    Charles certainly didn't have a favorable impression of them, so he wouldn't hesitate to acquire 20% of Tencent from H Group.


    After Lily Ying left, Charles specifically looked into this largest bank in Africa: Back in the 60s, Standard Bank was registered in Johannesburg, South Africa, but operated as a branch of British Standard Bank in South Africa. Later, Standard Bank and Standard Chartered Bank merged to form the new Standard Chartered Bank group (commonly referred to as Standard Chartered).


    In the later 80s, Standard Chartered Bank sold its shares of Standard Bank, making Standard Bank entirely a South African bank. Today, Standard Bank has grown to be the largest bank in Africa!


    ICBC holds 20% of Standard Bank's shares as the largest shareholder, but the Oppenheimer family still controls it.


    Just like Singapore's Temasek Holdings holding a large share in Standard Chartered Bank, yet the British capital ultimately runs things there!


    ...


    Los Angeles, Beverly Hills, in Evelyn's office, Patrick Whitesell walked in.


    "Evelyn, you wanted to see me?" Patrick Whitesell was a company veteran, previously a senior partner at ETA, now one of the senior vice presidents.


    "What's Teddy Forstmann's stance on IMG?" Evelyn had great faith in her son, and expanding the sports agency business inevitably meant dealing with IMG.


    Rather than becoming competitors, it would be better to directly acquire and expand!


    Patrick Whitesell smiled wryly, "I did meet with Teddy Forstmann, but he seems completely uninterested in selling IMG."


    Teddy Forstmann was the head of Forstmann Little & Co., which controlled IMG;


    And Teddy Forstmann had only acquired IMG in 2004, with no intention to sell now.


    ...


    In London, on Kensington Garden Road, at Roman Abramovich's luxurious villa, Charles brought Emma Roberts to attend a party.


    At the party, Charles met several other Premier League club owners. However, the one who interested him the most was Sheikh Mansour, the new owner of Manchester City.


    "Manchester City is different. Buying midfielder Nigel de Jong for 18 million pounds from Bundesliga's Hamburg surely made him the top deal of this winter," Charles said while chatting with Sheikh Mansour on the sofa.


    "But Manchester City still can't compare to Arsenal. Last year, Arsenal's winter and summer transfers stunned Europe and won the Premier League championship," replied Sheikh Mansour, who was 39 and a member of the Abu Dhabi royal family, son of the UAE president, managing the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority.


    Abu Dhabi is also the capital of the United Arab Emirates. Among the several sheikhdoms that constitute the UAE, the Abu Dhabi royal family fund is the wealthiest, much more powerful than the Dubai royal family fund.


    "Manchester City is on the rise," Charles shook his head, recognizing the wealth of these Middle Eastern oil magnates.


    Even though Arsenal spent a lot of money last year, after Charles took over, they signed major deals with Emirates, based in Dubai, for stadium naming and kit sponsorships. They also signed a lucrative jersey sponsorship contract with Adidas.


    Last season, Arsenal reached the Champions League semi-finals and won the league championship, which brought in significant revenue. Additionally, Charles had already paid off the club's 200 million debt.


    Manchester City, unlike Arsenal, sat in the middle of the table, with club expenditures greatly exceeding revenues.


    Currently, UEFA President Michel Platini was considering introducing a new financial law to regulate club operations, the UEFA Financial Fair Play Regulations.


    Such regulations targeted clubs with completely unbalanced budgets.


    Sheikh Mansour nodded, raised his glass to clink with Charles', and smiled, "Now Emirates Airlines in Dubai is leaving Etihad Airways, based in Abu Dhabi, far behind because of their cooperation with Arsenal!"


    Charles blinked and laughed, "Isn't Etihad Airways now also in a long-term partnership with a Premier League club?"


    Etihad Airways, as the second-largest airline in the UAE, also belongs to the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority. Starting next season, Manchester City's shirt sponsor would be Etihad Airways.


    "By the way, how is Dubai now? It seems their finances are unstable; the debt of Dubai World is getting higher, right?" Charles was concerned about the oil magnates in Dubai messing things up.


    Dubai World is a giant conglomerate engaged in real estate and port operations. The world's tallest building under construction, Burj Khalifa, had already halted, and the Palm Island project faced chances of being abandoned.


    Sheikh Mansour smiled and explained, "Dubai relied too much on foreign capital in the past. The participation of international financial institutions was significant. Now, the global financial crisis has caused considerable losses to Dubai.


    "However, the UAE will help Dubai through this hardship. Dubai's finance, tourism, and real estate sectors will recover!"


    Charles nodded, indeed not too worried as long as the oil consumption rose, money would flow in like snowflakes.


    Even if Dubai World faced a debt crisis, the issue shouldn't be too significant, considering the wealth of oil-rich magnates in the UAE, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia.


    Dubai World's Burj Khalifa, as expected, was rescued by the UAE president, because the tower was finally named after Sheikh Khalifa, Sheikh Mansour's father, the President of the UAE.


    As for Dubai's Palm Island project, it indeed ended up abandoned. Many stars and business figures, including Brad Pitt, David and Victoria Beckham, and former England striker Michael Owen, had bought villas there, but they would never get to move in.


    ...


    After chatting with Sheikh Mansour, Charles received a phone call. Bruce Davey and Mel Gibson of Icon Productions demanded 70 million dollars to sell the company.


    "Accept their offer. I remember Mel Gibson is currently shooting a movie, right?" Charles asked over the phone.


    "Yes, Edge of Darkness, a low-budget action thriller jointly produced by Warner Bros and Icon Productions, directed by Martin Campbell and starring Mel Gibson," Phyllis Jones explained over the phone.


    "Interesting, Mel Gibson still has projects. With Warner Bros distributing, does he think he can make a comeback?" Charles chuckled. 


    "Charles," Emma Roberts found Charles on the balcony, just finishing his call.


    "Emma, what's up?" Charles embraced the girl and kissed her right away.


    After the kiss, Emma Roberts felt a bit emotional, "I was just checking what you were doing?"


    Charles' fingers brushed across the girl's lips, feeling a bit taken by his thoughts, "Let's head back inside!"


  




  Chapter 469: Based on True Events


  

    By the end of January, Charles had returned to the States from London but went straight to Miami.


    With Lily Ying handling the shares in Tencent and the European luxury goods group deals, there weren't many issues. Jack Swank took care of the London HSBC building, so Charles had no concerns there. He was in Miami to watch the Super Bowl with Scarlett Johansson and Eva Green.


    This year's Super Bowl was held in Tampa, Florida!


    Once Scarlett Johansson and Eva Green arrived at the Miami West Palm Beach estate, they all flew to Tampa together.


    On February 1st, 2009, at 6:30 PM EST, the 43rd Super Bowl kicked off at Raymond James Stadium in Tampa.


    It was the Pittsburgh Steelers of the AFC against the Arizona Cardinals of the NFC.


    Charles, Scarlett Johansson, and Eva Green watched the game from a luxury box with the Glazer family, owners of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.


    "So many people! It feels even more intense than our French Ligue 1," Eva Green remarked, not particularly interested in the NFL, but loving the atmosphere.


    "This is the most important game in America," Scarlett Johansson was very interested.


    Charles smirked and said, "The ads are pricey too. A 30-second spot costs $3 million. Iron Man 2 and Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen both bought ad space!"


    "Charles, when will the Miami Dolphins make it to the Super Bowl?" Scarlett Johansson suddenly asked.


    "Uh, soon. The Dolphins haven't done well these past few years," Charles said helplessly, "It's just my first season. Things will get better. Next year's Super Bowl is at the Dolphins' home, the Bank of America Stadium, which will get some renovations this year!"


    At the opening, Captain Chesley Sullenberger, honored as the "Hero of the Hudson," appeared on the field with his crew to receive recognition.


    "That's the crew of US Airways Flight 1549 that landed on the Hudson River two weeks ago," Scarlett explained, "It's called the Miracle on the Hudson!"


    Charles, who had just gone to the UK when the incident happened, sighed, "America's patriotic education is everywhere!"


    On January 15th, US Airways Flight 1549, carrying 150 passengers and five crew members, took off from New York's LaGuardia Airport headed for Charlotte, North Carolina, but hit birds shortly after takeoff.


    Both engines failed, and Captain Sullenberger requested an immediate return to LaGuardia. The airport directed them to turn back, but Sullenberger realized they couldn't make it.


    Attempting to head to Teterboro Airport in New Jersey for an emergency landing, he soon realized the plane couldn't safely make it there either due to its altitude and descent rate.


    Ultimately, Captain Sullenberger decided to avoid densely populated areas and made an emergency landing on the Hudson River.


    After approaching the river, the plane glided down, its tail touching the water first, then the fuselage, ultimately coming to a halt with the coordination of the entire crew, saving everyone on board.


    The five crew members were invited to the Super Bowl for recognition, meeting NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell.


    Eva Green noticed Charles staring at Captain Sullenberger and the crew and jokingly asked, "Charles, what are you thinking about?"


    Charles's eyes lit up, "I'm thinking Capet Pictures should make a movie about this!"


    Eva Green and Scarlett Johansson were stunned, fitting for a movie company boss.


    Immediately, Charles called Phyllis Jones and instructed Capet Pictures to contact Captain Sullenberger as soon as possible to adapt this real-life event!


    Charles remembered that it indeed would become a movie in the future.


    Around 10 p.m., the Pittsburgh Steelers defeated the Arizona Cardinals to win the Super Bowl. Charles and his two friends left the stadium and took a private jet back to Miami.


    They had no interest in attending the Steelers' Super Bowl celebration. By the time they returned to the villa in West Palm Beach, it was already midnight.


    "Sweetie, I'm going to bed," Scarlett Johansson said, kissing Charles on the cheek before heading to her room.


    Charles stayed behind with Eva Green. He opened a bottle of wine and poured two glasses. Handing one to Eva, he asked, "Finished shooting Cracks?"


    Eva Green nodded. "Jordan needs to film some outdoor scenes in March, but the main shooting is done. My main work this year will be shooting Thor 2 in Atlanta!"


    No matter what, with the support of the Thor series, Eva Green had secured her place in Hollywood and didn't need to return to Europe for work.


    Although there was still a gap between her and Oscar winner Marion Cotillard, it couldn't be helped. Eva Green's distinctive, Gothic dark persona didn't suit many roles.


    Charles hugged Eva Green, kissed her forehead, and smiled. "I've prepared a villa for you in the Hollywood Hills in Los Angeles as a gift."


    Eva Green nodded, snuggling her cheek against Charles's, and laughed. "You didn't go to France last year. Harvey Weinstein's downfall relieved many actresses."


    "Alright, let's go to bed," said Charles, carrying Eva Green into the bedroom.


    ...


    Miami's warm beach was already a great winter vacation spot, and with Eva Green and Scarlett Johansson keeping him company, Charles certainly intended to stay a few more days.


    However, Charles couldn't stay still; the folks in Washington D.C. wanted him to participate in the bailout.


    "Gavin, no problem. I do have some cash on hand. I can allocate $2 billion to buy stocks of banks on Wall Street. Also, the California State Assembly has been in touch with me. They want me to increase my investment in California. I'll cooperate, but you'll have to help me resolve my issues later," Charles said, speaking to the new California Senator Gavin Newsom.


    "$2 billion, excellent. The banks' stock prices have plummeted too much. The $700 billion bailout fund from Congress isn't enough. Your actions will definitely be remembered by Congress," Gavin Newsom said excitedly. "Rest assured, Capet Entertainment's return won't be forgotten!"


    After hanging up the phone, Charles's eyes remained calm. He had made a fortune through the subprime crisis and investing in U.S. Treasuries, something Washington, D.C., couldn't ignore.


    During the subprime crisis, Charles avoided betting against American banks and investment firms, focusing on European and Japanese banks instead.


    Notably, Japanese Nomura Securities, British HSBC, Swiss Credit Suisse, French BNP Paribas, and Deutsche Bank all had substantial American funds.


    When Washington D.C. met with the major players during the subprime crisis, Charles wasn't among them; the focus was on hedge funds like John Paulson's.


    Charles simply shorted Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, much cleaner than those Jewish hedge funds!


    Charles chuckled. What he was doing now was similar to Warren Buffet - Buffet was also buying bank stocks at the bottom.


    Charles agreed to Gavin Newsom's request to buy currently undervalued bank stocks on Wall Street not just for the bailout, but because he knew these large banks would recover soon!


    Soon, Dona Williams in Manhattan received Charles's instructions: Start purchasing shares of Bank of America, JPMorgan Chase, Goldman Sachs, Wells Fargo, Citibank, and Morgan Stanley!


    These banks' stock prices had fallen by about 60% to 80%. Charles planned to buy at the bottom, taking advantage of the inevitable sell-off from many holders.


    Moreover, Bank of America was a key target not just for profit but to deepen ties with them!


    ...


    In West Palm Beach, in Charles' bedroom, he slowly awoke, his eyes falling on the lady in his arms, making him lose interest in other matters.


    Scarlett Johansson woke up too, kissing Charles on the cheek. "I'm off to swim!"


    Watching Scarlett get out of bed, her alluring figure was undoubtedly captivating.


    Soon after, Eva Green also woke up and whispered, "Is she off to the gym again?"


    "To the swimming pool," Charles said, admiring Scarlett's daily dedication to working out, which was more disciplined than he was.


    "Eva, good morning!" Charles playfully pulled Eva on top of him.


    Eva's glowing cheeks lately were a result of his "efforts," he thought.


    "Good morning, Charles!" Eva replied, feeling the cause immediately.


    "Your energy is still so high," Eva smiled, and then kissed Charles actively, soon engaging in their routine morning ritual.


    Charles lay back, closing his eyes and enjoying, while thinking about the upcoming stock acquisition actions.


    Bank of America was Charles's plan for expanding his influence. The other banks' stocks were more for short-term investments.


    After some time, once Charles and Eva finished washing up, Scarlett had already prepared breakfast in the dining room. 


    Charles, wrapping his arms around both women's shoulders, asked, "So, are we shopping or surfing today?"


    "I've got a beauty appointment today; let Eva go surfing with you," Scarlett said, kissing Charles.


    "Charles, I want to go diving!" Eva added.


    Charles nodded. "Sure!"


    After all, it was time to head back to Los Angeles. They had been in Miami for a week, enjoying ultimate fortune.


  




  Chapter 470: West Pacific Union Bank


  

    When Charles Capet returned to Los Angeles, there were still half a month left before the Academy Awards. The excitement in Los Angeles didn't feel like it was in the middle of an economic crisis.


    Unfortunately, the global financial tsunami triggered by last year's Lehman Brothers bankruptcy had fully spread.


    In Europe, Iceland had gone bankrupt and was receiving assistance from the International Monetary Fund.


    In Asia, developed regions led by Japan and South Korea, including Hong Kong and Singapore, were falling into economic recession!


    At Los Angeles City Hall, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger proudly announced that the high-speed rail project from Los Angeles to San Francisco had been approved by the state legislature. The newly elected President Obama had also ordered the federal government to support California with a $3 billion grant!


    Los Angeles City Hall, located in downtown Los Angeles, was a white building built in the late 1920s. It stood 138 meters tall with 28 floors and was the tallest building in Los Angeles until the 1960s.


    Today, Los Angeles City Hall remains one of the city's landmarks. In a small office in City Hall, Charles was chatting with California's Finance Secretary, Michelle Jenesta.


    "This high-speed rail from Los Angeles to San Francisco will greatly enhance economic connections between northern and southern California and strongly stimulate the state's economy," Michelle Jenesta said, grateful to Charles for his efforts in securing federal funding.


    "Building railroads in America isn't a piece of cake," Charles knew very well how difficult it was to deal with American landowners. He doubted California would even be able to resolve its land issues, let alone build a railroad.


    Most of the land in America was privately owned, with a heavily privatized economy, strong market forces, and a weak government. California's current severe financial deficit made the high-speed rail project a potential stimulus.


    "You're a Californian too, Charles. The state's finances are strained, our credit is downgraded, and no one is interested in municipal bonds," Michelle Jenesta sighed. "The Audit Office has warned us that without a balanced budget, spending cuts, and increased revenue, California might end up bankrupt!"


    "Tesla has decided to acquire Toyota's Fremont auto manufacturing plant in California," Charles, a major shareholder in Tesla, was well aware of many situations.


    "More and more companies are moving out of California due to stringent tax audits and high taxes. On the expenditure side, the governor proposed cutting public spending and social welfare, but it's hard to get legislature approval As for revenue, raising tobacco and fuel taxes and increasing tax benchmarks for the wealthy were initially rejected by the governor during his election campaign."


    Charles shook his head. "Although California is the largest economy in the U.S., its debt levels are too high, and the local economy is too dependent on the financial sector. Whether it's Silicon Valley or Hollywood, their ties to Wall Street are stronger than to California. The financial tsunami only exposed those swimming naked. Recently, many American banks have gone under, and regional banks in California are struggling. I'm preparing to inject capital into the West Pacific Union Bank to help them through this tough time."


    Michelle Jenesta nodded, stood up, and hugged Charles. "Thank you for all you're doing for California. In addition, Capet Pictures wants to expand its studio near your headquarters in Burbank. We'll urge the city government to sell you the land you need. With the studio construction creating jobs, the city government will surely offer tax incentives!"


    After leaving City Hall, Dona Williams and Charles left together in a car.


    "The bank shares are being acquired right?" Charles leaned back in his seat, looking at the growing number of homeless people on the streets near City Hall. The unemployment rate was clearly rising.


    "It's ongoing. Quite a few people are willing to cash out their shares," said Dona Williams, finding it easy.


    "How's West Pacific Union Bank doing?" Charles inquired. He was indeed planning to invest in the bank, but not without reason.


    "Not so well. Currently, West Pacific Union Bank shares are at $15 per share, with a market value of less than $2 billion. Compared to last year's listing high of $40 per share, it has dropped significantly, and the stock price is still unstable, continuing to decline!"


    West Pacific Union Bank was a regional bank in the United States, with its main business and branches concentrated in California. Headquartered in Los Angeles, the bank had 67 service branches in California.


    Its main business included personal and commercial banking, deposits, loans, and mortgages, as well as small business, real estate financing, and venture loans!


    "Have you negotiated yet?"


    Dona Williams nodded and explained, "To acquire a 25% stake in West Pacific Union Bank and become a major shareholder requires about $500 million. Currently, the bank manages assets of approximately $28 billion."


    Charles nodded. "Owning a regional small bank isn't bad; a 25% stake gives me enough control. Once I take control of West Pacific Union Bank, we can work with your AC Capital to acquire shares in Lululemon and Starbucks. Both companies aren't doing well now."


    Whether it's Starbucks or Lululemon, they mainly operate storefront businesses. Charles intended to develop West Pacific Union Bank into America's leading regional bank.


    By supporting Lululemon and Starbucks financially, West Pacific Union Bank could also benefit from their channels to expand!


    "Boss, you're still optimistic about Lululemon, huh? We made good money on Lululemon's stock rise before. The financial tsunami caused its stock to drop a lot," Dona Williams smiled.


    "Rest assured, Starbucks and Lululemon will have unexpected growth in the future," Charles said, turning to kiss the lady on the lips. "You'll be very busy soon!"


    Dona Williams passionately responded to Charles' kiss. Afterward, she nodded, "West Pacific Union Bank is very keen on you taking over. They also hope to grab a share of Hollywood's pie!"


    Charles laughed and placed his hand on Dona Williams' thigh, "Meeting with West Pacific Union Bank's board and discussing details should be easy."


    A small regional bank wasn't anything big for Charles, but it did have some benefits.


    It could help stabilize Charles's operations in California and provide convenience in fund management!


  




  Chapter 471: Spending Money Like Water


  

    On February 20, 2009, Charles Capet officially acquired 25% of the shares of West Pacific Union Bank for $5 billion in cash!


    He became the largest shareholder and chairman of the board of West Pacific Union Bank. On the day of the acquisition, the bank's stock price rose by 20%, jumping from $15 per share to $18 per share.


    Charles's entrance not only provided the bank with support from Hollywood but also got involved in the financing project of the high-speed rail from Los Angeles to San Francisco!


    Meanwhile, Dona Williams spent twenty days acquiring bank stocks:


    She bought 6 million shares of Goldman Sachs at an average price of $85 per share, spending $510 million;


    6 million shares of JPMorgan Chase at an average price of $25 per share, spending $150 million;


    5 million shares of Citibank at an average price of $30 per share, spending $150 million;


    10 million shares of Wells Fargo at an average price of $14 per share, spending $140 million;


    200 million shares of Bank of America at an average price of $13 per share, accounting for 5% of the total shares, spending $2.6 billion in total!


    In just one month, Charles spent $3.55 billion on bank stocks. Including the $2.2 billion spent on Tencent shares and the exchange of $4.2 billion for euros and pounds;


    Out of the $11 billion in cash, only $2.1 billion remained!


    That afternoon, at Charles's office in Burbank.


    Evelyn Capet looked astonished, "Buying bank stocks at the bottom, aren't you worried? Even Buffett isn't this straightforward right now!"


    Charles shook his head, "Don't worry, I estimate that in about six months, we can earn double the profit. Although the stock prices might still drop recently, economic recovery is unstoppable. Just look at how much international capital has flowed into the U.S. after the strong dollar!"


    "Forbes estimates your net worth at around $20 billion; you'll be in the top ten of the Forbes Billionaires List this year!" Evelyn reminded, noting Charles's rapid rise, faster than a movie script.


    Charles shrugged, "That's because of last year's financial crisis, which reduced the wealth of many tycoons, so it doesn't mean much. Can those guys at Forbes really know my actual assets? They don't even know the value of my stocks, let alone cash flow. I've already warned them not to estimate over $15 billion!"


    Evelyn nodded. In March, Forbes would release the Billionaires List.


    Evelyn's own assets, excluding shares, had already reached $200 million, earned by following Charles's investments in real estate shorts and forex trading!


    Moreover, Dona Williams was currently acquiring shares of Lululemon and Starbucks, and Evelyn had also invested a sum, continuing to buy stocks in tech companies that Charles had earlier advised.


    Charles glanced at his mother, poured her a glass of champagne, and smiled, "To me, money is just a string of numbers now. The real issue is how to store and pass it on."


    Evelyn glared at her son, somewhat exasperated, "You're 27 now, and you're not thinking about getting married?"


    "No rush, I'll wait another seven or eight years," Charles shook his head, thinking it was too soon to get married.


    "By the way, 20th Century Fox is developing a live-action adaptation of Dragon Ball Evolution. The film will be released next month, on the same day as your District 9! 


    And it seems there are some issues with The Green Hornet of Sony Columbia. The movie is still in the script stage, but there seem to be disagreements with the lead actor, Seth Rogen! Are you interested?" Evelyn smiled at Charles.


    Charles shook his head, "Not unless you replace Seth Rogen. I won't participate if a movie led by the Frat Pack is a big-budget production;"


    "If it's a large production, the main cast can't be from the Frat Pack. Their gross-out comedies have a limited overseas market. In recent years, Frat Pack comedies like Wedding Crashers, Knocked Up, The 40-Year-Old Virgin, Dinner for Schmucks, and Superbad have been successful in the North American market!"


    After Judd Apatow directed Knocked Up for Capet, he signed a three-film directing deal with Capet.


    Last year, Judd Apatow had a comedy movie Funny People he wanted to direct, but the budget was $75 million, so Capet passed on it. Universal Pictures picked it up instead!


    However, the three-film directing deal with Judd Apatow was valid for five years. Within five years, Capet had the first right of refusal for any film Apatow directed. The contract would end in 2012, no matter if Judd Apatow had directed all three films for Capet or not.


  




  Chapter 472: Capet's Night


  

    On February 22, 2009, the 81st Academy Awards opened grandly at the Kodak Theatre in Hollywood.


    The British-Indian co-production Slumdog Millionaire won eight awards, including Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Adapted Screenplay.


    Kate Winslet from The Reader won the Oscar for Best Actress.


    Penelope Cruz from Vicky Cristina Barcelona won Best Supporting Actress.


    This year's Oscars saw Capet as the biggest winner. Before Slumdog Millionaire, Capet had already won the Best Picture for No Country for Old Men and The Departed.


    Capet was already a household name in Hollywood in recent years, but tonight's Oscars had Capet directly pocketing ten awards, including the coveted Best Picture.


    The whole Oscars ceremony was filled with praises for Capet!


    As soon as the ceremony ended, online news and comments were abuzz. The Los Angeles Times directly described the event as "Capet's Night."


    ...


    In Beverly Hills, at the Capet Mansion, Gal Gadot returned right after the ceremony. Charles didn't bother attending the Oscars and preferred to rest at home!


    "Hey, why didn't you go to the Vanity Fair after-party?" Charles was a bit surprised to see Gal Gadot back, as she had been quite excited about attending the Oscars.


    Gal Gadot smiled, "Aren't you going? You didn't attend the ceremony, and you're skipping the after-party too? Tonight is Capet's night!"


    "I'll accompany you later," Charles agreed he should make an appearance. Since My Big Fat Greek Wedding premiered in 2002, Capet had won the Best Picture Oscar three times in seven years.


    "Let's go, heading to the Sunset Tower Hotel is a good idea. We can meet some people."


    The Vanity Fair Oscars after-party was held at the Sunset Tower Hotel, known as the Governor's Ball.


    Last year, many stars supported Hollywood's writer's strike, and Vanity Fair canceled the Oscars party.


    This year, despite the economic downturn, Vanity Fair had already announced they would resume the Oscars night on February 22, 2009!


    Tonight's Vanity Fair after-party was full of stars. Besides the winners and nominees from the Oscars, many other big names were invited.


    Charles made a low-key appearance at the Sunset Tower Hotel, but it quickly caused a stir.


    Just a quick glance showed that Nicole Kidman and Naomi Watts, who had past ties with Charles, along with Penelope Cruz, were all there.


    Anne Hathaway, Marion Cotillard, Scarlett Johansson, Eva Green, and Kate Beckinsale, with whom Charles maintained connections, also attended.


    Other big-name guests included David Geffen, Steven Spielberg, Tom Hanks, Leonardo DiCaprio, Pierce Brosnan, Beyonce, and Madonna.


    "Charles, congratulations! Capet's performance tonight was truly impressive," said Harry Sloan, Chairman of MGM, as he shook Charles's hand.


    Charles smiled, raised his glass, and clinked it with Harry Sloan's, responding, "Tonight's Oscars night seems more low-key than before, not as extravagant."


    Oscar viewership was declining, and the financial crisis had affected not only the organizers but also reduced advertising revenue for fashion magazines like Vanity Fair and Variety. The Oscars' influence was visibly waning.


    MGM, managed by Harry Sloan, was also in debt. Although Quantum of Solace grossed nearly 600 millions in North America and globally, MGM's other films did not perform well at the box office.


    Recently, The Hollywood Reporter revealed that MGM was $3.7 billion in debt, sparking speculation that MGM might seek a sale, though Harry Sloan vigorously denied it!


    Sipping his drink, Harry Sloan sighed, "It's surprising that Capet Pictures, founded in 2001, is now valued higher than an old film company like MGM."


    "Harry, we must look forward. Besides, MGM had its glorious days," Charles patted Harry Sloan's shoulder.


    "You know, it was MGM that led the creation of the Oscars. They have over 170 Oscar trophies in their trophy room!"


    MGM's 4000-title library and the distribution rights to the James Bond series were still enviable.


    After chatting with Harry Sloan for a while, Charles talked to director Danny Boyle. Slumdog Millionaire had won Best Picture and Best Director!


    Charles sincerely congratulated Kate Winslet, who finally won Best Actress. Though it was for The Reader and not Revolutionary Road with Leonardo DiCaprio, she had finally fulfilled her dream.


    "Charles, thank you," Kate Winslet hugged Charles.


    "Your performance was excellent, well-deserved," Charles replied with a smile. Soon, Kate Beckinsale joined for a photo-op.


    Kate Beckinsale congratulated Kate Winslet with an envious look, her eyes burning hotter as she gazed at Charles.


    Marion Cotillard, Reese Witherspoon, and Kate Winslet - actresses from France, America, and Britain - all became Oscar winners with Charles's help.


    Charles looked at the many women around him, reminiscent of the experiences Harvey Weinstein often enjoyed?


  




  Chapter 473: Settling Michael


  

    In the restroom of the Sunset Tower Hotel, Kate Beckinsale leaned against the door, occasionally turning her head to kiss Charles Capet, who was leaning over her back.


    After a while, Kate Beckinsale turned around and squatted in front of Charles.


    "Dear, I need to touch up my makeup first; you go ahead," said Kate Beckinsale, disheveled, as she pulled out a cigarette, ready to light it up.


    Charles took out a tissue to wipe the stains from the corner of her mouth, nodded, and said, "Alright, I'll go then!"


    As soon as Charles returned to the banquet hall, he bumped into Anne Hathaway. Dressed in a custom-made white Versace strapless evening gown, Anne Hathaway's fair skin, beautiful appearance, and bright red lips made her look even more stunning.


    "Charles, congrats!" They hugged warmly, and Anne Hathaway's tone was filled with obvious excitement.


    "Don't worry; Capet Pictures has already secured the rights to the novel Silver Linings Playbook. The company will proceed with the development as planned," Charles said, patting her on the shoulder.


    "You were also nominated for the Best Actress award at this Oscars for your performance in Rachel Getting Married; you did a great job. Trust me, I'm now a recognized Oscar whisperer; I'll definitely help you win that Best Actress Oscar!"


    Silver Linings Playbook is the movie adaptation of the novel that Capet Pictures acquired.


    Anne Hathaway smiled and nodded, her big smile making people imagine all sorts of things. "By the way, Capet should have its own celebration party later. Are you going to attend?"


    Charles shook his head. "No, I have to meet with Michael Jackson. Do you have plans for the next few days?"


    "Going to attend New York Fashion Week," Anne Hathaway replied.


    "Okay. I'll send you a big gift in a few days," Charles said before kissing her on the cheek and leaving the Sunset Tower Hotel.


    After leaving the hotel, Charles headed to the Holmby Hills community in Beverly Hills, where AEG Live had rented a villa for Michael Jackson and his family.


    "Boss, I brought what you asked for. It's just a rough draft," Phyllis Jones followed Charles to meet Michael Jackson.


    "That's enough," Charles said. As their car stopped in front of Michael Jackson's villa, Michael was there to greet them.


    "Michael, you don't look too good," Charles remarked after following Michael Jackson into the house.


    Michael Jackson was thin, looking tired, and his spirits were low.


    "Charles, thank you for coming personally. I've been prepping for the upcoming concert, suffering from insomnia every night. The pressure's just a bit much," Michael Jackson smiled, inviting Charles to sit and asking if he wanted anything to drink.


    "Two cups of coffee," Charles knew why Michael Jackson's pressure was high; AEG Entertainment kept pushing him to increase his concert dates to 50 shows.


    Moreover, their attitude towards Michael Jackson wasn't very friendly!


    "Is Capet Records and Viacom on bad terms?" Michael Jackson asked, somewhat teasingly.


    Charles took a sip of coffee, smiled, and said, "It's mainly due to conflicts with Viacom; they are an important asset for them. In terms of business competition, it's not about right or wrong; it's just business!"


    Charles and Michael Jackson chatted casually for over ten minutes.


    Michael Jackson then proactively asked Charles, "I don't know when I'll release another album. Does Capet Records still want to sign a record deal with me?"


    Charles nodded, smiling, "Sure, without any time constraints. Release it whenever you get inspired. But if you have time, you could release singles first. Life still has to go on!"


    Michael Jackson agreed with Charles' viewpoint, "Indeed, life has to go on."


    "AEG Entertainment provided you with a loan. I just acquired West Pacific Union Bank; I can help you with the mortgage loan issues," Charles said, looking at Michael Jackson.


    "I have a good relationship with Philip Anschutz; they won't make things difficult for you. The more stressed you are, the worse your health will be. Don't forget about your three kids; you're their closest family member!"


    ...


    With the successful conclusion of the 81st Academy Awards, Capet emerged as the biggest winner, grabbing all the spotlight.


    Slumdog Millionaire had already grossed over $100 million at the North American box office. The Reader had also reached $25 million in North America, and thanks to the Oscars, its screening expanded again.


    At the same time, The Reader's limited overseas release had already earned $30 million and Slumdog Millionaire, which had earned $90 million, started a large-scale overseas expansion!


    Slumdog Millionaire's box office performance shone during the awards season. Among the art films released at the end of the year, only Gran Torino, written and directed by Clint Eastwood, and The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, directed by David Fincher and starring Brad Pitt and Cate Blanchett, could compare.


    Gran Torino had currently grossed $140 million in North America and $80 million overseas.


    The Curious Case of Benjamin Button currently had $115 million at the North American box office and another $170 million internationally!


    "The Oscars are losing their influence. No wonder the viewership keeps dropping," Charles sighed, slumping in his office chair.


    Phyllis Jones, nearby, explained, "This year's ratings were decent though, 36 million viewers. Last year, the Oscars had their lowest viewership ever at 32 million. Having Hugh Jackman as the host did bring back some viewers this year!"


    From the millennium until now, the Oscars had fluctuating viewership. In 2008, due to the writers' strike, the show was poorly prepared, resulting in low ratings.


    In 2003, the Iraq war news occupied many American TVs, causing the Oscars to have only 33 million viewers.


    In other years, the Oscars often had over 40 million viewers. Now, it's less than 40 million.


    Well, the Super Bowl still pulls in over 100 million viewers. This year, NBC's Super Bowl broadcast had 98.7 million viewers!


    "Has Michael Jackson's press release been held yet?" Charles asked.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Capet Records and Michael Jackson have signed a three-way cooperation contract. Capet Records guaranteed Michael Jackson through West Pacific Union Bank, and AEG Entertainment has transferred Michael Jackson's assets to West Pacific Union Bank!"


    Charles nodded again and added, "Make sure they monitor Michael Jackson's health and mental state. And the number of Michael Jackson's concerts needs to be reduced. Even if they don't reduce them, they need to spread them out over a longer time period."


    "Um, Michael Jackson decided on 20 concerts at London's Millennium Dome," Phyllis Jones reminded.


    "It's the maximum he can handle. No more can be added. Plus, Michael said he's planning to release an album next year!"


    "Now, Michael Jackson and AEG are just in a simple cooperative relationship. Even if he held just one concert, it wouldn't matter to them," said Charles, shaking his head. Michael Jackson's shares in Sony ATV Music Publishing are no longer mortgaged to AEG.


    With Capet backing him now, neither AEG Entertainment nor Sony Music would dare mess with him!


    Moreover, as Charles knew, Michael Jackson had a bunch of unpublished songs accumulated over the years.


    "By the way, get that The Hunt project started as soon as possible. Adapt the script, choose a director. I hope this movie can be released by the end of next year at the latest!"


    Anything less would be against what Charles had promised Michael Jackson; he couldn't go back on his word.


  




  Chapter 474: Chapter 474


  

    By late February, Charles arrived in New York after New York Fashion Week ended.


    Every February and September, Paris, Milan, London, and New York host two major global fashion weeks, one for autumn/winter and one for spring/summer.


    Hundreds of fashion and jewelry shows occur, making it a prime time for brands to release new items and a chance for models to showcase themselves!


    Currently, though, Wall Street was buzzing about the biggest financial fraud case in history, the Madoff Ponzi scheme. The investigation, evidence gathering, trial, and compensation retrieval for investors were all ongoing.


    In the Capet Capital headquarters at Capet Center in Midtown Manhattan, Charles stood by the window after getting up from his chair.


    "Bank of America and Citibank becoming like Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae? No wonder their stock prices dropped; who spread this?" Charles was indifferent.


    "But boss, Bank of America's stock has dropped from $30 to $21 per share, Citibank from $30 to $21. Other banks have smaller declines, but we've lost over $400 million in just over ten days," Dona Williams was worried. "And stock prices are still falling!"


    "Don't worry, the government is debunking the rumors. The banks won't be nationalized. Bank of America and Citibank are in talks with the Fed, the Fed will provide asset guarantees to restore public confidence," Charles said calmly. This was just the darkness before dawn!


    It's hard to believe that when Charles first came to Los Angeles and worked as a waiter for half a month on Hollywood Boulevard, he was thrilled to earn $2,000.


    Now, hearing numbers in the billions, he felt nothing.


    "Don't worry, the show must go on. There's a party at the Plaza Hotel tonight. Let's get ready to go!"


    ...


    New York, Plaza Hotel. Charles had just finished talking with Barry Meyer, the chairman of Warner Brothers, and then called his assistant Phyllis Jones: "Gossip Girl Season 3 will continue to air on CW Network!"


    "Got it!"


    Previously, Charles renegotiated the broadcast rights for Gossip Girl on CW Network (a joint venture between Columbia and Warner Brothers) to cause some trouble for Sumner Redstone.


    Unexpectedly, Barry Meyer brought it up today. CW Network is a nationwide network formed by the merger of CBS' Paramount Network (UPN) and Warner Brothers TV Network!


    Initially, the merger was due to low ratings. As a new national network, they desperately needed high-rating shows. As the flagship series of this new network, Gossip Girl absolutely couldn't be canceled just like that.


    "Good evening, Charles," Richard Parsons, the current chairman of Citibank and former chairman and CEO of Time Warner, approached Charles.


    "Good evening, Richard," Charles shook his hand. Citibank's stock price was still dropping, and Charles had just bought 5 million shares, so he wasn't in the best mood.


    Richard Parsons was of mixed African descent, with brownish skin and a full beard that highlighted his heritage.


    "I'm quite confident in Citibank, but can't the Citigroup stop the stock price from continuing to fall?" Charles shrugged.


    Richard Parsons laughed, "Don't worry, we have strategies in place. You should keep holding onto your shares, Charles."


    Not just Citibank, but Bank of America had also contacted Charles, hoping he wouldn't sell to cut losses now, as that would drive the stock price even lower.


    "Don't worry, I still believe the financial industry will recover soon. Now that those unregulated financial derivatives are gone, it's actually good for investors!"


    Richard Parsons could sense Charles' complaints about the previous major investment banks and the unrestrained financial derivatives, often associated with Jewish financiers.


    "Charles, you know, too much government intervention isn't good for the free market. It only harms the market itself," Richard Parsons smiled.


    Over the past year, due to the financial crisis, many Americans blamed greedy Jewish financiers, fueling anti-Semitic sentiments.


    Richard Parsons didn't want someone like Charles Capet thinking that way!


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "Of course, I support market freedom. I'm just sorry for the ordinary investors whose savings have been wiped out by these financial derivatives."


    He then patted Richard Parsons on the shoulder, "We'll chat again later, I need to step out for a bit!"


    Richard Parsons watched Charles walk away towards a tall, attractive blonde, and couldn't help but smile.


    Charles Capet's romantic escapades were a highlight in Hollywood. Young, handsome, and wealthy, who wouldn't like him?


    "Charles," Ivanka Trump said warmly, hugging Charles, "When did you get to New York?"


    "I arrived just yesterday," Charles said, holding the blonde's waist as they walked towards the lounge area.


    "Guess who I met today?" Ivanka leaned in and asked Charles.


    "Who?" Charles asked, puzzled.


    "Carlos Slim, the Mexican tycoon, Telecom magnate, and second on the Forbes billionaire list!" Ivanka was a bit excited. Carlos Slim had a net worth of $60 billion last year, second on Forbes' list, behind Warren Buffett's $62 billion, and ahead of Bill Gates' $58 billion!


    "Carlos Slim? Do you know him?" This seemed unlikely, even her father couldn't make such connections.


    "It's because of the New York Times. The print media industry has been suffering, and the Times Group is facing financial difficulties due to the financial crisis, nearly going bankrupt," Ivanka looked at Charles. "You knew that, right?"


    Charles nodded, "Of course I knew. Didn't the Tribune Company, which owns the Los Angeles Times and Chicago Tribune, just file for bankruptcy protection?


    The Times Group recently sold part of its Times Square building and then leased it back to get a billion dollars in cash, right?"


    "It is not enough. The Times Group is in such a bad state that it's hard to attract investors. Only Carlos Slim provided a billion-dollar credit loan. However, last year, Carlos Slim bought a 6.9% share of the New York Times for $127 million, becoming a major shareholder," Ivanka said, kissing Charles on the cheek.


    "I'm a loyal reader of the New York Times. I even wrote a long thank-you letter to Carlos Slim. Recently, Carlos Slim came to New York and actually asked to meet me!"


    Charles was speechless. What's so exciting about this? He probably just thought of you as a kid.


    What's happening this year? It's a financial meltdown. Buffett and Carlos Slim's wealth each shrank by around $25 billion, while Bill Gates' wealth shrank by less than $20 billion.


    Carlos Slim would fall to the third place on the billionaire list, and Bill Gates would reclaim the top spot!


    "Well, the New York Times situation is just a minor thing for Carlos Slim," Charles said, pulling the blonde towards the window to overlook the Central Park night scene.


    "How's the contact with the New York Congress members going?"


    "We already know quite a few state legislators and city officials," Ivanka said, leaning close to Charles' ear. "When we get a chance, we can arrange for these politicians to take overseas vacations. And current New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg is likely to win a third term this year, starting his third mayoral term next year!"


    Charles nodded. Michael Bloomberg, a significant Jewish figure, as the founder and major shareholder of Bloomberg LP, was also on the top Forbes billionaire list.


    After managing New York for many years, he had influence in politics, business, media, and even the underworld. Like George Soros, he was one of the major Jewish icons!


    No wonder only 7 million Jews were one of America's two major powers; the power of Jewish capital was indeed formidable.


  




  Chapter 475: South by Southwest


  

    In the Capet Center Tower, a 66-story luxury high-rise, Charles and Ivanka Trump started kissing as soon as they got back home from the Plaza Hotel.


    "The banking industry in New York is way more developed and competitive than in California, especially in the core area of New York City. Regional and community banks face significant constraints here," Ivanka advised Charles when he mentioned the possibility of opening a branch of West Pacific Union Bank in New York.


    Charles leaned back on the sofa and smiled, "I guess I oversimplified things. This financial crisis resulted in the merger and closure of nearly 3,000 banks. Even so, the U.S. still has over 5,000 banks around!"


    America's banking industry isn't just talk. In the early days, the U.S. didn't allow interstate banking operations, not even within the same state.


    This led to a large number of community banks across the U.S., where every city and town had its own bank!


    In the 80s and 90s, with the rise of bank holding companies and new banking laws, interstate banking became possible, resulting in a wave of mergers among U.S. banks.


    Still, with the Federal Reserve, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, and the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency overseeing the industry, along with various state laws, major U.S. banks focused heavily on developing international business.


    The difficulty of developing domestic business was much higher than abroad, and now 90% of U.S. banks are community banks, averaged out. Although small commercial banks are referred to as community banks, West Pacific Union Bank, given its size, fell into the category of a large community bank, known as a regional bank.


    Moreover, U.S. laws prohibited banks from opening branches in each state for the sole purpose of attracting deposits. Laws regulated the ratio of deposits and loans in each state.


    This led to major U.S. banks becoming multinational banking groups because the deposits of the top 25 U.S. banks combined didn't even account for 40% of domestic savings. Competition among domestic banks was intense.


    Ivanka leaned into Charles and asked, "When did you get interested in banking?"


    Charles shook his head, "Not really interested, it's just that it would make many things more convenient. West Pacific Union Bank's services are comprehensive, including commercial banking, asset management, securities brokerage, and private banking services."


    Ivanka nodded. She hugged his neck and flirtatiously said, "Tomorrow is the opening of the South by Southwest Music and Film Festival. Will you come with me to Austin for a few days?"


    Every early March, Austin, Texas hosted a ten-day event blending music, film, and new media interaction, known as the South by Southwest Music and Film Festival.


    Originally, South by Southwest was just a music festival, but later it added film and new media technology sections, evolving into a major gathering combining music, movies, and the internet!


    "Sure," Charles replied nonchalantly, thinking it wouldn't be bad to check out the large-scale music, film, and tech event, especially since Twitter drew a lot of attention there in 2007.


    Two days later, Charles and Ivanka were in Austin, Texas, a city known as the "Live Music Capital of the World," thanks in part to South by Southwest.


    Interestingly, Texas also has a Colorado River that starts there and flows into the Gulf of Mexico, sharing its name with the famous Colorado River originating from the Rocky Mountains in Colorado and flowing through the Grand Canyon and Hoover Dam before emptying into the Gulf of California.


    The Texas Colorado River runs through Austin, acting as the city's lifeline.


    With tens of thousands of tourists pouring into a city with a population under a million, South by Southwest indeed filled Austin with excitement.


    Music, movies, heat, euphoria, and an intoxicating frenzy filled the air!


    Ivanka, dressed casually, held Charles' arm as they walked to the film section of South by Southwest. Compared to the music section, films were more to Charles' liking.


    "Hey, look, that's The Hurt Locker!" Charles said as he spotted the poster for The Hurt Locker outside a theater.


    He immediately took off his sunglasses and realized it was indeed Catherine Bigelow's film.


    "What's up? Is this movie from your company?" Ivanka asked.


    Charles shook his head, "No, it's an independent film. The distributor is Summit Entertainment."


    "I'll make a call to find out," Charles said, putting an arm around Ivanka's shoulder while dialing Phyllis Jones to inquire about The Hurt Locker.


    Charles knew this American patriotic film ended up winning the Oscar for Best Picture, beating Avatar.


    "Charles, aren't we going to watch it?" Ivanka asked after he finished his call.


    "No," Charles replied, kissing Ivanka and laughing, "You'd probably fall asleep watching this kind of political drama!"


    Phyllis Jones had just told him that The Hurt Locker was filmed in 2007 but couldn't find a distributor for a long time. Though it got into the Venice Film Festival last year, it wasn't until the Toronto Film Festival that Summit Entertainment bought the North American distribution rights for $1.5 million.


    No wonder Capet only spent $4 million to buy the North American distribution rights to last year's Golden Lion winner, The Wrestler.


    It made sense for The Hurt Locker to be promoted at South by Southwest, but Charles wasn't really fixated on winning an Oscar. An Oscar for Best Picture without commercial value was meaningless.


    That night, in an Austin theater, Charles and Ivanka chose to watch a horror thriller, Drag Me to Hell.


    In the dim theater, Charles shivered with fright but felt oddly comfortable leaning in his seat, his eyes glued to the screen.


    Drag Me to Hell was a well-made horror movie directed by Sam Raimi. With Sony still working on the script for Spider-Man 4, Sam Raimi had time to explore other films.


    Though Charles knew Spider-Man 4 would face delays, it didn't stop him from keeping an eye on Sony's progress on the project.


    Soon, Ivanka complained, "Can't we go back to the hotel? Why do we have to stay in the theater!"


    "Alright, alright, we're going back," Charles said, withdrawing his hand from her chest with a grin, "This movie is pretty scary!"


  




  Chapter 476: Luxury Brand Layout


  

    After spending a week combined in New York and Austin, Charles Capet flew to Europe.


    First, Charles signed an agreement in London to acquire the Canary Wharf HSBC Building together with the Korean Pension Fund and HSBC Holdings Group. Additionally, they signed a leaseback agreement with HSBC Bank, which would lease the building for 45 million pounds a year.


    Dawn Investments contributed 500 million pounds, while the Korean Pension Fund contributed 300 million pounds to acquire a 999-year lease on the Canary Wharf HSBC Building. Capet Pictures held a 70% stake, and the Korean Pension Fund held 30%.


    Initially, Charles planned to mortgage part of the funds, but after realizing the high interest rates, he decided to pay the 500 million pounds in cash directly. There was no other way, as Charles had quite a bit of cash on hand.


    Quickly, Capet Capital's headquarters in London moved to the HSBC Building.


    "This view is pretty nice; you can see the Thames and overlook London," Charles commented to Lily Ying in the high-level office of the HSBC Building.


    "Charles, you're about to become a major shareholder in Tencent. Aren't you going to check it out?" Dawn Fund owned 22% of Tencent's shares, spending 2.2 billion dollars in cash.


    "Probably. You just returned from Milan, what's the situation?" Charles asked, having 1.5 billion euros invested in luxury brands.


    Lily handed Charles a file regarding the equity agreements:


    "LVMH Group spent 600 million euros to acquire 10% of their shares;


    Hermes Group spent 400 million euros to acquire 8% of their shares;


    Italian jewelry brand Bvlgari spent 500 million euros to acquire 15% of their shares.


    Capet is now Bvlgari's second-largest shareholder, right after the Bvlgari family fund with 30%!"


    Charles nodded. Due to the financial crisis, the stock prices of European luxury brands dropped, with LVMH Group's current market value at around 42 billion euros.


    Bvlgari's market value was around 4.2 billion euros, so there was no problem with a premium acquisition, and Hermes had a market value of about 7 billion euros!


    Hermes, Bvlgari, Prada, and Versace were all Italian luxury fashion brands, still controlled by their founding families.


    Among the three major European luxury groups, LVMH Group owned Givenchy, Dior, Louis Vuitton, Hennessy, Moet, Fendi, Guerlain, and Kenzo, making it the absolute leader.


    The Swiss Richemont Group owned Cartier, Vacheron Constantin, Jaeger-LeCoultre, IWC, Lange, Van Cleef & Arpels, and Piaget, ranking second in top watches and jewelry brands.


    The PPR Group (still known as the Kering Group) owned Gucci, Saint Laurent, Boucheron, Balenciaga, and Girard-Perregaux.


    Charles especially wanted Hermes because it was the absolute aristocrat of luxury brands, but he knew that LVMH Group had been secretly acquiring Hermes shares, preparing for a hostile takeover.


    Just like Bernard Arnault's hostile takeover of Gucci years ago, where he secretly bought shares to catch everyone off guard. If not for the intervention of the French PPR Group, Gucci would already be a brand under LVMH.


    Now, Bernard Arnault was doing the same with Hermes. However, more than 70% of Hermes shares were in the hands of the Hermes family descendants, although no single individual held more than 5%.


    LVMH Group's takeover attempt of Hermes would fail once more. As long as the Hermes family united to place over 50% of their shares into a family fund, they wouldn't lose control.


    The Hermes family-held shares were not comparable to the Gucci family back then. As long as they united internally, outsiders had no chance.


    If one holds more than 5% of the shares, it needs to be reported. This is why Lily stopped the acquisition at 4.9%.


    "Bernard Arnault likely holds his own 5% shares along with other institutions helping him buy out to proceed with a full takeover of Hermes," Charles recognized the cunning old man, wondering what methods he used to avoid scrutiny.


    Back when he tried to take over Gucci, he got sued by Gucci and lost the lawsuit.


    Prada and Versace weren't targeted because these brands didn't perform well in recent years, making their investments risky.


    "By the way, what about the Alibaba shares from Yahoo?" Charles asked.


    There was still 2.1 billion dollars of cash left unspent, 1.5 billion pounds were gone, and 1.5 billion euros still had 40 million left over!


    Lily looked at Charles, her mouth twitching at the way he casually threw money around. "Yahoo's asking price won't be low; Alibaba's market value on the Hong Kong stock exchange is around 80 billion Hong Kong dollars now!"


    "Don't worry, Yahoo needs cash now, and Alibaba's stock price is dropping, right?" Charles was well aware of Yahoo's troublesome situation, and he knew that if the price was right, Yahoo would be willing to sell.


    "Let's go to Hong Kong together and settle the Alibaba deal," Charles remarked, planning to meet with Tencent's management and finalize Alibaba's shares.


    Lily nodded. Recently, her fund also acquired around 4.9% of Tencent's shares, hoping Charles's keen eye wouldn't be wrong.


    Mid-March, Charles and Lily flew to Hong Kong together. 


    ...


    In Japan, Tokyo, at Sony headquarters, Sony Music Entertainment Chairman Rolf Elgeti looked troubled in Howard Stringer's office.


    "Michael Jackson mortgaged his 50% stake in Sony/ATV Music Publishing to Charles Capet?" Howard Stringer confirmed.


    Rolf Elgeti nodded, "Capet Records backed Michael Jackson's debt through West Pacific Union Bank, which was recently acquired by Charles Capet."


    Rolf Elgeti had originally been the chairman of BMG (Bertelsmann Music Group), part of Bertelsmann Entertainment Group in Germany.


    At the end of 2004, Sony Music and BMG merged to form Sony BMG, with each holding 50% shares. Afterward, Rolf Elgeti became the chairman of Sony BMG.


    Last year, Sony bought the remaining 50% of Sony BMG from Bertelsmann, making Sony BMG a wholly-owned subsidiary of Sony, reverting to Sony Music Entertainment.


    "Charles Capet, huh," Howard Stringer sighed, knowing Capet was no small fry.


    Just a few days ago, Forbes magazine released its 2009 Rich List, placing Charles Capet 18th with a net worth of $15 billion!


    "He's definitely eyeing that 50% stake of Sony/ATV Music Publishing. Snatching it from Capet won't be easy," Howard Stringer rubbed his bald head, clearly distressed.


    "Not only that, Michael Jackson also signed a new record deal with Capet Records and plans to release a new album next year," Rolf Elgeti continued.


    "Michael Jackson is releasing a new album?" Howard Stringer, who had managed Sony Records in the past, understood Michael Jackson's draw.


    Considering Michael Jackson's record label partner for years had been Sony Records.


    "Starting in July, Michael Jackson will host 20 concerts at the Millennium Dome in London. The concert organizer AEG Entertainment was originally persuading Michael to do 50 shows, but after discussing with Capet Records, they agreed on 20 shows," Elgeti explained.


    "It seems Charles's initial thought was Michael should consider his health first, so 10 shows should be enough," Elgeti implied that Capet highly valued Michael Jackson.


    Sniping at Michael Jackson now meant competing with Capet.


    "Darn it!" Howard Stringer was already in a tough spot, as the anticipated Blu-ray DVDs were underwhelming due to the rise of streaming media.


    The economic crisis had also worsened the situation for Sony Electronics.


    Now hearing that Michael Jackson had aligned with Charles Capet made things even worse!


  




  Chapter 477: Chapter 477


  

    In Wan Chai, Hong Kong, Charles Capet smiled as he left Tencent's Hong Kong headquarters.


    Standing beside him, Lily Ying asked, "Next month I have to go to the U.S. to meet with Yahoo's management. Is there anything I need to tell them?"


    "Nothing specific," Charles replied. "Yahoo has a certain percentage of Alibaba shares. Back in 2007, they spent a billion dollars and acquired Yahoo China. Currently, the market value is less than 4 billion USD. Don't stress about the acquisition price. My bottom line is 7 billion USD in cash for all of Yahoo's shares."


    Charles couldn't be bothered to negotiate slowly, especially since most banks here only focused on real estate and loans.


    "Got it. With you leading, some banks will understand the future profits," Lily said confidently.


    "By the way, I've noticed the presence of Middle Eastern capital in the Hong Kong stock market recently. Entities like the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority, Saudi Public Investment Fund, and the Oman National Reserve Fund. Middle Eastern capital is everywhere!" Charles hadn't realized this before.


    Lily responded casually, "These sovereign wealth funds from Middle Eastern oil countries are involved in global stock markets, and they've been in Hong Kong's stock market for a long time."


    "Middle Eastern capital has a lot of money and keeps a low profile; they don't like attracting attention!"


    "Alright, I'm off now!"


    ...


    At the Peninsula Hotel in Hong Kong, Charles met an old acquaintance from the Sony Group, Ryoji Chubachi, who had just stepped down from his position as President and Chairman of the Consumer Electronics business.


    Now, Howard Stringer took on the roles of Chairman, CEO, and President of Sony.


    Ryoji Chubachi retained his position as a member of the Sony Board of Directors and Vice Chairman and was in charge of the Sony B2B Solutions unit, essentially waiting for retirement.


    "Mr. Chubachi, why did you come to Hong Kong? Is there something important?" Charles asked. Sony followed a dual-core strategy with the Pacific, using the U.S. and Japan as pivots.


    Semiconductor R&D and manufacturing centers were mostly located in Japan, while the Film, Music, and Computer Entertainment divisions were primarily based in the U.S. and impacted the global market.


    Most of Ryoji Chubachi's time was spent in Japan; business trips were infrequent. This year, Sony's debt and low sales made shareholders disgruntled. As a classic Japanese manager, Chubachi was hampering Howard Stringer's reforms, acting as an obstacle.


    "Mr. Capet, the President asked me to meet you. Sony Music Entertainment is a crucial part of Sony," he said. "Sony ATV Music Publishing's importance to Sony is undeniable. We have the first option to buy Michael Jackson's 50% share in Sony ATV. Perhaps we can work together!" 


    Ryoji Chubachi was indeed there as an envoy. Michael Jackson had mortgaged his shares to Charles Capet, and outside observers doubted whether Michael Jackson could redeem them given Charles Capet's shrewdness.


    Currently, Sony Music was the second-largest music group after Universal Music Group, along with Warner Music and EMI, making up the world's big four music groups.


    Charles smiled, "I guess you also approached AEG Entertainment before. Michael Jackson is deeply in debt, so it's indeed a good opportunity!"


    Both AEG and Sony Music wanted to extract value from Michael Jackson, wearing him down both mentally and physically to their advantage.


    Charles took a sip of coffee and said, "Go back and drop any other ideas. Michael Jackson is signed with Capet Records now. He hasn't realized his full value yet, and I don't want to see any unnecessary reports causing losses to Capet Records. 


    Michael Jackson has been through enough. He knows what he can and can't change. As for the 50% share of Sony ATV, when Michael Jackson decides to sell, you will still be the first option, given the priority purchase rights!"


    Ryoji Chubachi was silent for a while. "But, he wanted to change the industry rules before. He's a world pop icon. Shouldn't we do something?"


    Charles looked up at Ryoji Chubachi, a hint of ruthlessness in his eyes, unclear whether he was annoyed that Sony sent a mere mascot to meet him or if he might take action if Michael Jackson continued to be rebellious.


    "Are you teaching me how to do my job? Even Nobuyuki Idei doesn't have that right. It's obvious that the record market is sluggish, and Michael Jackson is in $400 million debt with high expenses. How much energy does he have for concerts and new albums? When he can't hold on, Sony just needs to have the funds ready, right?" Charles said, standing up.


    "Not just Michael Jackson, but the entire record market - does it matter to me?"


    "Hey, sorry Mr. Capet!" Ryoji Chubachi bowed to Charles.


    "Go back and tell the folks at Sony Music to behave. The U.S. isn't a place for Sony to act recklessly!" Charles said as he left the booth, leaving Ryoji Chubachi bowing.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles went to the Four Seasons Hotel in Central, Hong Kong, to attend a business cocktail party.


    "Charles, you've been meeting with Alibaba's executives and shareholders these past few days. This cocktail party should help you relax," Xu Xiaoling said in good spirits.


    Charles nodded, "Indeed. Meeting with Ryoji Chubachi from Sony at lunchtime did put a damper on my mood."


    "Jackie Chan is preparing to shoot The Karate Kid remake, right? With Will and Jada Pinkett Smith as producers, and their son and Jackie Chan starring?" Charles noticed Jackie Chan and asked.


    "Yes, Columbia confirmed it. Since Stephen Chow is busy with The Green Hornet, they chose Jackie Chan instead, with a budget of $25 million. Last year, Jackie finished shooting The Spy Next Door for Lionsgate. For some reason, it hasn't been scheduled - probably due to a lack of confidence!"


    "He's indeed getting old. The Shinjuku Incident he shot in Japan will be released in a couple of days."


    "One thing you did well was integrating Capet East Asia International. The Asia-Pacific market is well covered!" Charles praised when his subordinates did well.


    Capet East Asia International, headquartered in Hong Kong, handled the entire Asia-Pacific region's operations. Capet International Cinemas had already collaborated to build over 50 digital multiplex theaters, including several IMAX theaters, planning for them to own over 100 cinemas by 2012.
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    On Charles's private jet, only his assistant Amelia and some attractive blonde flight attendants were present.


    "Boss, champagne," said a blonde wearing a meticulously designed flight attendant uniform as she approached Charles.


    Charles smiled, took the champagne, then pulled the girl onto his lap. He took a sip of the champagne and kissed her. "You're Vivian, right?"


    "Yes, Vivian from Seattle!"


    Charles smiled, his hand stroking her thigh, "We have three more hours. How about some music and dancing to relax?"


    Vivian nodded. Soon after, three attractive flight attendants took turns performing in the cabin. Charles was really thankful for having his own jet.


    Otherwise, those American airline grannies wouldn't have been favored by Charles.


    ...


    "So, how was it? What did the Yahoo board members say when you met them?" Charles asked Lily Ying.


    "Alibaba's management supports us acquiring shares from Yahoo. I even spoke with Yahoo's new CEO, Carol Bartz, in the US. Yahoo needs cash right now," Lily reported.


    "I think it's a matter of price. I've already offered $5.5 billion in cash, which is about a 40% premium based on Alibaba's current stock price!" Lily sighed. Carol Bartz was the former CEO of Autodesk, who became Yahoo's CEO in January after Jerry Yang stepped down last November.


    "I've also had a few discussions with Yahoo President Susan Decker. Last year, Carl Icahn's hope for Microsoft to acquire Yahoo failed, and Jerry Yang's decision resulted in Yahoo suffering the consequences now," Lily continued.


    "The current trends for Alibaba stock aren't good. She's worried that if Yahoo doesn't sell their Alibaba shares and cash out, they'll face another failure," Lily explained.


    Charles nodded, "So, the Yahoo board is inclined to sell; it's just a pricing issue!"


    Alibaba's shares are currently owned by group management, including Jack Ma and Joe Tsai, who own about 20%, Japan's SoftBank Group owns 30%, and Yahoo owns 40%. Due to Alibaba management needing control, Yahoo only has voting rights for 30%, transferring 5% to Alibaba's management.


    Currently, Alibaba's management has the most voting rights at 60%, and SoftBank also supports Alibaba's management; however, Yahoo's shares are still too significant, posing a big threat to Alibaba's management. Alibaba doesn't have extra funds to repurchase shares now, but Charles remembered that three years later, Alibaba would repurchase half of Yahoo's shares.


    "If $5.5 billion isn't enough, just keep increasing it, right? Didn't I set a limit before?" Charles suggested. 


    "Reduce the time as much as possible. I'm worried that Alibaba's stock price will increase!" Charles urged.


    Lily looked at Charles, thought for a moment, and then nodded.


    Charles nodded, "You'll be my representative. I'm not interested in the company's management, so you can reassure Alibaba's management."


    ...


    Busan, South Korea, the second-largest city and biggest port in South Korea. Charles and Xu Xiaoling flew.


    Haeundae was in its final stages of special effects production. Busan had a visual effects industry park gathering many South Korean visual effects companies!


    "No wonder Hollywood outsources special effects work to Korean companies," Charles remarked as they headed to Gimhae International Airport in Busan.


    "Haeundae's effects are top-notch in Asia; they really spent a lot!" Xu Xiaoling replied.


    "It's just a Hollywood-style disaster movie," Xu Xiaoling shook her head and added, "But this movie should do well at the box office in Asia, especially in the Korean domestic market; it has great potential, just like The Host a few years ago!"


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Korean movie storylines are indeed quite good these days!"


    ...


    Seoul Special City, in Charl's Yongsan District villa on the eastern slopes of Namsan, Itaewon.


    Son Ye-jin poured two glasses of champagne, joining Charles in the panoramic room where he sat on the sofa, enjoying the night view of the Han River through floor-to-ceiling windows.


    "There seems to be a lot happening in the Korean entertainment industry lately," Charles remarked lightly after taking a sip of champagne.


    "Who says not? Because of the financial crisis, Korea's economy has declined, and the entertainment industry has been struggling. Earlier this year, the scandal of actress Jun Ji-hyun's phone being wiretapped by her agency came out. Last month, the suicide and exposed suicide note of Jang Ja-yeon shook the entire Asian entertainment industry!"


    Son Ye-jin, who had been in the industry for almost ten years, knew well the hidden dark side, unavoidable.


    "Indeed, quite a lot," Charles pulled Son Ye-jin onto his lap, "I heard you won the Korean Blue Dragon Award for Best Actress last year, and you've already won the Baeksang Arts Awards for Best Actress. You only need the Grand Bell Award for a Grand Slam, right?"


    The Baeksang Arts Awards is the highest television award in Korea, alongside the Blue Dragon Film Awards and the Grand Bell Awards, constituting Korea's top three film and television awards.


    "Hopefully," Son Ye-jin smiled, "Haeundae is set to release in July; there's only a bit of post-production left. We've all seen the edit and think it's excellent!"


    "Haeundae is mainly CJ Entertainment's project. Capet International (Korea) Films only holds a 30% stake," Charles shook his head, "CJ's distribution power in Asia is fine, but in Europe and America, even if Capet distributes, there aren't many expectations."


    Haeundae was essentially developed by Korea's CJ Entertainment, with Capet just as a co-producer.


    If it weren't for the movie's promising box office, Charles wouldn't have wanted to invest in it. 


    T-ara was set to debut soon.


  




  Chapter 479: Chapter 479


  

    As the summer blockbusters approached in Hollywood, all the movie companies geared up, eager for their films to perform well in the upcoming summer lineup.


    On May 1st, 20th Century Fox released the big-screen adaptation Wolverine: X-Men Origins, kicking off the summer season with a bang.


    On May 8th, Paramount relaunched the sci-fi space epic Star Trek XI with much fanfare, and Warner Bros. showcased their blockbuster Terminator Salvation.


    On May 15th, Universal rolled out the Dan Brown novel adaptation Angels & Demons, a project they'd taken over from Capet.


    On May 22nd, Capet's Iron Man 2 premiered grandly, alongside 20th Century Fox's Night at the Museum: Battle of the Smithsonian.


    On May 29th, Disney's 3D animated feature Up and DreamWorks Animation's 3D movie Monsters vs. Aliens, distributed by Paramount, hit the theaters.


    In May alone, eight major films were released, not including smaller budget films like Capet's romantic comedy The Proposal on May 15.


    The fiercely competitive summer season was a crucial period no movie company could overlook, with intense battles continuing into June and July.


    Meanwhile, the unconventional superhero movie Watchmen, a collaboration among Warner Bros., Paramount, and Legendary Entertainment, premiered on March 6. Despite decent reviews, its heavy and dark themes resulted in lackluster performance, with North American box office earnings reaching only $100 million. Even the overseas market garnered less than $80 million.


    ...


    In South Korea, about 25 kilometers south of Seoul, lies Anyang in the Gyeonggi Province.


    At Anyang Country Club, Charles Capet played golf with Yoo In-chon, the South Korean Minister of Culture, Sports and Tourism, and Kim Moon-soo, the Governor of Gyeonggi Province. They discussed entertainment collaborations between Capet and South Korea.


    Both Kim Moon-soo and Yoo In-chon wanted Capet to establish a production base in South Korea to strengthen film technology exchanges between the two sides.


    "Gyeonggi Province surrounds Seoul and has many areas for potential business cooperation. The Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism offers grants, and Gyeonggi Province provides local tax incentives for Capet!" 


    Kim Moon-soo was keen to turn Gyeonggi into East Asia's economic hub and eagerly anticipated Capet, a major international entertainment group, establishing a base there.


    Charles glanced at them, smiling perfunctorily. "South Korea's movie special effects seem pretty good. We can indeed discuss cooperation in this area. Let's grab something to eat. I've heard this Anyang Country Club was established by Samsung's founder, Lee Byung-chul. Let's check it out together!"


    Charles then waved at Son Ye-jin, who was practicing golf nearby, beckoning her to join them. As for Kim Moon-soo and Yoo In-chon, to Charles, they were just people who might waste a bit of his time.


    "Charles, are you finished with your discussions?" Son Ye-jin asked, seemingly a bit reserved, as she glanced at Kim Moon-soo and Yoo In-chon.


    Charles put his arm around Son Ye-jin and led Kim Moon-soo and Yoo In-chon to the lodge.


    While Charles was messing around in Asia, Hollywood finally made some moves.


    ...


    In Los Angeles, at Universal City in Hollywood, Capet's CEO Donna Langley and company advisor Barry Diller walked out of the Universal headquarters together.


    "General Electric has softened its stance. NBC Universal has been put on the market. But from what Barry Meyer just said, Comcast has also sent an investigation team to assess NBC Universal's assets," Donna Langley said, frowning. 


    Capet had already begun investigating NBC Universal's assets, commissioning Bank of America and JPMorgan Chase for evaluations.


    Barry Diller analyzed, "Comcast is quite competitive. I need to go to New York to have a good talk with Jeff Zucker!"


    After all, Barry Meyer was just the chairman of Universal Pictures, while Jeff Zucker was the chairman of NBC Universal Entertainment Group.


    "Comcast is the largest cable TV operator and the second-largest internet provider, giving them an edge in TV services that we can't match," Donna Langley admitted. 


    A significant portion of NBC Universal's revenue came from the NBC Television Network Group. Universal's film department and Universal Studios resorts couldn't compete with NBC's television network.


    Barry Diller understood this well, and Comcast operated its own cable TV stations, making them a network provider itself. The upstream channels were indeed very attractive to NBC Universal.


    "I just wonder how determined Brian Roberts is this time?" Barry Diller was quite confident about Capet Group's acquisition of NBC Universal. Firstly, Capet had shown great strength in Hollywood, and secondly, Capet had substantial financial resources!


    Brian Roberts was the chairman and CEO of Comcast Group.


    "Do we need to call Charles back?" Donna Langley asked.


    Barry Diller shook his head, "It's only the beginning. Jeff Zucker is still publicly claiming that everything is normal at NBC Universal and hasn't considered selling yet. This will be a prolonged acquisition process. We won't see results anytime soon.


    Charles's current task is to act like he doesn't care much, making General Electric's shareholders feel that if they don't merge with Capet, it will be their loss! Charles is in Asia, right? I heard he's gone there to build theaters again!" Barry Diller chuckled.


    "Keep him updated on the situation. Charles's strengths are significant too. He's Capet's most dazzling card!" Donna Langley smiled. "Charles went to South Korea to see if he could collaborate with the Korean government on a special effects film project."


    "Capet Pictures' international presence is really impressive!" Barry Diller couldn't help but admire.


    "Charles's vision is unparalleled," Donna Langley, one of the early top executives to join Capet, was fully aware of Charles's maneuvers in Europe and Japan.


    Aside from English-speaking countries like the UK and Australia, Capet had established distribution channels in regions like France and Germany, all thanks to Charles's personal efforts.


    Especially in France, Capet's collaboration with the French entertainment industry was extremely close!


    "Now that the European and Australian channels are almost complete, and your cooperation with Sony Columbia at the beginning of last year has also built a joint distribution channel in Latin America.


    At this point, it should be time to perfect the Spanish-speaking distribution network. So why do I feel Charles is focusing too much on Asia?" Barry Diller didn't quite understand this. 


    The Asian market, especially Japan, was almost entirely open to Western media, making things relatively easy.


    "Perhaps Charles sees more potential in the Asian market!" Donna Langley chuckled.


    Barry Diller nodded, agreeing with this view.


  




  Chapter 480: Nikki Finke


  

    A new morning began as Evelyn drove the limited edition Enzo Ferrari that Charles had bought her years ago from the Bel Air villa to the headquarters on Sunset Boulevard.


    Upon entering the office, her assistant had already prepared a cup of black coffee for her. This had become Evelyn's habit - drinking black coffee while browsing some blog sites at the start of the day.


    "Hey, Nikki Finke updated her blog. I wonder which Hollywood bigwig is gonna get trashed today!"


    Nikki Finke, 56, was a well-known entertainment journalist and blogger famous for her sharp and biting writing. She regularly exposed inside news about Hollywood and had a reputation for being at odds with the industry's elite.


    "Jeff Zucker is still talking nonsense. How long can General Electric keep absorbing losses? Can't they see Charles Capet over there sharpening his knife and fork, eyeing NBC Universal?


    NBC TV, Universal Pictures, these are exactly what Capet needs to strengthen his weak spots. I bet that if Charles sleep-talks at night, he'd definitely mention acquiring NBC Universal. If you don't believe me, go interview one or two of those young and pretty Hollywood actresses - they'll know whether Charles talks about this in his dreams!


    Speaking of Charles Capet, it's impossible not to mention why Capet Pictures hasn't joined the MPAA yet, especially since it's now one of the top three in the Hollywood movie market.


    The reason isn't hard to guess. The old Hollywood powerhouses are afraid of this new tycoon. He's the highest-ranked youngster on Forbes' list of the richest people and currently the wealthiest person in Hollywood.


    I can't understand why the smart Charles Capet would fall into a trap. Even though he's young and inexperienced, Capet still has the seasoned Donna Langley on his side!


    But this must be somehow connected to Sumner Redstone from Viacom. Just when relations had smoothed over with that attractive dwarf, Paramount offended an even more formidable Charles Capet.


    Michael Jackson joining Capet Records - this must be Viacom's worst nightmare. Everyone knows how deep the grudge runs between Viacom and Michael Jackson!


    Charles Capet, come back already. Stop going to Asia to build theaters. You need to return to Hollywood to achieve your goal of swallowing NBC Universal. You're unbeatable in the film industry, but unfortunately, you're so young that many refuse to believe it's true.


    And why, at just 27 years old, are you getting involved in the dirty politics of Washington? Can't the beautiful women, sports cars, and ultimate power in Hollywood satisfy your restless heart?"


    Evelyn read Nikki Finke's blog and confirmed that this woman dared to say anything and discuss anyone!


    Nikki Finke started early in her career working for various newspapers as a journalist and writer, eventually becoming a columnist and blogger for the Los Angeles Times under the LA Weekly.


    Nikki Finke named her blog column Deadline, and in 2006, she launched the internet newspaper Deadline Hollywood Daily.


    When Paramount and Tom Cruise parted ways, Finke labeled Sumner Redstone a "senile old man." And at the time when Tom Cruise kept hyping his relationships, jumping on couches, and promoting Scientology, resulting in his eviction by Paramount, Finke directly called him a "petty cash dwarf who will never win an Oscar." Movie companies would never make much money from him because his high asking price meant most profits went to him.


    Last year, when Paramount and DreamWorks split, she called it a farce and labeled DreamWorks' Steven Spielberg and Paramount's Brad Grey as "greedy money slaves and puppets of capital."


    "NBC Universal, the one Charles craves, Sumner Redstone from Viacom can only express his frustrations verbally - probably no real harm there," Evelyn analyzed. Given Paramount's current embarrassing situation, it was understandable.


    Despite NBC Universal chairman Jeff Zucker repeatedly claiming the group's good condition, many informed executives knew that NBC Universal was indeed put on the shelf by General Electric.


    Hollywood's brightest young talent of the millennium, Charles Capet, had founded Capet Entertainment and started engaging with General Electric to pursue a merger with NBC Universal.


    Meanwhile, cable television operator and internet service provider Comcast was also eager to get into content production and had launched its offensive towards NBC Universal as well.


    ...


    "The Watchmen, a collaboration between Warner Bros. and Paramount, had won critical acclaim but lost at the box office. We at Marvel took the right path with Iron Man and Thor already proving our strategy," Kevin Feige from Marvel Studios chatted in Donna Langley's office about this DC adaptation.


    The North American distribution of The Watchmen was managed by Warner Bros., and the international distribution was handled by Paramount, much like The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, with funding from Legendary Entertainment.


    "These past few years, Warner Bros. has been too director-centric. The success of Christopher Nolan made them want to turn Zack Snyder into the next Nolan," Donna Langley pinpointed. Warner Bros. had taken a director-first approach for many major projects.


    They'd change the script based on the director's preference, greenlight a project and then suddenly shut it down, switch directors, and change the style again.


    Superman Returns was the result of Warner Bros.' indecision. The Justice League project initially led by George Miller, which had been in development for so long, was also abruptly canceled.


    In their spur-of-the-moment decisions, they'd freely give the green light for one director's project and then, suddenly in another spur-of-the-moment decision, halt another ongoing project.


    "The Incredible Hulk has wrapped, right? Universal's old Hulk from a few years ago was a failure. We can't afford the same outcome with our new Hulk," Donna Langley said seriously.


    Kevin Feige nodded, "The Incredible Hulk just finished filming and is now in post-production for special effects. It'll be done by October, and a December release during Christmas won't be a problem! Our version of Hulk is much more fun. We didn't delve deeply into Hulk's humanity and thought processes. Everything is laying the groundwork for The Avengers, which will be released in 2011."


    "Marvel Universe, it's truly amazing!" Donna Langley admired genuinely.
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    In Hong Kong, Dawn Fund acquired Yahoo's shares in Alibaba Group for $6.5 billion in cash.


    "This way, although SoftBank remains the biggest single shareholder, the Alibaba management team still has more equity than SoftBank," Charles explained contentedly from the high-level office of the International Finance Center in Central, Hong Kong.


    "Heading back to the States?" Lily Ying asked.


    Charles nodded, looking out over Victoria Harbour. "Yes, time to leave. I primarily came over for these two internet companies. Now that it's been dealt with, I should head back! I have important things to do in Hollywood."


    However, before heading back, Charles needed to make a trip to Europe to attend the shareholder meetings of Bulgari, Hermes, and Louis Vuitton. 


    Arsenal had also advanced to the Champions League semi-finals, with the first leg against Manchester United happening at the end of the month.


    Charles left Asia on April 20, spending three days in Paris, France, before heading to Milan, Italy.


    The economic downturn caused by the financial crisis was particularly evident in industrialized countries like Italy. However, this wasn't Charles' concern. After meeting with the shareholders of the Bulgari Group, he planned to return to the UK to watch the Champions League semi-final between Arsenal and Manchester United.


    Milan wasn't new to Charles. The vacation spot by Lake Como at the foot of the Alps in Milan province was quite appealing to him.


    Milan wasn't only the provincial capital but also the capital of the Lombardy region. Charles found the administrative planning of regions, provinces, and municipalities in Italy, France, and Spain somewhat disorienting.


    But it was okay since the main crew of Universal Pictures' Fast & Furious 4 was in Italy for promotion.


    That morning, in a suite at the Bulgari Hotel in Milan's city center, Charles was lying in bed, holding Gal Gadot who had come over from Rome.


    After Gal Gadot woke up, she got out of bed and opened the curtains to enjoy the Brera Botanical Garden's beautiful spring scenery.


    "Fast & Furious 4 was released in North America at the beginning of the month. Why are they only promoting it in Italy towards the end of the month?" Charles asked as they washed up and enjoyed coffee on the balcony overlooking the garden.


    The Bulgari Hotel Group, a joint venture between Bulgari and Marriott, only had two hotels but their luxury and service were top-notch!


    "Oh, there was an earthquake in central Italy about half a month ago. We've been participating in some charity events these past few days while promoting the movie," Gal Gadot explained casually.


    "I see," Charles nodded.


    "This Bulgari hotel is nice. I heard it was an ancient house converted. Its great location in Milan's Quadrilatero d'Oro," Gal said with satisfaction.


    Charles laughed, "Milan, the world's fashion capital, another cradle of fashion and art following the Renaissance birthplace of Florence. Famous buildings and paintings galore, and it's the birthplace of nearly half the world's luxury goods!"


    At their feet, the Quadrilatero d'Oro, a symbol of Milan's fashion capital and a paradise for high-end fashion shopping.


    The Quadrilatero d'Oro includes Via Montenapoleone, Corso Venezia, Via della Spiga, and Via Manzoni. Here, one could find the world's most important and famous fashion brands.


    It was on par with New York's Fifth Avenue, London's Bond Street, and Paris' Champs-Elysees.


    "Charles, how long are you staying in Milan?" Gal Gadot asked.


    "Just two or three days," Charles replied. He planned to go to the UK on the 28th to watch the Champions League semi-final between Manchester United and Arsenal.


    "Alright, the promotion for Fast & Furious 4 is almost over. I need to prepare for the filming of Captain America," Gal Gadot said, glancing at Charles. "I've been practicing all this time. I'm in great shape now!"


    Charles smiled slightly and reached out to caress the thigh of the lady beside him, "I felt it last night!"


    Gal Gadot's long legs indeed had some power.


    Nonetheless, Universal Pictures' rebooted Fast & Furious did well. It earned over $150 million in North America and over $160 million overseas, with a production cost of only $85 million.


    "You were the sexiest and most beautiful woman in Fast & Furious 4," Charles said, pulling the lady into his arms and kissing her.


    Gal Gadot responded passionately. After their lips parted, she said, "But I am just a supporting character!"


    Indeed, no matter how you looked at it, Gal Gadot was just a supporting character in Fast & Furious 4. Most viewers' attention was focused on Vin Diesel and Paul Walker.


    "Even if it's a supporting role, at least some people will remember you. This is your first movie in Hollywood," Charles sighed internally. If she weren't Jewish, Spielberg wouldn't have helped her get resources from Universal.


    Despite that, Gal Gadot became quite popular in Israel, thanks to her title as Israel's beauty queen and her promotional work for the Israeli Army.


    "However, because of you, I am already the leading lady in a Hollywood blockbuster," said Gal Gadot, who had indeed become the lead actress in Captain America.


    Charles nodded, "Do well, and you'll become Israel's pride!"


    Gal Gadot and Natalie Portman, both Jewish actresses, were cast by Charles. One starred in a high-investment superhero movie, and the other in an Oscar-worthy drama.


    Hopefully, this would silence any complaints about the absence of Jewish actors in Capet projects. Moreover, Gal Gadot was genuinely Israeli and Jewish!
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    April 28, 7:45 PM, the Old Trafford stadium in Manchester was packed. As the second-largest football stadium in the UK, second only to Wembley, Old Trafford was filled with an overcapacity crowd.


    The first leg of the UEFA Champions League semi-final saw Manchester United playing Arsenal at home. It was also a showdown between the top two teams in the Premier League. Last season's Premier League champions Arsenal were up against the reigning Champions League champions, Manchester United!


    In a small box in the south stand of the "Theatre of Dreams," Charles Capet and Emily Blunt, who was filming Gulliver's Travels in London, were quietly watching the match.


    "The Premier League is already 34 rounds in, and Arsenal is leading Manchester United by five points. With only four matches left, Arsenal's league championship is getting closer," Emily Blunt analyzed seriously.


    "Now that Arsenal has made it to the Champions League semi-final, we can expect a shot at the Champions League trophy too. But it's a pity that you lost to Chelsea in the FIFA Cup semi-final last month, missing out on that title," Emily added.


    Charles explained, "Well, Arsenal did win the Community Shield by beating Manchester United before the season started, so that's already one title. The League Cup and FIFA Cup were strategically abandoned to focus on the Champions League and the Premier League."


    "In the FIFA Cup semi-final, didn't Manchester United also lose to Everton?" Emily asked.


    "The Champions League final four are the same as last year: Manchester United, Arsenal, Chelsea, and Barcelona. Arsenal lost to Chelsea in last year's semi-final, and Barcelona lost to Manchester United. Eventually, Manchester United defeated Chelsea to win the title," Emily recounted enthusiastically.


    "This year, it's Arsenal against Manchester United. In the league, you guys have one win and one draw against Manchester United, right?"


    Charles laughed, wrapping his arm around Emily Blunt's shoulder. "We've completely dominated Manchester United."


    Cristiano Ronaldo and Rooney were playing for Manchester United, and the team was strong. But the summer rumors linking Ronaldo to Real Madrid were still fresh, and his future at United was uncertain.


    Even though it was Manchester United's home ground, Arsenal managed to walk away with a draw in the first leg, ending 1-1. The goals were scored by Rooney for Manchester United and Sanchez for Arsenal.


    After the match, Charles made a point of visiting the away team's locker room to meet the coach and players, offering words of encouragement before leaving with Emily Blunt.


    With Manchester about 300 kilometers from London, Charles and Emily Blunt decided to spend the night in Manchester rather than head back.


    They stayed at the Marriott Hotel at Salford Quays, not far from Old Trafford.


    In the hotel room, Charles sat on the bed, flipping through a Manchester United magazine out of boredom, his mind pondering Arsenal's away goal which made winning at home seem like a breeze.


    This season, Arsenal hadn't lost to Manchester United, and the Barcelona-Chelsea match was scheduled for the following night.


    Could it be that within a year, he'd win the Champions League title again? If Chelsea could defend against Barcelona, surely Arsenal could learn from them. Arsenal's defense was top-notch in Europe.


    May 2 would be the 35th round of the Premier League, followed by the second leg of the Champions League semi-final against Manchester United at the Emirates Stadium on May 6.


    The Premier League was a demanding competition; back-to-back matches could be tough, especially for teams without a deep bench.


    "What are you thinking?" Emily Blunt asked, walking out of the bathroom in a sexy nude silk nightgown with her red hair cascading down her shoulders, her elegant steps bringing her to Charles' side.


    "Manchester United's magazine," Emily glanced at it indifferently. "You went to boost the team's morale after the match, right?"


    "Correct. There's nothing more motivating than tangible rewards. I just told them the prize money for the championship is substantial. The coach and team management will handle the rest," Charles said, feeling quite practical.


    "It's certainly better than the Glazer family's five brothers and one sister," he added.


    "Oh, so you're going to stay in London for a few more days then? The Champions League semi-final second leg is at the Emirates Stadium in a week," Emily said as she stroked Charles' chest.


    Her slender fingers lightly traced along his chest before she lowered her head and kissed it.


    Charles wrapped his arms around her waist, her faint perfume lifting his spirits and making him feel a bit more heated. "We'll go back to London tomorrow and take it from there."


    "The summer blockbuster season is coming, it's Hollywood's most important time," Charles not only had Iron Man 2 and Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen sequels to look forward to; even mid-sized investments like The Proposal, The Hangover, and The Blind Side were highly anticipated by Charles.


    "I know. But Iron Man 2 releases on May 22, and the promotional work doesn't require you," Emily leaned into Charles' arms, her hand constantly caressing him.


    Charles smiled, leaning against the headboard. "I don't need to be involved in that. But there are still some other matters in Hollywood."


    As Charles spoke, he pulled down the shoulder strap of her nightgown, his hand caressing the gentle softness beneath.


    "Hollywood isn't as calm as it appears on the surface," Charles reflected on his Capet Pictures' rise since 2006, placing high in the top six studios and securing the second-largest market share for the past two years.


    While it was glamorous, there were still issues to resolve, mainly the overreliance on Charles himself.


    That could be solved easily, though. Once the company went public, Capet Pictures would still be under Charles' control. Having several successful franchises under its belt would help.


    However, Charles's thoughts couldn't stray from NBC Universal. Donna Langley had thoroughly briefed him; she had spoken with Barry Diller, who brought Capet's COO Michael Lynn to meet with former GE chairman Jack Welch.


    NBC Universal's primary revenue came from NBC's broadcast network and its cable movie network, with GE's acquisition of NBC Group being Jack Welch's handiwork.


    The key to acquiring NBC Universal wasn't Universal Pictures, but NBC Television.


    As one of the traditional Big Three networks in the U.S., NBC's importance was beyond words, not just economically but also as a political voice.


    Charles might need to make several trips to Washington D.C. again.


    As Charles was lost in thought, Emily Blunt kissed him on the lips and then climbed onto him.


    "Baby, you're distracted," Emily Blunt said, taking off her sexy lingerie.


    "Uh," Charles exhaled, holding her waist. "I was just thinking about a lot of things. I probably won't stay in London long, but I think I'll go back to the U.S. after the second leg against Manchester United."


    "Really, I don't want to leave you!"
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    In early May, the sun in Los Angeles was bright, and at dusk, the evening sun gradually drew down the city's eyelids as night slowly fell.


    On Santa Monica Beach, the weary waves repeatedly washed the sand, and barefoot couples strolled along, occasionally bending down to pick up shells.


    Henry Winster, the head of production at Capet Pictures, met with the president, Donna Langley, at a cafe near the Dome Theater on Sunset Boulevard after work.


    Donna Langley, fresh from a trip to General Electric's headquarters in Fairfield, Connecticut, listened to Henry Winster's work report.


    "Leonardo DiCaprio wants Martin Scorsese to direct The Wolf of Wall Street. Because they lack enough funds, they joined a Paramount and Warner Brothers co-production, Shutter Island."


    Donna Langley asked, "Is Shutter Island filming now?"


    "Yes, it's being filmed near Boston, Massachusetts, set for release next year," Henry Winster nodded.


    "The Wolf of Wall Street has a budget of $100 million, and we at Capet Pictures can provide $50 million in funding. The rest Leo will need to raise himself! Back when we handed The Wolf of Wall Street to Leonardo DiCaprio's Appian Way Productions, he was busy preparing to shoot Christopher Nolan's new movie, Inception," Donna Langley shook her head. "Take it slow. We have enough projects at Capet right now!"


    Henry Winster understood and then discussed other ongoing productions:


    "Captain America will be filmed in Manchester, UK;


    "The Twilight Saga: New Moon just went to Italy for some scenes;


    "The post-production progress on The Incredible Hulk..."


    Many things were not that important, though Donna Langley listened intently, then asked about the adaptation of the Hudson River plane landing incident story earlier this year.


    "Captain Chesley 'Sully' Sullenberger said he'd consider writing a memoir to capture his internal experiences and actions during the emergency landing."


    "We can't rush this. To adapt a great script from this, we need Sully's psychological insights and specific actions at the time," Donna Langley wasn't in a hurry and could wait.


    However, Donna Langley was somewhat surprised by the cooperation plans between Paramount and Warner Brothers.


    Since Brad Grey replaced Sherry Lansing at Paramount, not only did he expand film investment, but also withdrew from the overseas distribution joint venture with Universal Pictures, United International Pictures (UIP).


    Of course, UIP still existed in some countries and regions in Europe, like Switzerland and Argentina.


    The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, Watchmen, and Shutter Island were all co-productions by Paramount and Warner Brothers, with the North American and overseas markets handled separately by the two companies.


    After leaving UIP, Paramount formed Paramount International Pictures, and Universal Pictures did the same, forming Universal Pictures International based on the original foundation.


    Furthermore, the abbreviations for United International Pictures (UIP) and Universal Pictures International (UPI) were also quite similar.


    After meeting with Henry Winster, Donna Langley headed home. The trip to Fairfield, Connecticut, didn't yield any substantial results with GE Chairman Jeff Immelt.


    ...


    At that moment, on the other side of the Atlantic in London, it was already midnight. London was seven hours ahead of the US West Coast due to daylight saving time. Compared to the sunny US West Coast, London was still a bit chilly.


    In Mayfair, London, at the Annabel Club, Charles Capet sat on the sofa with Eva Green, who had come to the UK for a screening of Cracks, and across from them sat Manchester City Club Chairman Khaldoon Al Mubarak.


    Sheikh Mansour, a member of the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority Board, managed numerous assets and was the son of the former president and the brother of the current president, so who could remember the Manchester City Club?


    Mubarak managed the Manchester City Club on behalf of Sheikh Mansour.


    "Congratulations. Arsenal just needs to beat Manchester United or draw 0-0 at home in two days to reach the Champions League final. And with three rounds left in the Premier League, Arsenal can secure the title one round early with two more wins!"


    Mubarak looked envious. After purchasing Arsenal, they won the Premier League in the first year and reached the Champions League semi-finals. In the second year, they might defend their Premier League title and even win the Champions League.


    Look at Manchester City; they didn't even qualify for European competition the next season!


    "Haha, Mubarak, don't rush. I know you'll make moves this summer, and the Premier League will be buzzing again," Charles hinted, glancing at Mubarak, who was also just 30 years old.


    "Two days ago, Chelsea went to Barcelona and returned with a 0-0 draw. Winning at home in three days is not surprising. We, Arsenal, were blocked by Chelsea in the semi-finals last year."


    "But now, Arsenal's forward, midfield, and defense are all strong. That David Sanchez..." Before Mubarak could finish, Charles moved his hand from Eva Green's thigh.


    "He's the foundation of the team. I've already sold many champion players to you," Charles thought for a moment and said, "But Eduardo Silva might be available for sale!"


    "Eduardo Silva? The Croatian forward who broke his leg last year? He just recovered in February after a year-long break!" Mubarak frowned.


    "Eduardo is young, only 26. He joined Arsenal in the summer of '07 and scored 12 goals with 9 assists in 31 appearances before his injury in February '08; He was a key player in Arsenal's title last season, and since his return this year, he's scored several goals in the FA Cup. His ability is unquestionable!" Charles wasn't harsh on Eduardo, but with David Sanchez, Luis Suarez, Navas, Van Persie, and Walcott, the forward line was already full.


    There was no place for Eduardo Silva, although some teams were interested in him. After all, Arsenal spent 13.5 million euros signing him in summer '07!
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    "Charles, let's meet another day. It's already very late!" Mubarak said goodbye to Charles and left the Annabelle Club.


    Mubarak was indeed intimidated by Charles. He kept praising Eduardo Silva's prowess, saying PS10 million was enough for a transfer deal - a markdown price.


    Manchester City did have money, but Eduardo Silva had a broken leg, significantly lowering his value.


    "Hey, Eva, weren't you saying that Middle Eastern tycoons were easy to fool? Just PS10 million to get Arsenal's champion player, and Manchester City doesn't seem interested," Charles took a sip of his drink. "Last year, when they sold Adebayor, they were practically drooling!"


    Also, Manchester City took Kolo Toure and William Gallas off your hands last year, right?


    Eva Green chuckled, kissed Charles on the cheek, and joked, "Maybe you made PS10 million sound like PS1,000!"


    Charles shook his head, "Forget it; I don't need to worry about these things," checking his watch, it was already 1 AM.


    "Let's go, we should head back!"


    ...


    This summer in Hollywood, 20th Century Fox's release of X-Men Origins: Wolverine started off the season: It premiered in 4,100 theaters across North America, earning $85 million in its opening weekend, which was a solid start!


    In London, at the Emirates Stadium, Charles witnessed Arsenal's home victory, a 2-0 win over Manchester United, advancing to the finals with a 3-1 aggregate score.


    The next day, Chelsea drew 1-1 with Barcelona at their home, but Barcelona moved on with the advantage of an away goal.


    Barcelona's controversial advance to the Champions League final, aided by the referee, led to that night being called the "Stamford Bridge Disaster!"


    However, Charles had already returned to Los Angeles. The final would be held on the 27th of the month at Rome's Olympic Stadium, and he'd travel there when the time came.


    In Los Angeles, at the Burbank headquarters of Capet Pictures, Charles sat in his office.


    The Proposal's opening weekend grossed $33 million in 3,028 theaters across North America, making it second in the weekend box office. Paramount's Star Trek made $75 million in its opening weekend in North America, claiming the top spot!


    Leaning back in his chair, Charles couldn't help but take note of the impressive $75 million opening for this reboot of Star Trek by J.J. Abrams.


    "Looks like J.J. Abrams has some decent skills as a director. He managed to pull off Star Trek while also working on Transformers 2!"


    Charles had high hopes for him. Despite the poor reception for the previously directed Mission: Impossible III by Paramount, Abrams' Transformers was quite good. Last year's Cloverfield, produced by his Bad Robot Productions, was a critical and commercial success!


    "Star Trek was actually completed in 2007 and underwent post-production last year before its release this summer," Phyllis Jones explained.


    Charles smiled, "J.J. Abrams isn't an exclusive director for Capet. We have a contract with his company, Bad Robot Productions. It's normal for him to direct films for other companies. Next up is Iron Man 2. Marvel Studios is really in the spotlight now!"


    Capet Pictures had no new films in the first quarter of 2009, with reliance on several art films released towards the end of last year.


    Like the Academy Award-winning Slumdog Millionaire, which had a $25 million production cost but grossed over $140 million domestically and 380 million globally;


    The Reader had $32 million in production costs, achieving $34 million in North American box office and a 110 million global total;


    Also, Sunshine Cleaning grossed $12 million domestically; and The Wrestler made $26 million domestically - both films Capet bought at film festivals, with North American distribution rights.


    However, in March, Capet's release of District 9, made for $30 million, earned over $115 million domestically and $105 million overseas, totaling around $210 million worldwide.


    Because the producer of District 9 was the renowned Peter Jackson, Charles returned to the Wilshire Four Seasons Hotel in Beverly Hills to host a celebration party!


    Peter Jackson recently finished a mid-sized production, The Lovely Bones, funded by DreamWorks and distributed by Paramount;


    At the same time, he was producing Steven Spielberg's 3D animated film, The Adventures of Tintin: The Secret of the Unicorn!


    After clinking glasses with the portly Peter Jackson, Charles joked, "Seems like after the Lord of the Rings trilogy and King Kong, you've shifted your attention to mid-low budget productions?"


    District 9, with a budget of $30 million, was not directed by Peter Jackson but rather he produced it;


    The Lovely Bones, with its modest fantasy-thriller budget of $65 million, was directed by Peter Jackson himself - small potatoes for Jackson!


    "Charles, you know all the issues surrounding The Lord of the Rings and King Kong didn't meet commercial expectations, so I'm just trying a different approach," Peter Jackson laughed.


    "Trying a different approach?" Charles nodded. "If I were investing in The Lovely Bones, I'd definitely cap the budget at $40 million."


  




  Chapter 485: MTV


  

    Sunset at Santa Monica Beach, near the Palisades Park, there was an open-air cafe with the sea breeze from the Pacific Ocean gently blowing and the evening glow shining.


    "Charles, why are you throwing a tantrum like a kid? Capet's youthful image aligns perfectly with what MTV wants. Viacom doesn't pose any threat to you now."


    "MTV aims for entertainment, attracting young people. Even Twitter, which you acquired, initially drew in young users!"


    Judy McGrath, the chairwoman of MTV Music Television Network, specifically arranged a meeting with Charles to stop the unnecessary conflict.


    At the MTV Film Festival in June, the movie Twilight promoted on MTV last year caused quite a sensation.


    The release of Twilight proved the success of this adaptation. The MTV Movie Awards were based on online voting, and Twilight was leading by far. Especially the film's lead actress, Kristen Stewart, was shining bright.


    In addition, at the MTV Music Video Awards in August, Capet Records's stars Britney Spears, Taylor Swift, and Katy Perry hadn't confirmed their attendance.


    Michael Jackson, who broke off with MTV, definitely wouldn't attend. With Michael Jackson, Britney Spears, and a rising country music queen Taylor Swift, if Capet Records really fell out with MTV, it would be a problem. 


    The three major music awards in America - Grammys, American Music Awards, and Billboard Music Awards - don't include the MTV Music Video Awards.


    Charles looked calm as he stared at Judy McGrath and said, "It was MTV that first reduced the playback of Capet Records's music. Do you expect us to beg you?"


    Judy McGrath quickly reassured him, "That was under the direction of Mr. Sumner Redstone at that time. I promptly ordered the restoration afterward. Not to mention Michael Jackson and Britney Spears. Even Lady Gaga and Katy Perry are immensely popular with our audience. How could we not want to earn advertising revenue from that?"


    Judy McGrath looked at Charles again and continued, "I understand you and Mr. Redstone have some disagreements, but he is now 86 years old and needs a wheelchair to get around. Regardless if it's CBS or Viacom, he doesn't have the energy to focus. You know the conflict between him and his daughter Shari Redstone.


    Capet Entertainment can't be shaken by a few words from Mr. Redstone. The viewership of Capet TV series makes CBS green with envy, and Capet Pictures' box office sales are top of Hollywood!


    MTV has developed over these years and has many young global audiences. Cooperation between Capet and MTV is a win-win."


    Charles smiled lightly, "Sumner Redstone could force out Tom Freston back then. Now he can't touch you?"


    Charles no longer wanted to address him as Mr. Redstone.


    Judy McGrath, in her fifties, squinted slightly and responded, "Not all directors at MTV are Viacom people now. If it were me, I wouldn't want this mess either! Finding a successor for MTV won't be easy."


    Back when Tom Freston was promoted from MTV Chairman to Viacom Chairman, he was replaced in less than ten months by a Sumner Redstone-manipulated board, and Philip Dauman took over - a huge humiliation!


    MTV Cable Network was Tom Freston's brainchild. Naturally, the resentment towards the current parent company Viacom was significant.


    "Alright, it's all in the past. I prefer to beat my competitors head-on," Charles stood up and extended his hand, which Judy McGrath also did.


    "Since we're in Hollywood, I'll show Sumner Redstone what `content is king` truly means!"


    Charles reconciled with MTV. When leaving the cafe, he turned and said, "Madam, consider that MTV now owes Capet a favor."


    Judy McGrath nodded with a smile, "Don't worry, Charles. MTV might not have much impact on movies, but in music, we still hold some influence!"


    After leaving Palisades Park, Charles drove his Mercedes SL600 straight to Malibu along Highway 1.


    As for the relationship with MTV, it was always a minor issue for Charles. What concerned him was whether Sumner Redstone's network and political resources accumulated over the years could cause trouble for his acquisition of NBC Universal.


    However, as Judy McGrath mentioned, Viacom was a mess internally, with infighting at the top and business struggles.


    Sumner Redstone was old and needed a wheelchair to get around. How much energy could he still have?


    Charles arrived at Malibu Lagoon State Beach and picked up Taylor Swift, who had just come out of the Malibu State Shopping Center.


    "Charles, you're finally back in Los Angeles?" Taylor Swift seemed very excited after getting in the car. 


    "I heard you were filming in L.A., so I called you. It's your first time acting," Charles had heard it earlier at The Beverly Wilshire Four Seasons Hotel from Anne Hathaway.


    "Hmm," Taylor Swift leaned in and kissed Charles for a moment. "I'm just making a cameo, not much screen time."


    "Okay, let's head to the Little Dume Beach house," Charles started the car while tenderly touching her thigh. "How did your first filming experience go?"


    "It felt very novel. I also met Julia Roberts and Anne Hathaway, and they were really nice. But, Valentine's Day is a romantic film about several couples, and I got paired with the young actor Taylor Lautner."


    Taylor Swift spoke with great excitement.


    "Taylor Lautner? Isn't he the actor who played the werewolf in Twilight?" Charles initially didn't realize but quickly remembered one of the main lead actors in the Twilight love triangle.


    "Yes, him! Twilight was a huge hit after it released last year. Aside from the leads Robert Pattinson and Kristen Stewart, Taylor Lautner became the most famous."


    Charles's heart skipped a beat. He vaguely recalled that Taylor Swift and Taylor Lautner dated in the future. Could it be that they met on the set of Valentine's Day?


    Anyway, Taylor Swift's love life was known to be quite rich. Since he was now with Taylor Swift, Taylor Lautner should be off her ex-boyfriend list!


  




  Chapter 486: Comcast


  

    Early Morning, in the bedroom of a seaside villa in Malibu's Little Dume Beach.


    "Taylor, it's 8 o'clock, time to get up!" reminded Charles.


    "Okay," the tall Taylor Swift laid back on the bed, "Are we still going to that VMA ceremony you mentioned last night?"


    Charles nodded, "The VMAs have quite the reputation, it's beneficial for you singers!"


    "I'll go take a shower first, need to head to the set. I have to prepare for my scenes early," Taylor Swift had no objections.


    Soon enough, Charles and Taylor Swift left together, one heading to the set, the other to Capet Pictures.


    Charles called in his assistant Phyllis Jones to inquire about the "Poker Princess" Molly Bloom in New York.


    "Molly Bloom? I heard there's a lawyer appealing for her. She plans to turn over all her illegal earnings to avoid prosecution," Phyllis Jones quickly responded since it was something the boss had personally followed up on.


    Charles nodded, "Alright then, go to New York and meet her. Enjoying the perks of capitalism and then returning to having nothing is hard to cope with. Hehe, she's capable. Let's have her work for us!"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Don't worry, I'll personally assess her."


    Capet was gearing up to release the sequel Iron Man 2 on May 22nd, so the marketing department was in full swing.


    Not only in the North American market but there were also comprehensive overseas promotional plans. Marvel Studios, an important part of Capet, saw Iron Man 2 as their first self-developed sequel. Everyone had high expectations!


    Meanwhile, Charles kept a close eye on General Electric's sale of NBC Universal.


    "Comcast Group is indeed a tough opponent!" Charles remarked as he listened to Barry Diller. They couldn't underestimate this cable TV operator established by the Roberts family.


    Brian Roberts, the current chairman and CEO of Comcast Group, was 51. Comcast was founded by Brian's father, Ralph Roberts, in 1963.


    "Brian is a top player in the cable TV channel and broadband access industry. With the rapid development of new media, these operators have an increasing demand for content. Comcast itself has QVC shopping channel and other cable TV stations. NBC Universal owns entertainment groups with content and distribution!"


    Cable TV operators help TV stations broadcast shows, with Comcast being the largest intermediary.


    For content production, there's Universal Pictures, and for audience reach, there's NBC network!


    "Heh," Charles chuckled, "Wasn't Brian Roberts laughed at as a clownish nouveau riche when he bid for Disney in '04? NBC Universal can't compare to Disney, but what does General Electric need right now? They need cash the most! 


    I'm not worried about Universal Pictures, but mainly the TV network; the NBC business is too crucial in the group. Comcast is a channel merchant; I'm concerned NBC shareholders will be affected!"


    Barry Diller reassured, "We can rest easy on that. Comcast is the largest cable TV service provider but not number one in telecommunications and internet. 


    In cable TV services, there's still Time Warner Cable and the US Cable Group. 


    For wireless and home internet, there's AT&T, Verizon, Sprint, and T-Mobile.


    Our real concern should be Comcast's control of cable TV service channels. We can tackle this from an antitrust perspective!"


    Charles nodded, "But if Comcast dares to acquire, they must have confidence in convincing Congress. After all, there are many cable TV providers in the US. Even with Comcast's dominance, their market share in cable TV channels is under 30%. 


    Even if they control part of the upstream and downstream markets, it won't reach the level of antitrust. But we can still create trouble by getting the media to say if Comcast acquires NBC, there will definitely be a new round of cable TV price hikes!"


    Barry Diller nodded, this argument could indeed be accepted by the public and reminded, "Importantly, our cash flow must be secure."


    "Don't worry, I'll handle it!" Charles assured.


    ...


    On the evening of May 13th in Los Angeles, at the Staples Center, it was Game 5 of the NBA Western Conference Semifinals between the Lakers and the Rockets.


    The Lakers and Rockets' Western Conference Semifinals started on May 5th, and Charles Capet returned on May 8th when the Lakers were playing away in Houston.


    Now for Game 5, with the Lakers at home, Charles was present to watch the game live, appearing courtside with the gorgeous Jessica Alba.


    "The Rockets are riddled with injuries, the Lakers are definitely going to win tonight," Jessica Alba confidently said as she watched the court.


    Lakers' starting lineup: Kobe Bryant, Derek Fisher, Pau Gasol, Andrew Bynum, and Lamar Odom.


    Rockets' starting lineup: Aaron Brooks, Ron Artest, Shane Battier, Luis Scola, and Elvin Hayes.


    "Last game, Rockets' second-year rookie Aaron Brooks scored 34 points. Maybe he'll explode again tonight," Charles said as he watched McGrady and Yao Ming, both in suits, next to the Rockets' bench.


    "It's a pity for the Rockets this year. McGrady played only about 30 games in the regular season before getting injured, and Yao Ming got injured in the second round of the playoffs," Charles truly felt it was a pity.


    Jessica Alba, a more professional fan than Charles, nodded in agreement, acknowledging his opinion. "The Rockets' strength has indeed been greatly reduced due to injuries. Charles, who do you think will win the championship this year?"


    "Who else but the Lakers? They have a 65-win regular season record, second in the league. Pau Gasol has also meshed well with the team. The Celtics' Big Three already won the championship last year, and their mentality has changed!"


    Charles strongly believed the Lakers would win the championship, which made Jessica Alba, a Lakers fan, very happy.


    Game 5 was indeed a blowout, with the Lakers leading by 11 points at the end of the first quarter;


    Up by 25 points at the end of the second quarter; And by the end of the game, the Lakers had thrashed the Rockets by 39 points, leaving no suspense in the entire match!


    That night, the two returned to Jessica Alba's seaside villa in Venice, Los Angeles. As someone who had repeatedly been listed in Maxim magazine's "Hot 100," even ranking first in 2007, Jessica Alba's charm was undeniable.


    In the bedroom, Jessica Alba lay exhausted in Charles' arms, feeling his strong chest. She smiled and said, "Honey, you were amazing!"


    "You weren't bad yourself. Your flexibility is getting better and better," Charles was very pleased with Jessica Alba's cooperation.


    "I've been practicing yoga a lot lately. I'm Lululemon's spokesperson," Jessica Alba had made money by investing in Lululemon's stock with Dona Williams and had become more interested in business.


    "Yoga, huh? Well, yoga's good!" 


    "Right now, your West Pacific Union Bank and Dona Williams' AC Capital are continually buying shares of Lululemon and Starbucks," Jessica Alba explained.


    "Oh, I see. These two companies still have investment value. Once the economy recovers, their market value will quickly rise," Charles was happy to have made another good investment for his ladies!


    Early the next morning, Charles and Jessica Alba sat on the balcony, admiring the Pacific Ocean view. "Aren't you filming with the Valentine's Day crew?" Charles knew Jessica Alba was part of Garry Marshall's movie Valentine's Day.


    Jessica Alba nodded, "My part is finished, but I still have a few other movies to shoot!"


    Charles knew Jessica Alba had a laid-back approach to movie roles, understanding she knew she was mainly eye candy and willing to showcase her sex appeal in films.


    Jessica Alba was leveraging her fame in the entertainment industry to support her career. After all, a star's inherent popularity and aura greatly benefit her business endeavors.


    "Now that you're not short of money, if you want to learn to do business, you can. Playing around in movies is no problem, and there's no need to take on roles you don't like," Charles advised. Currently, Jessica Alba was either playing supporting roles or leading in low-budget R-rated movies.


    "I know. There's a script I didn't particularly like recently," Jessica Alba cutely stuck out her tongue. "It's a gory thriller action crime film, and the male lead is a character actor. I really don't want to play his girlfriend!"


    "Oh, what movie is it?" Charles casually asked.


    "A gory, violent film called Machete, directed by Robert Rodriguez," Jessica Alba didn't hide it.


    "The male lead is a character actor with a fierce look, playing a criminal," Charles recalled Machete's lead actor with his rugged face, a perfect contrast to Jessica Alba's beauty, like a beauty and the beast scenario.


    Director Robert Rodriguez definitely understood his audience with a combination of stunning beauties, beastly leading men, and bloody massacres!


    "If you don't want to act, then don't. You're a top-tier Hollywood sex symbol. There's no shortage of such roles for you!" Charles said, pulling her into his lap.


    Jessica Alba hugged Charles' neck and whispered in his ear, "I'll listen to you!"


    She then kissed Charles, who responded passionately to her fiery kiss while holding her.


    Soon enough, Charles carried Jessica back to the bedroom to enjoy this delicious breakfast!


  




  Chapter 487: Iron Man 2 Premiere


  

    Charles and Jessica Alba stayed from the 13th until the 18th, spending almost a week together.


    On May 18, the global premiere of Iron Man 2 took place, and Charles had to attend the grand ceremony at the Chinese Theatre.


    Outside the Chinese Theatre on Hollywood Boulevard, many fans gathered. The main creators of Iron Man 2, including Robert Downey Jr., Kate Beckinsale, Scarlett Johansson, and Mickey Rourke, all attended in formal attire.


    Charles and Kevin Feige sat together in the theater's lounge. "Mickey Rourke got nominated for the Oscar for Best Actor this year too. His role as Whiplash in Iron Man 2 is pretty good!"


    Kevin Feige smiled, "Good thing The Wrestler hadn't come out when he filmed Iron Man 2. Otherwise, the price wouldn't have been so low!"


    Charles nodded in agreement. Indeed, all filming for Iron Man 2 wrapped up last October, and the special effects were completed in February this year.


    The Wrestler was released last December and gained fame during the Golden Globe Awards in January, with the Oscar nominations causing quite a stir at the end of the month.


    "Tomorrow, the crew heads to Europe. We have premieres to attend in London, Paris, Berlin, and Rome. This Friday, it will be released in over 60 countries and regions simultaneously!"


    As Charles listened to Kevin Feige, he estimated Capet Pictures spent around $80 million on the promotion for Iron Man 2.


    "Today is Tuesday, almost there!" Charles sighed, "Let's go, we still have to meet the media."


    Charles and Kevin Feige let the reporters take some photos and casually answered a few questions before Charles left.


    After all, the premiere wouldn't be short. Charles was just there to make an appearance, the stars were the main attraction.


    "Mom, what's up? I just left the Chinese Theatre." Charles answered his mother's call in the car.


    "It's Iron Man 2's premiere, huh? You're leaving so early?" Evelyn was momentarily surprised but quickly calmed down. "The Proposal has been out for ten days and made $75 million at the North American box office. Looks like another successful movie!"


    "Haha, who do you think your son is?" Charles chuckled. "But Paramount's Star Trek, which released around the same time, made $100 million in ten days in North America. And 20th Century Fox's X-Men Origins: Wolverine, which released earlier this month, also surpassed $150 million in North American box office!"


    Evelyn exclaimed, "Oh my God, Star Trek is America's second-biggest sci-fi IP after Star Wars, and X-Men Origins: Wolverine is a big-budget blockbuster with a $150 million investment! Your The Proposal is just a $40 million romantic comedy. Do you really need to compare it to their special effects extravaganzas? Wait until Iron Man 2 premieres, then make the comparisons!"


    "Alright, I was just joking. Is there something important?" Charles inquired.


    On the other end, Evelyn was lying in bed with Cate Blanchett, who was playfully teasing her. Not wasting time, Evelyn quickly got to the point, "NBA's New Jersey Nets owner Bruce Ratner is looking to sell the Nets and the new Brooklyn arena to raise funds for his Brooklyn Atlantic Yard project."


    "Alright, you can have someone check the details. It's not a secret."


    Evelyn hung up the call and responded to Cate Blanchett's advances.


    Cate Blanchett, laying on Evelyn, laughed, "Seems like you really care about Charles. Receiving the news and notifying Charles immediately!"


    Evelyn laughed, "Charles's Capet Sports Entertainment (CSE) company is getting bigger. They own the NFL's Miami Dolphins, the Premier League's Arsenal, and the UFC. He's always had an eye on NBA teams, and now Bruce Ratner's Forest City Ratner Companies are short on funds. It's a perfect time for Charles to make a move!"


    Cate Blanchett, whose investments were mostly in real estate, asked, "But the real estate market is sluggish right now. You mentioned Bruce Ratner is raising funds for his Brooklyn 'Atlantic Yards' project. If construction stalls, the Nets would stay in New Jersey. Brooklyn Arena is the core project of Atlantic Yards, right?"


    Evelyn nodded, "I've already informed Charles. I'm sure he'll consider it thoroughly."


    When Bruce Ratner bought the Nets in 2004, he wanted to move them to New York. Manhattan's land is already scarce, and Madison Square Garden is there. The Dolan family wouldn't allow another major arena in Manhattan.


    Bruce Ratner's Forest City Ratner Companies focused on Brooklyn, across the East River from Manhattan. The Atlantic Yards project is huge, and the core of the first phase is constructing the Brooklyn Arena, along with malls, residential apartments, and office buildings.


    The New Jersey Nets might not be worth much now, but a Brooklyn Nets would be different. However, whether the Atlantic Yards project can be launched in Brooklyn is crucial.


  




  Chapter 488: DC Entertainment


  

    Early morning, Los Angeles, Malibu. In Megan Fox's villa, the woman riding on top of Charles Capet let out a loud cry before collapsing onto Charles's chest.


    "Charles, I feel like I see God every time," Megan Fox said as she kissed Charles's face several times, then caught her breath and hugged Charles around the waist to recover her strength.


    "Heh, probably because you've been working a lot these past couple of years," Charles said while stroking the woman's smooth back. She really was a stunningly sexy beauty.


    "Yeah, next month Transformers 2 is coming out, and there are so many promotional activities. I also have to shoot commercials and magazines. I'm in Legendary Pictures' and Warner Brothers' DC adaptation Jonah Hex!" Megan Fox said as she traced circles on Charles's chest.


    "Jonah Hex, the western bounty hunter? That hero isn't very well-known," Charles commented, as he was unfamiliar with the character.


    "The movie's budget isn't huge; it's a mid- to low-level action film. I just want to try out something new," Megan Fox responded enthusiastically.


    Well, Megan Fox and Jessica Alba were taking similar career paths; good looks and a fantastic body were definitely survival tools in Hollywood.


    "Sure, with all the resources you have now, as long as you don't aim for awards, you've got plenty of options," Charles chuckled. Suddenly, the phone on the nightstand rang.


    It was Dona Williams calling; she probably had news. Megan Fox, seeing Charles on the phone, slipped under the covers.


    "Boss, I've met with Bruce Ratner. Forest City Group is indeed in need of financial support. Although the Atlantic Yards project has the support of the New York City government, it's still not enough. Bruce Ratner is considering selling the Nets for financing. And right now, the Nets have a huge debt - at least 250 million dollars!" Dona Williams quickly got to the point on the phone.


    "250 millions in debt? The Nets really are something. Send someone to negotiate with Bruce Ratner. What I'm interested in is the Nets and the new arena in Brooklyn," Charles couldn't resist the allure of the new Brooklyn arena, unlike the Golden State Warriors in Oakland, which he shrugged off.


    "I believe with my financial injection, at least the first phase of his Atlantic Yards project can start. In a few days, I'll head to New York to talk to him myself," Charles said while still clear-headed, even as he enjoyed Megan Fox's attentions under the covers.


    "Okay, I will pass on the message!"


    After hanging up, Charles patted the covers where Megan Fox was hiding. "Get up, it's the weekend. Let's head out to the sea for two days!"


    "Mmm, mmm..." Megan Fox could barely speak, responding with sounds instead.


    ...


    Capet Pictures released the sequel produced by Marvel Studios, Iron Man 2, in 4,380 theaters across North America, grossing 128 million dollars in its opening weekend.


    Marvel's success pressured Warner Brothers, which had DC Comics, to make changes. Warner Brothers CEO Alan Horn announced: "DC Comics is being reorganized into DC Entertainment, responsible for producing and creating DC series movies. DC will no longer just be a comic book company."


    Paul Levitz, the former CEO of DC Comics, resigned, and Diane Nelson, head of Warner Bros. Premiere, took over as CEO of DC Entertainment.


    Simultaneously, Warner Brothers instructed DC Entertainment to accelerate the development of the Green Lantern project and announced plans to reboot the Superman movie again.


    The 2006 reboot Superman Returns, directed by Bryan Singer, didn't satisfy Warner Brothers. This new reboot would not be a sequel to Superman Returns!


    It was clear to Hollywood insiders that Warner Brothers reformed DC Comics to compete with Capet's Marvel Comics series.


    With the release of Iron Man, Thor, and Iron Man 2, and the upcoming release of The Incredible Hulk later that year, followed by Thor 2 and Captain America the following year, Marvel's series of films put immense pressure on Warner Brothers!


    When asked by reporters about Warner Brothers' stance on Capet's Marvel Entertainment, Alan Horn stated that Warner Brothers had prepared for the reorganization of DC Comics for two years.


    He appreciated and acknowledged Capet's development of the Marvel series. Despite losing Spider-Man, the X-Men, and Fantastic Four series, Marvel's resurgence with secondary characters showcased Capet's undeniable production abilities.


    ...


    In Burbank, at Capet Headquarters, in one of the three interconnected buildings known as the Marvel Building, Marvel Entertainment, Marvel Studios, and the Consumer Products Department took residence.


    David Maisel, the former COO of Marvel Entertainment, became the head of Marvel Entertainment and President of Capet Consumer Products after Capet acquired Marvel Entertainment and split off Marvel Studios.


    Marvel Entertainment continued operations in comic publishing, animation, television departments, toy companies, etc., with Marvel dominating Capet's consumer products market.


    "Diane Nelson was a senior executive directly overseeing the Harry Potter project for Warner Brothers. It seems DC Entertainment means serious business," David Maisel said as he entered Kevin Feige's office.


    "Green Lantern apparently started scriptwriting back in 2007. The original director and writer both left the project, and now it's directed by Martin Campbell. And they just confirmed Ryan Reynolds to be the lead actor."


    Kevin Feige wasn't too worried. The scale of Green Lantern was critical; otherwise, no amount of budget would suffice.


    David Maisel nodded and asked, "Is the script for Iron Man 3 finished?"


    "Almost. The villain is set to be botanist Maya Hansen as the final mastermind," Kevin Feige explained. "In the script, she co-created the Extremis virus with Dr. Killian and returns to exact revenge after a one-night stand with Tony Stark. Iron Man 3 will introduce the Extremis virus, with Pepper Potts getting infected and becoming the female Iron Man!"


  




  Chapter 489: Atlantic Yards


  

    In New York, Long Island, East Hampton, at Charles' beach house, the TV in the living room showed the recently concluded UEFA Champions League final. Arsenal had lost 0:1 to Barcelona at the Stadio Olimpico in Rome, Italy.


    Sitting on the sofa, Charles sighed and pouted, clearly discontented. "Damn, La Masia really is something else!"


    Due to the time difference, it was night in Italy, but still afternoon in the U.S.


    At least, Arsenal had secured the Premier League title in the penultimate match on the 16th, defending their championship, which was a consolation.


    "Charles, you watched the game and you look unhappy. Arsenal lost, didn't they?" Ivanka Trump walked over with a file, sitting next to Charles on the sofa.


    "This is the Atlantic Yards project documentation. It was initiated by Bruce Ratner in 2004 to develop a large mixed-use complex in Brooklyn, combining commercial and residential areas," Ivanka explained.


    Charles took the document and flipped through it. The Atlantic Yards plan included building a multifunctional large sports arena near the site of the former rail yard on Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn for the New Jersey Nets to move into. Around the arena, 16 buildings would be constructed, including apartments, commercial offices, and luxury hotels.


    "The New York government is very supportive and even promised Bruce Ratner's Forest City Ratner Companies a subsidy between 300-400 million dollars," Ivanka explained. "However, the total investment involved in the Atlantic Yards project exceeds 400 million dollars."


    "Opponents protest that this project will affect the architectural style of Brooklyn, leading to an inconsistent surrounding environment," Charles was only concerned if Forest City Group could proceed with the construction of the new sports arena quickly.


    "Supporters include the New York government and young people in the surrounding area!"


    "What do you think?" Charles asked Ivanka.


    "The New York State Public Affairs Committee indeed wants to approve the Atlantic Yards project, but it can't ignore the protesters. Forest City can't start construction without approval," Ivanka shook her head.


    "The Nets' relocation is the most crucial part of this project. I'm not sure what will happen, but I asked my father. Bruce Ratner has two major lawsuits to resolve.


    One lawsuit is against local opposition to the municipal authorities using eminent domain to acquire their land.


    The other lawsuit claims that rent-stabilized tenants in the area argue they can't lose their leases without approval from the New York State Division of Housing and Community Renewal."


    Charles chuckled, "It's just about money. The first issue is dissatisfaction with land compensation, and the second is fear of rent hikes post-development."


    "Is Forest City Group really short on funds right now?"


    Ivanka nodded, "Absolutely. My father said Bruce Ratner has even started talking to Russian capital!"


    "Russian capital - it's Mikhail Prokhorov, the Russian billionaire this year," Charles said, pulling Ivanka closer.


    "This guy took over Russia's largest nickel company, Norilsk Nickel, during the collapse of the Soviet Union, becoming a billionaire. He cashed out 15 billion dollars by selling all his shares in Norilsk Nickel in 2007 and created his private investment fund, Onexim Group."


    He was lucky to escape before the financial crisis hit. Just look at how much Roman Abramovich's assets have shrunk!


    Since Bruce Ratner is already talking to Russian capital, he must be really desperate. Investing in the NBA by Russian capital isn't simple!


    "You've done your homework," Ivanka smiled, kissing Charles on the face. "Mikhail Prokhorov owns the CSKA Moscow basketball club in Russia. It's natural for him to want to buy the Nets! However, if you get involved now, he won't have any advantage. You are the embodiment of the American Dream and an idol for young people."


    Charles got up, poured himself a small glass of whiskey, drank it in one gulp, and said, "I need to meet Bruce Ratner to have a good talk."


    Knowing that moving the Nets from New Jersey to Brooklyn was just a matter of two or three years, Charles didn't want to miss it!


    "Do you believe in Brooklyn's development?" Ivanka asked.


    "The sports arena at the intersection of Flatbush Avenue and Atlantic Avenue is well-connected. After the Nets move, it will boost the local economy. Although Manhattanites won't admit a Brooklyn team represents New York, Brooklyn is still New York City, and the fan base isn't as small as New Jersey's!"


    "When do you want to meet? Bruce Ratner has been eager to meet you since Dona last contacted him," Ivanka said, resting her chin on Charles' shoulder.


    "Let him wait a few more days," Charles checked his watch. It was only the 27th, and he planned to meet Bruce Ratner on the last day of the month.


    "Ivanka, you're getting more beautiful," Charles said, embracing the woman and kissing her, then pressing her down on the sofa.


    "Sweetheart, there's a charity event in New York tomorrow night. Many politicians will attend, and you need to come with me," Ivanka reminded Charles, holding his face.


    "No problem. It seems you've indeed made some contacts with legislators recently," Charles smiled, unbuttoning the woman's shirt.


    Then, he fondled her 32D breasts while passionately kissing her.


    "By the way, Charles, how's the competition with Comcast Group for GE's NBC Universal coming along?" Ivanka asked, eyes closed, feeling the man's touch like an electric current.


    "Still in talks with the GE board and negotiating the value of NBC Universal," Charles responded, savoring the woman's 32D breasts.


    "Confident?"


    "Of course. I've already commissioned BNP Paribas to acquire the 20% stake in NBC Universal from Vivendi for me!"


    Additionally, Charles had meetings with Bank of America, BlackRock, Vanguard, Berkshire Hathaway, and Wells Fargo. Their interest in Capet far exceeded Charles' expectations.


    "Hmm," Ivanka, unable to wait any longer, quickly stripped off Charles' clothes.


  




  Chapter 490: Chapter 490


  

    With the end of the European football league, Barcelona lifted the Champions League trophy in Rome, securing the club's third Champions League title!


    However, Barcelona's process of eliminating Chelsea in the semi-finals and defeating Arsenal in the final caused a huge uproar in the entire UK media.


    The disaster at Stamford Bridge from half a month ago was still fresh in everyone's minds!


    "Super Iniesta and the referee teamed up to send Barca to the finals, and Busquets and Puyol's Oscar-worthy performances killed Arsenal's equalizing goal in the final." - Marca


    "Does UEFA not want an English Premier League team to win again?" - News of the World


    "Maybe Barcelona's players should be in Hollywood instead of on the football field. Wenger should suggest to Arsenal's owner, Charles Capet, to invite Barcelona's players to join his movie productions!" - The Guardian


    "We could've had a great season with five championships, but whatever," Charles sighed as he received a call from Arsenal's CEO David Dein in the morning, lying in bed with Ivanka Trump.


    They already had the Community Shield trophy and the English Premier League title. If they had also secured the Champions League, the UEFA Super Cup and the FIFA Club World Cup would have been within reach.


    Damn, now they had to watch Barcelona achieve the legendary six-trophy season!


    "Charles, uh, Real Madrid is interested in our player Alonso, offering EUR35 million. Bayern Munich is also eyeing Neuer, offering EUR20 million..."


    "Fuck, does Arsenal need money? Florentino is buying Ronaldo and Kaka, and Bayern shouldn't be bothering us. Do they think Arsenal is their Bundesliga factory?"


    Charles was irritated. He hadn't even won the Champions League yet and was already agitated.


    "Aren't you eyeing that speedy winger from Tottenham, Gareth Bale? Buy him quickly. I know he got injured last December and recently had knee surgery, but he's got the ability!"


    Gareth Bale joined Tottenham for only PS5 million in the summer of 2007. He hadn't yet made a significant impact after two seasons, otherwise, his value would have increased.


    "Gareth Bale, indeed. His speed is really something when he gets going!" David Dein agreed.


    "And then there's Neymar from Santos in Brazil. Even though it's his first season, you know his talent. We need to bring him to Arsenal this season too," Charles couldn't forget about him. Neymar had just joined the first team of Santos and led the team to victory.


    "There are many people watching him, and he's only 17 this year! Activate the wonderkid clause. He's worth it. If Santos doesn't agree to sell, we'll buy him outright. It's just under PS30 million, right?" Charles pursed his lips. "In short, next season, I want to see Neymar and Gareth Bale in the team!"


    "Alright, I'll get it done," David Dein agreed reluctantly over the phone. Of course, he wouldn't directly buy out Neymar. After all, a 17-year-old who had just joined the first team hadn't yet proven himself significantly, and even if the price was high, Santos wouldn't dare to insist on PS30 million, right?


    ...


    New York, Brooklyn. It's not the largest borough, but it's the most populous.


    Along Flatbush Avenue entering Brooklyn from the Manhattan Bridge to where it intersects Atlantic Avenue, Forest City Ratner Companies Chairman Bruce Ratner pointed to a large area on Atlantic Avenue for Charles and Ilka.


    "Charles, look, this area is between Prospect Park and the East River, right in the center of Brooklyn. If the Atlantic Yards project is completed, it will surely become a major landmark in New York. Once the Nets move into the Brooklyn Arena, the locals will finally have their own team!"


    Charles looked east towards Grand Army Plaza, the Brooklyn Museum, and Prospect Park, but what displeased him were the many African-American communities in the East Flatbush area. 


    Though Brooklyn also had Chinatown, several Italian, Jewish, and Korean districts, and other communities like Russian, Polish, Czech, Irish, German, Arab, and Puerto Rican neighborhoods.


    However, the African-American community was still predominant along this route, and they had the largest presence!


    "Mr. Ratner, can the Atlantic Yards project really start construction soon? Are the issues with local residents and land acquisition resolved?" Ivanka inquired.


    "Ha ha, don't worry. I've already negotiated with the government to add over 2,000 affordable rental units in this development project. 


    I've also promised to create 1,000 affordable ownership units on or near the site of the original railway yards, in addition to spending $3 million to improve parking around the development area.


    Moreover, the height of the planned residential buildings will be reduced from 620 feet to below 500 feet, ensuring they won't overshadow Brooklyn's long-standing tallest building, the Williamsburg Savings Bank Tower!"


  




  Chapter 491: The Nets


  

    "The Nets are only worth around $300 million right now, but building the new Brooklyn arena is estimated to cost no less than $400 million. That's a hefty investment," Ivanka Trump said to Charles while they were in the car returning to Manhattan from Brooklyn.


    Charles leaned back in his seat and smiled. "Bruce Ratner has almost prepared everything. It seems he's also solved the land acquisition issue."


    "Now all he needs is funding. An ex-Russian oligarch entered the NBA, and the audit process is slow. I want to start construction early and then relocate the Nets over here!"


    Charles remembered how Mikhail Prokhorov spent 200 million dollars in 2010 to acquire 80% of the Nets and 45% of the Barclays Center. Later, he spent additional (175 + 454) 629 millions in 2015 to acquire the remaining shares. Altogether, Prokhorov spent 829 million dollars in cash. Including the team's debts, his investment exceeded $1 billion. 


    When the Nets and Barclays Center were sold to Joe Tsai years later, they were valued at $3.3 billion, including debts!


    Now, Charles was ahead of the game by a few years. Spending $700 million to buy the Nets and the arena would allow him to manage the team for a few years without regretting the investment.


    "Bruce Ratner will agree for sure. You're solving a significant problem by financing the new arena construction!" Ivanka said.


    Ivanka, being in the real estate business, understood Bruce Ratner's thoughts quite well.


    Charles placed his hand on Ivanka's thigh and said, "I can still sell the naming rights. Don't forget the Miami Dolphins' stadium, the American Airlines Arena, is currently being renovated. I have a lot of experience selling stadium naming rights!"


    "How long do you think Bruce Ratner needs to consider before agreeing to your terms?" Ivanka asked.


    "Shouldn't take long," Charles said confidently.


    "Brooklyn's development in recent years has been pretty good, with a population of over 2.5 million. It's a much better area compared to the larger Queens," Ivanka said as she also leaned back into her seat.


    "Capet's The Proposal wasn't bad. Its box office performance should be excellent, right?"


    "You care about that, huh?" Charles chuckled. "It grossed over $100 million in North America in just over twenty days! Sandra Bullock has regained her box office appeal, but next week Capet's R-rated comedy The Hangover will be released. I have great confidence in this movie."


    "Charles, let's head straight to the Conrad Hotel. I'd like to dine there," Ivanka suggested.


    Charles nodded, picked up the car phone, and informed the driver. "Alright, boss!"


    "I also like the Conrad Hotel. Their rooftop restaurant offers a 180deg view of the Hudson River," Charles said, familiar with the hotel from his dates with Blake Lively at the park by the Hudson River.


    ...


    In less than three days, Charles received a response from Bruce Ratner agreeing to his terms for the sale of the New Jersey Nets and the Brooklyn Arena construction project.


    However, Ratner had one condition: construction on the new Brooklyn arena had to start this year. He was worried Charles wouldn't invest the funds promptly.


    This played right into Charles' hands. As long as Ratner got the construction permits, Charles guaranteed he would inject over $200 million to start the project the very next day!


    ...


    With Charles Capet's company, CSE, acquiring the New Jersey Nets in the blink of an eye, NBA Commissioner David Stern and the other team owners welcomed Charles aboard.


    At 645 Fifth Avenue, the Olympic Tower in Manhattan, the NBA headquarters, under the witness of Commissioner David Stern, Charles and Bruce Ratner signed the agreement for the Nets acquisition. The Nets would relocate to Brooklyn once the new arena construction was complete!


    "Charles, the Nets are yours now. The team is prepared for a rebuild, so you have time to reorganize the squad in New Jersey," Bruce Ratner said, caring more about his Atlantic Yards project than the Nets.


    Charles nodded. "In July, once you win your lawsuit, I'll announce the groundbreaking of the new Brooklyn arena immediately!"


    Bruce Ratner smiled. "Then we'll have a pleasant cooperation. As for the naming rights for the new arena, we've been in contact with a few banks. Barclays Bank of the UK shows the most sincerity. You can continue the negotiations. I'm sure with your name, Charles Capet, you'll get a good deal!"


    "Rest assured, I will. Although moving the Nets to New York won't replace the Knicks, we'll definitely outperform them," Charles said, hugging Bruce Ratner.


    After Ratner left, NBA Commissioner David Stern stayed behind with Charles.


    "Charles, you know when I heard you were interested, I was hoping you'd acquire the Nets directly. Otherwise, Russian businessman Mikhail Prokhorov would have taken over!" Stern didn't want extra complications for the NBA.


    Charles smiled. "The NBA's growth will only get better in the future. It's just the economy is down right now."


    The NBA welcomed Charles without a doubt. Having a top Hollywood mogul join in could only enhance the NBA's influence!


    "Relocating the Nets to Brooklyn will greatly enhance their status. But remember, the New York Knicks have the Mecca of Basketball, Madison Square Garden. Competing for the title of New York's king won't be easy," David Stern joked.


    "Hahaha, then I'll just beat the Knicks! I love defeating rivals the most!"


    After chatting with David Stern for a bit, Charles prepared to leave the NBA headquarters. He was escorted out by Stern's special assistant, Adam Silver.


    "Thank you, Adam!" Charles made sure to take a good look at the bald man as he left.


  




  Chapter 492: Assembling the Puzzle


  

    The Continental Airlines Arena in East Rutherford, a small town in northeastern New Jersey, was the home of the New Jersey Nets.


    Charles Capet's CSE company spent $300 million in cash to acquire the Nets. The first order of business was to fire the original CEO, Brett Yormark, and replace him with Thomas Wayne, a close associate of Charles, to oversee the entire business operations of the Nets and the future Brooklyn Arena.


    Charles did not make any changes to General Manager Rod Thorn or Head Coach Lawrence Frank.


    In the Nets' office located in East Rutherford, Charles held a meeting with Thomas Wayne, General Manager Rod Thorn, and Head Coach Lawrence Frank.


    Brett Yormark was replaced because he was associated with Bruce Ratner, and Charles feared he would incline the Nets' operations too much toward Forest City Enterprises.


    General Manager Rod Thorn's abilities were commendable. He drafted Kenyon Martin, acquired Jason Kidd and Richard Jefferson to form a trio that reached the finals.


    Later, when Kenyon Martin was traded away, the Nets got Vince Carter to form a new trio.


    However, Richard Jefferson left the Nets a couple of years ago, Jason Kidd left last year, and now Vince Carter was also set to leave this year!


    Currently, the only notable player remaining on the Nets was Brook Lopez, who was acquired in last year's draft. 


    "If all goes well, the new arena in Brooklyn will commence construction this year, and we can move to New York in 2011. Negotiate well with Barclays; we need a naming rights fee of $10 million per year for 15 years, but I want them to advance funds for the arena's construction! 


    Since the team is starting a rebuilding plan, trade Vince Carter for some good assets. The Magic want him, right? Ask for draft picks as part of the deal but don't take someone like Rafer Alston. Our draft luck wasn't great this year, so we're picking at 11th. See if we can get Stephen Curry."


    Charles handed over the Nets' affairs to Thomas Wayne and didn't bother to worry too much himself.


    "Understood. Once we move to New York, I'll establish our own culture. New Jersey is part of the New York metropolitan area, but it's still far behind New York City," Thomas, who previously worked at CSE, was not familiar with basketball but was competent in business operations.


    "Alright, I'll head out now. You guys prepare well for the draft!"


    Getting the 11th pick in the draft for a team in rebuilding wasn't too exciting for Charles. They just hoped to avoid being utterly terrible that season.


    ...


    On June 10, Charles visited General Electric's headquarters in Fairfield, Connecticut, located in southeastern New York, near Long Island Sound.


    Charles met with GE Chairman Jeff Immelt at a golf club.


    "Charles, that was quite a quick move. But your valuation of NBCUniversal at $27 billion is too low," Jeff Immelt shook his head. "The board won't agree!"


    Charles smiled, put down his club, "We can also take on about $7 billion of NBCUniversal's debt. 


    The key assets of NBCUniversal are its cable networks, which include USA Network, Syfy, Bravo, CNBC, and NBC (Microsoft National Broadcasting News Network). NBC TV and Universal Studios currently contribute very little to the Group's performance. 


    With this acquisition, Capet Group can offer at least half of the payment in cash, and the rest can be settled through a share swap."


    Jeff Immelt frowned. Half of the payment would be nearly $15 billion in cash, and Capet Group's shares were also highly valued now.


    The acquisition plan of the Comcast Group clearly couldn't match Capet's. Comcast hoped to first acquire NBCUniversal's operating control with more than 50% of the shares.


    Moreover, Comcast could only offer $6-7 billion in cash and then merge its cable network with NBCUniversal to get 51% of the new group's shares.


    "We at GE have already started negotiations with Vivendi to acquire NBCUniversal shares from them for no less than $5.5 billion," Jeff Immelt suddenly stated.


    Jeff Immelt was aware that Charles had contacted Vivendi but had not yet reached an agreement on price.


    At least $5.5 billion to acquire Vivendi's 20% NBCUniversal shares?


    This was a move to drive up the price since GE genuinely wanted to sell NBCUniversal.


    "Charles, Universal also has a library of over 4,000 movie titles, Universal Studios Hollywood, Universal Orlando Resort, Universal Studios Japan, and the ongoing construction of Universal Studios Singapore..."


    Charles responded, "Except for Universal Studios Hollywood, Universal Orlando Resort is partially owned by Blackstone Group. Universal Studios Japan and Universal Studios Singapore are just licensed out, earning a licensing fee each year, with little connection to Universal. 


    Moreover, aside from Universal Studios Hollywood being profitable, Universal Studios Singapore is still under construction, and both Universal Orlando Resort and Universal Studios Japan are losing money.


    Universal Studios hasn't updated its attractions in years. You know the IPs we own, like Marvel, the hugely popular Transformers, Twilight, and Saw can all be developed into attractions.


    Capet Animation's Illumination Entertainment's first 3D animated feature, Despicable Me, will also be released next year, and I'm confident about it!


    Besides strong cash flow, Capet's strength comes from its powerful IP monetization capabilities and a robust lineup of IPs.


    After the Bourne series ended, Universal only has the Fast & Furious franchise left. Can it compete with our Transformers series or the now-popular Twilight?


    The Hangover just premiered, grossing $45 million in its opening weekend, with a production cost of only $35 million. A sequel is already in the works.


    Capet's foundation is Marvel Entertainment, and aside from Warner Bros. Batman, it has no rivals.


    Mr. Immelt, Capet acquiring NBCUniversal is just assembling the puzzle pieces!"


  




  Chapter 493: The Worse, the Better


  

    Charles Capet only stayed in Connecticut for a day before returning to his villa on the Golden Coast of East Hampton, Long Island, just across the Long Island Sound.


    Negotiating deals like acquiring NBC Universal, which involves around $30-40 billion businesses, was a long process!


    "Michael Jackson went to London, right?" Charles asked Phyllis Jones, sitting on the couch.


    "Yes, he did. The concert starts next month, and he was rehearsing at the Staples Center in Los Angeles before," Phyllis replied.


    Charles nodded and asked, "How's his health?"


    "Michael said he's felt more energetic than ever in recent years. His team is constantly monitoring his health," Phyllis said, shrugging.


    "His debts have been transferred to West Pacific Union Bank and Capet Records, reducing some pressure!" she added.


    "Start developing this script for The Hunt as soon as possible. Plan for its release next year," Charles closed the file in his hand, which was the adapted script of The Hunt.


    After all, it was just a low-budget art film. It wouldn't cost much, and once Michael Jackson released an album next year, Capet Records would make the money back.


    Phyllis nodded, "Boss, I've met Molly Bloom. She's quite a fascinating woman with an incredible life. She was a skier and trained since childhood. She retired after getting injured during an Olympic qualifying event. 


    Then, she got accepted into Harvard Law School, but she took a break for a year to work in Los Angeles, where she got involved in private gambling games at a small bar. Once she got to New York, she opened a private casino and quickly amassed a few million dollars in assets!"


    "So, she got bigger and caught the FBI's attention, leading to charges of money laundering and tax evasion," Charles chuckled, "Indeed a fascinating life, and she's in her thirties, right?"


    "Yes, the prosecutors wanted her to give up names of others involved in private gambling, but she refused and hired a lawyer to negotiate surrendering her assets in exchange for dropped charges," Phyllis admired Molly Bloom.


    "Did she agree to work with you?" Charles asked.


    "She's still considering, but without her mansion, sports cars, and designer clothes, I believe she'll accept my terms," Phyllis was confident. She couldn't imagine living without luxury.


    "I heard she knows many people in the entertainment and business circles, and she'll be useful in many situations," Charles smiled, "Money is not an issue; your boss is not short of cash right now!"


    As long as it made him happy, money was just a string of numbers, wasn't it?


    But Charles had more pressing matters to attend to. "By the way, the media coverage about Comcast potentially raising monthly fees for Syfy, Bravo, and other channels if they acquire NBC Universal is not heated enough. Make it bigger. Get some Congress members to comment publicly before the press. Also, raise doubts in the media about Comcast's ability to manage movie studios, potentially endangering Universal's future."


    "Got it," Phyllis nodded.


    Charles's biggest concern now was NBC Universal Entertainment. As for the Nets, he still had $600 million left unspent, of which $300 million went for buying the team, and the rest would go for building a new arena.


    ...


    In his Hudson River mansion in downtown Manhattan, Anne Hathaway was lazily painting her toenails on the couch.


    Charles sat on a single sofa, staring at the news on the TV, lost in thought.


    "Charles, have you seen Angels & Demons that Universal released?" Anne looked up after painting her nails.


    Charles nodded, "Yes, it was released by Universal last month, but its box office wasn't that pleasing."


    He said this with a hint of a smile.


    "Yeah, I remember the opening gross was only $46 million. Capet Pictures' The Da Vinci Code opened with over $70 million its first weekend," Anne said, sitting on Charles's lap.


    "Why is there such a big difference? Both are Dan Brown novels, directed by Ron Howard, and starred Nicolas Cage!"


    Holding the beauty in his arms, Anne Hathaway's loose white shirt paired with shorts left little to the imagination.


    "Historical Christianity, European scenery, an older man with a young girl, religious fanatics, and murder in a mystery format," Charles spoke casually, caressing her thigh.


    "Angels & Demons isn't much different from The Da Vinci Code. The lure was the historical Christian secrets and Jesus's hidden mysteries. The first appearance of these themes naturally attracted people, but later, the expectations dropped significantly."


    Anne nodded, "I've seen both movies, and the first one had stronger suspense, while the second had more action scenes."


    Charles kissed her lips lightly before saying, "The Da Vinci Code was popular because the novel was a massive hit, and the director captured the suspense well. Though Angels & Demons was more suitable for movie adaptation, it suffered from Hollywood's typical issues, making it almost a travel action film!


    Almost a month in, and Angels & Demons' North American box office barely hit a hundred million dollars, with overseas totals also underperforming. Reaching $500 million globally is unlikely, let alone $600 million."


    Anne laughed, wrapping her arms around Charles's neck, "I remember The Da Vinci Code grossed over $700 million globally!"


    Then they started kissing, with Charles's hand slipping under Anne's shirt.


    Universal spent $70 million buying the filming rights for Angels & Demons from Capet, invested another hundred million in production, plus marketing costs, making the total investment over $200 million.


    Universal would likely need DVD sales and paid TV streams to break even. This summer was a big bust for Universal.


    Luckily, their April release, Fast & Furious 4, was a success, grossing over $300 million domestically and even more overseas, totaling over $500 million worldwide.


    The worse Universal performed, the more it highlighted Capet's strength.


  




  Chapter 494: Brooklyn


  

    "Charles, are the Nets really moving from New Jersey to Brooklyn?" Anne Hathaway asked, patting Charles who was lying on her.


    Charles, who had his head buried in Anne Hathaway's chest, looked up. "Yeah, once the Brooklyn arena is finished, they'll move right over!"


    "Then Brooklyn will finally have its own basketball team," said Anne Hathaway happily, being a Brooklyn native.


    "Not just Brooklyn, but all of New York. The Nets will represent the entire city. I'm planning to have a new name for the team through an online poll," Charles said while playfully rubbing Anne's chest, which made her giggle.


    "But Manhattan folks won't recognize Brooklyn natives. Manhattan represents true New Yorkers!" explained Anne Hathaway.


    "Heh, the New York Mets' new stadium, Citi Field, opened in Queens this March, and the New York Yankees' new Yankee Stadium finished in April in the Bronx. New York Giants and the New York Jets both play at the MetLife Stadium in East Rutherford, New Jersey, their current home. Yet, they still represent New York!"


    If Charles could sign the Nets to Brooklyn, why couldn't they represent New York?


    Then there's hockey. The New York Rangers, owned by the Dolan family, play in Madison Square Garden in Manhattan, but the New York Islanders' home is still in Long Island, New York!


    However, since the Nets moved from Long Island, New York, to New Jersey and changed from New York Nets to New Jersey Nets, Charles also planned to change the name again this time!


    "Madison Square Garden isn't just any place; it holds significant meaning. The new Brooklyn arena may not receive the same recognition," stated Anne Hathaway, fully aware of the importance of Madison Square Garden to New Yorkers.


    "Basketball Mecca, right? Besides, you have Rucker Park in Manhattan's Harlem. The two American basketball Meccas are both in Manhattan."


    Manhattan is the wealthiest neighborhood in the U.S., giving the Knicks unrivaled prestige.


    "Don't worry, Brooklyn has a population of 2.5 million, whereas Manhattan only has 1.5 million," Charles said, even if he couldn't gain the support of most Manhattanites, Brooklyn's population was sufficient.


    Brooklyn might not match Manhattan, but it's wealthier than many other places.


    Finished speaking, Charles rolled off Anne Hathaway, folding his arms behind his head.


    "Charles, Capet had another record-breaking summer box office with The Proposal, Iron Man 2 last month, and The Hangover this month. All big hits!


    Today is the 15th, The Hangover has been out for 10 days and has already grossed over a hundred million dollars in North America!"


    Anne Hathaway rested her head on her hand, drawing circles on Charles's chest, full of affection.


    "And Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen is coming out later this month. This summer really belongs to Capet."


    Charles smiled humbly, "Next month, Warner Brothers' Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince and 20th Century Fox's Ice Age: Dawn of the Dinosaurs will be released. Tough competition. But Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen will have plenty of time to rake in the box office!"


    Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen started its global release on June 24th, three weeks before Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince. Although Ice Age: Dawn of the Dinosaurs is an animated film and comes out a week after Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen, competition is less of a concern.


    ...


    Colorado, Capet Ranch.


    Charles walked out onto the villa's balcony. The beautiful forest scenery was pleasing to the eye. Britney Spears, wearing an open shirt, embraced Charles from behind.


    "Michael's London concert is next month. Wanna go?" Britney asked.


    Charles shook his head, "Not really interested, too crowded."


    All 20 concert shows sold out within four hours; Michael Jackson was incredibly popular.


    "So, how's your best-of album coming along?" Charles turned around, holding Britney by the shoulder. She was only in underwear and an open men's shirt, looking quite stunning.


    "Releasing at the end of the year, still in preparation," Britney Spears replied. Last year, she had gone on a world tour and released her sixth studio album. This year, it would be her second best-of compilation.


    "Sweetie, you're really irresistible," Charles said, leaning in to kiss Britney as his hands roamed over her chest.


    Charles had initially planned to head to Washington to meet President Obama in New York, but unfortunately, Obama had gone to Hawaii for vacation. Charles only met with one of Obama's advisors.


    The Federal Congress made policies, the White House executed global strategies, the Pentagon held military power, Wall Street manipulated capital, Hollywood exported values, and Silicon Valley drove technological innovation. All these factors cemented America's top positions in global economy, politics, military, culture, and technology.


    Charles planned to acquire NBC Universal to become a major player in Hollywood. This would certainly deepen his interactions with Washington, D.C.


    Britney Spears passionately responded to Charles' kiss.


  




  Chapter 495: Special Hobby


  

    After returning to Los Angeles from the Cape Ranch in Colorado, Transformers 2 was released!


    In Beverly Hills, at the Cape Manor, Charles was on the phone with Thomas Wayne, the chairman of the Nets.


    The NBA 2009 draft had just concluded. Stephen Curry was chosen seventh by the Warriors, and even though the Knicks had the eighth pick, they had no chance!


    The Nets picked point guard Jrue Holiday with the eleventh pick in the first round and selected Danny Green in the second round; Then they worked with the Raptors and Magic on a three-team trade, trading Vince Carter to the Raptors for DeMar DeRozan, the ninth pick, and next year's first-round pick from the Magic!


    Charles could only watch as the Clippers took Blake Griffin, and the Thunder grabbed James Harden.


    Stephen Curry was out of reach, and Vince Carter, nearing 33, wasn't as valuable, at least the Magic showed interest, so they got DeMar DeRozan from the Raptors using the ninth pick.


    "I heard the Suns' GM Steve Kerr really liked Stephen Curry and tried to trade Amar'e Stoudemire and the 14th pick for him, but the Warriors refused. Stoudemire's injuries are tough," Thomas Wayne explained to Charles on the phone.


    "Alright, let's tank for a year, get a good pick next year, then relocate," Charles nonchalantly agreed.


    "By the way, how are the negotiations with Barclays Bank going?"


    "They want an 18-year contract, and they can provide construction funds starting next year," Thomas Wayne responded quickly.


    "18 years, from 2011 to 2029, fine, but I need that billion dollars directly in the stadium construction account!"


    "I believe Barclays Bank will agree to those terms."


    Charles hung up the phone. The budget for the new Brooklyn arena was $400 million. With Barclays Bank providing half, he'd invest the other half himself!


    Soon, a Mercedes SL600 drove out of the Cape Manor.


    Charles reached a hidden studio in the San Fernando Valley, where his bodyguard was waiting for him.


    "How's it going?" he asked the bodyguard while walking inside.


    The head bodyguard, Larris Burke, replied, "The senator has been in the room watching the filming process, requested some drinks and cigars."


    Charles nodded and quickly entered a room on the second floor, with a giant floor-to-ceiling window facing the studio below.


    Gavin Newsom, the newly appointed federal senator from California, was sitting on the couch, smoking a cigar and drinking wine while enjoying the performances below.


    Charles walked to the window, a scene was being shot with a white man battling two black men.


    "Charles, you're here. You just missed a great scene," Gavin Newsom stood up, joining Charles at the one-way window.


    Right then, the white man, completely naked, was handcuffed and hanging by his hands from a steel pole, with two strong black men slowly approaching him...


    Charles felt a wave of nausea but remained calm outwardly. Who would have thought Gavin Newsom had such an unusual hobby, enjoying watching this kind of stuff!


    "I need some support with the antitrust investigation in Comcast; the NBC Universal acquisition is going too fast," Charles requested after a while of watching the disturbing scene.


    Gavin Newsom nodded, "We can delay it for up to three months, we'll use the Time Warner Cable and American Cable companies to set up obstacles. Make sure to speed up on your end too, Comcast's goal is to gain control over NBC Universal, not to make a full acquisition in one go. This will make GE's shareholders hesitant for sure!"


    Charles agreed, "That's enough. I'm confident we'll resolve the dispute by October. I'm leaving now. Iron Man 2 has grossed over 300 million dollars in North America and overseas as well. I need to attend the celebration party," Charles said. He had come to see Gavin Newsom mainly for some political support.


    "Congratulations! I should return to San Francisco as well," Gavin Newsom replied. He mostly stayed in San Francisco. "Tonight's scenes were quite unforgettable, to say the least!"


    Charles laughed, "The San Fernando Valley's annual economic output reaches nearly 10 billion dollars, which contributes to the U.S. economy. This adult film valley is the world's largest hub for the adult entertainment industry, an essential part of Hollywood and the entire U.S. movie industry!"


    Then, Charles and Gavin Newsom left the San Fernando Valley together.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles arrived at the celebration party at the London Hotel in West Hollywood. Iron Man 2 was the first blockbuster to surpass 300 million dollars at the North American box office this year, certainly worth celebrating!


    As the lead actors, Robert Downey Jr. and Kate Beckinsale were naturally the most sought-after stars.


    "What's wrong? With such high box office earnings, shouldn't you be happy?" Scarlett Johansson nudged Charles with her elbow, smiling.


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "Of course I'm happy about the high box office. I just saw some disturbing scenes earlier, so I'm still adjusting."


    "Let's go for a walk!"


    Scarlett Johansson and Charles walked to the garden outside the hotel and sat on a bench.


    "Scarlett, you look stunning tonight," Charles complimented, touching her face.


    Scarlett Johansson playfully bit Charles's finger and sucked it for a moment, "Charles, let's go back to Westlake Village together later!"


    Facing the temptations of the captivating Scarlett Johansson, Charles could only nod; her allure was irresistible.


    "Iron Man 2 has been out for a month and has grossed over 600 million dollars globally, surpassing the first movie's earnings. The third installment will definitely be a bigger hit," Scarlett Johansson said. Her previous movie, Mamma Mia!, was a box office hit, but it seemed everyone focused more on veteran actress Meryl Streep.


    Iron Man 2 brought Scarlett Johansson's character, Black Widow, into the public eye.


    "We're summarizing the journey with Avengers releasing next year. By then, your Black Widow will surely be famous worldwide," Charles said, kissing her lips afterward.
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    On June 24th, Transformers 2 premiered globally, and its opening weekend in North America saw a box office performance of $130 million in 4,230 theaters, with overseas ticket sales hitting $200 million!


    The power of the Autobots seemed nearly as explosive as Iron Man's, but Capet's French film The Intouchables, which premiered at the Cannes Film Festival, ignited all of Europe.


    The Intouchables earned $180 million at the French box office.


    In Germany, it grossed $80 million.


    In Spain, $21 million.


    In Italy, $19 million.


    In the Netherlands, $12 million.


    In Denmark, $8.7 million.


    In Belgium, $8.5 million.


    In Austria, $7 million.


    In Sweden, $6.7 million.


    ...


    The Intouchables achieved a total box office of $350 million in Europe and was set to be released in Asia and the Americas next.


    Both critically and commercially, The Intouchables was a groundbreaking French film!


    Burbank, Capet Headquarters.


    Charles sat in his chair, tapping his fingers rhythmically on the desk. "You mean to say, General Electric is really willing to invest $5.5 billion to buy the 20% NBC Universal shares from Vivendi?"


    Annie Depp nodded. "The chairman of BNP Paribas, Perrottet, Vivendi Group's chairman Jean-Rene Fourtou, and Vivendi Group CEO Jean-Bernard Levy have all confirmed it. GE wants to buy back its complete NBC shares before selling to secure greater benefits!"


    "In other words, to buy that 20% from Vivendi, we must offer more than Comcast did for NBC Universal," Charles understood immediately. GE had solid backing.


    "Prepare, we need to go to France and meet with Vivendi's representatives; we've already wasted too much time!"


    Annie Depp nodded. "I'll arrange it!"


    Soon enough, on the last day of June, Charles led the Capet team to Paris.


    At the Four Seasons Hotel George V in Paris, Capet hosted a grand celebration party for The Intouchables, inviting many celebrities to join.


    With 20.4 million audience members, The Intouchables ranked first in France's historical domestic box office, just slightly behind last year's Welcome to the Sticks with 20.5 million viewers.


    "Charles, you're amazing. The Intouchables almost broke the French attendance record," said Sophie Marceau, busy with the promotion of The Intouchables, while also starring in the thriller drama Don't Look Back with Italian actress Monica Bellucci!


    Charles hugged Sophie Marceau. "This movie couldn't have succeeded without your contribution. The French viewership hit 20 million, getting very close to Welcome to the Sticks. However, outside France, The Intouchables' success is unmatched by Welcome to the Sticks."


    Sophie Marceau nodded. La Vie en Rose brought Marion Cotillard an Oscar for Best Actress with a French film.


    Another The Intouchables nearly broke France's historical film box office records. The critical acclaim of both films was undeniable, even the picky French gave in!


    In a small conference room at the Four Seasons Hotel George V, Charles had a private three-way meeting with Vivendi Group chairman Jean-Rene Fourtou and GE Vice Chairman, former NBC Universal chairman Bob Wright.


    "Capet's filmmaking ability is unrivaled, Charles. Coming to France for you must feel like coming home," said Jean-Rene Fourtou, who also attended The Intouchables celebration.


    Charles smiled. Vivendi had significant business in France: Canal+ Group, Monaco Telecom, and the second-largest communication company in France, Vivendi owned considerable shares.


    On top of that, with shares in Activision Blizzard, Vivendi Games, and Universal Music Group, Europe's largest entertainment group title was a toss-up between it and Germany's Bertelsmann Group.


    Charles came to France to resolve the 20% NBC Universal shares held by Vivendi. He then looked at Bob Wright and said, "$6 billion in cash to buy the 20% NBC Universal shares from Vivendi!"


    Six billion dollars lit up Jean-Rene Fourtou's eyes. Vivendi, eager to sell at $5.5 billion, had only been held back by GE's preemptive rights, though they preferred to sell to Capet Group.


    "Six billion dollars, cash!" Bob Wright was also taken aback. GE's offer of $5.5 billion relied on a promise from Comcast, otherwise, why would GE make such an offer?


    Charles continued, "NBC Universal is valued at $30 billion; that's my bottom line. If you believe Comcast can compete with me in Hollywood after acquiring NBC Universal, I don't mind letting Comcast face a second failure in Hollywood."


    Comcast's first failure, of course, was their joint bid with Sony for MGM!


    "GE's shares, I'll offer half in cash and half in a stock swap. For Vivendi's 20%, the choice is yours. If the bidding continues, I'll immediately bow out. Hollywood isn't just Universal!"


    Bob Wright didn't expect Charles to be so straightforward. A $30 billion valuation exceeded NBC Universal's current valuation. But who wouldn't want to secure the best deal? If Comcast acquired NBC Universal, they might get some help in cable TV.


    However, in Hollywood, Universal would be of no consequence. They couldn't compare to Capet Pictures' peak, nor to any other studio!


    Bob Wright took a deep breath. "I need to convey your intentions to the headquarters board."


    Charles nodded. "Alright, I'll stay in France for now, and so will the Capet team. Hopefully, GE will decide quickly!"


    Bob Wright looked at Charles and Jean-Rene Fourtou one more time before leaving the conference room.


    Jean-Rene Fourtou patted Charles on the shoulder and said with a smile, "Vivendi has always had faith in Capet. I believe GE's board will make the right choice."


    Charles remained calm, "Regardless of their choice, Capet's dominance in Hollywood is unquestionable. Maybe I should have Mr. Perrottet prepare the funds!"


    Jean-Rene Fourtou nodded, "I'll also put some pressure on them. Six billion dollars in cash is no small amount."


    Capet's $6 billion offer, if unmatched by GE, allowed Vivendi to sell the shares to Capet!
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    When Charles Capet came to France, he went straight to negotiate with Vivendi. Supported by the Vivendi Group and BNP Paribas, Capet openly offered $6 billion in cash to acquire Vivendi's 20% stake in NBC Universal.


    Very quickly, France's Le Figaro and Le Monde first disclosed Capet's offer.


    Soon after, the Associated Press, Reuters, Bloomberg, The Wall Street Journal, Forbes, and The Washington Post all reprinted the news of Capet's NBC Universal acquisition.


    In Connecticut, at the General Electric headquarters office, a board meeting was being held:


    General Electric chairman Jeff Immelt looked at the board members and said, "You all heard from Bob, Capet bid $6 billion to buy Vivendi's 20% NBC stake. Charles values GE at $30 billion, and he won't go any higher. American Cable Company has already filed an unfair competition lawsuit against Comcast. Some congressmen also don't support Comcast entering the content creation field, thinking it will make customers pay more for TV subscriptions!"


    As for why Time Warner Cable didn't sue, it was because the Time Warner Group saw Capet as a future rival. Even if Comcast acquired NBC Universal, the threat would be much smaller than Capet merging with NBC Universal.


    Moreover, Capet already owned 10% of an American Cable Channel, making it easier for the American Cable Company to intervene. The channel was now the company's flagship business point.


    "What's Comcast's take? Are they willing to pay more?" a board member asked.


    "Comcast can value NBC Universal at $30 billion too, but they don't have that much cash on hand. Their plan is to acquire 51% of NBC Universal's shares to gain control," Jeff Immelt continued.


    "They are willing to offer $6.5 billion in cash plus their cable TV station!" Immelt directly pointed out.


    "I support Capet's proposal, $15 billion in cash plus a 50% share swap," said Bob Wright, who was very familiar with Charles Capet's abilities, having served as the chairman of NBC Universal.


    "But, Comcast could buy the remaining 49% of NBC Universal's shares at a higher price in the future!"


    "No way. If Comcast gains control, how would they resist Capet's blow? Universal Pictures is already performing poorly..."


    "We could also talk to Capet and let them take over the control. We can sell the remaining shares within five years..."


    "That would be tough. Charles won't agree. He has strong control and doesn't like dissent within the company. Even if BNP Paribas or Bank of America, Vanguard Capital, and BlackRock Funds get shares, they don't have much voting power!"


    Jeff Immelt frowned as he looked at the bickering board. The NBC Universal acquisition was now known to everyone.


    After all, following the financial crisis, this was the first large-scale acquisition near $40 billion!


    "Warren Buffett said on CNBC that he supports Charles Capet taking control of NBC Universal. He believes professionals should do professional work. Who in Hollywood can match America's idol, the 'Son of Hollywood,' Charles Capet?" Bob Wright also supported Capet's leadership.


    "Let's meet Comcast's chairman Brian Roberts. If he doesn't have a better offer, we'll allow Capet to first acquire Vivendi's 20% stake in NBC Universal," Jeff Immelt said.


    None of those present were fools. Even if Capet acquired 20%, NBC Universal would still be under General Electric's control. They could continue talking to either Capet or Comcast about the acquisition.


    Although Capet would have the advantage, Comcast could still gain control if they bought more than 50% of NBC Universal's shares from General Electric.


    ...


    Capet's formal public acquisition of NBC Universal caused a sensation in the entertainment industry. A valuation of $30 billion plus $7-8 billion in debt made it the largest acquisition at that time!


    Cable TV operator Comcast, eager to enter the content field, was not willing to be outdone and competed with Capet for NBC Universal. The market was buzzing with excitement.


    In Paris, Charles' team also started negotiations with BNP Paribas. The bank offered $6 billion to help Capet acquire Vivendi's 20% stake in NBC Universal.


    Of this, $3 billion was a loan to Capet Entertainment, and another $3 billion was converted into preferred stock convertible bonds!


    For this, BNP Paribas specifically arranged a financing plan using Capet's debts and equity to attract French capital involvement.


    ...


    While waiting for news in Paris, Charles called Liu Yifei, inviting her to come to Paris for a few days.


    Charles arranged for Liu to stay at the Pullman Paris Eiffel Tower Hotel, a high-end hotel near the Eiffel Tower and the Seine River, not far from the Four Seasons Hotel on George V Avenue, which of course is also close to the Champs-Elysees.


    "Wow, this place is nice," Liu Yifei commented upon arriving at the hotel, where she could clearly see the Eiffel Tower and overlook the Seine River.


    From behind, Charles hugged her, pointing at the Eiffel Tower and smiling, "I've already reserved a spot at the restaurant at the top of the tower. We'll have dinner there tonight!"


    "You know how to enjoy yourself. I've never dined up there before," Liu Yifei laughed.


    "Hehe, it's alright. Anyway, I think this iron lump is really ugly. But because it's the tallest building in France and famous..." Charles shook his head, not seeing any beauty in the Eiffel Tower.


    "A lot of people want to come and see it for themselves, but you're calling it an iron lump," Liu Yifei said, snuggling into Charles' arms.


    "I won't stay long in France. I need to return soon for Bulgari's centennial event, and then I have to shoot Painted Skin 2!"


    "Don't worry, it won't delay anything," Charles said, kissing her on the face and moving to her lips, which she eagerly returned.


    "It's still early. Let's rest for a bit before we head up the Eiffel Tower later."


    "Okay," Liu Yifei nodded.


    With that, Charles picked her up and carried her straight to the bedroom...
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    The Eiffel Tower at night was much prettier than during the day. The colorful light show was always a point of pride for Parisians.


    Charles dined with Liu Yifei at the top of the Eiffel Tower, enjoying the Paris night view.


    "How about we go shopping on the Champs-Elysees tomorrow? It's a great place for that," Charles put down his fork and wiped his mouth, asking Liu Yifei who was sitting across from him.


    The lady nodded, "Of course, let's go. We can also visit the Arc de Triomphe and Place de la Concorde. The Louvre isn't far either!"


    Around 10 PM, Charles and Liu Yifei returned to the Pullman Resort Hotel. As soon as they entered the room, they couldn't wait and started kissing...


    ...


    After spending three days touring Paris with Liu Yifei, Charles finally received good news from Vivendi.


    The George V Four Seasons Hotel, where Capet's upper management stayed, was buzzing with activity.


    "They agreed?" Charles inquired.


    Anne Depp nodded, "Vivendi is quite satisfied with the $6 billion offer. Even if General Electric is willing to match it, they wouldn't be able to gather that much cash so quickly!"


    "Six billion dollars is no small amount. The financial crisis has made cash flow increasingly important, and the support from Paris Bank is our advantage," Charles said, not particularly concerned about the financial interactions in France, as Paris Bank and Vivendi already had close ties.


    "Let's sign the acquisition agreement as soon as possible," Charles said, looking out the window. "Next, we need to compete with Comcast for General Electric's shares."


    "Oh, and Steve Burke, vice chairman and president of cable TV at Comcast, is here in Paris and wants to meet you," Anne Depp reminded him.


    Charles smiled, "Steve Burke, the former president of ABC Television under Disney, is the top executive at Comcast supporting the acquisition of Hollywood film studios. Let's meet in the afternoon at Capet International Pictures' French branch. Building a media empire isn't easy!"


    Anne Depp nodded, "Additionally, banks and funds led by Bank of America, Vanguard Capital, BlackRock, and Fidelity Funds have started financing plans to raise funds for us. $12 billion in cash is no small matter these days!"


    "Let's hurry. If needed, let Wells Fargo and JPMorgan Chase join. While Comcast is tied up with the antitrust investigation committee, we should strike while the iron's hot," Charles didn't want to waste any more time.


    Acquiring NBC Universal would significantly enhance Capet Group's international influence, perfect their global distribution network, and expand promotion channels.


    NBC TV could increase Capet's standing in the media industry, and Universal Studios would be a great supplement to the upstream and downstream supply chains of film and TV businesses!


    In the afternoon, Charles met Steve Burke in Capet International Pictures' Paris office.


    "Congrats to Capet for getting ahead in acquiring NBC Universal," said Steve Burke, watching the news release about Capet acquiring Vivendi's shares in NBC Universal on the office TV.


    Despite several meetings with Vivendi and General Electric, $6 billion in cash was enough to shatter any illusions.


    "Does Brian really want to turn Comcast into a media empire?" Charles asked.


    Steve Burke nodded, "As the largest cable TV operator in the U.S., having our own content creation platform is part of our future plan. Comcast plans to first have General Electric reclaim the 20% of NBC Universal shares from Vivendi. Then combine our cable TV business with NBC Universal to form a new NBC Universal Group. After that, invest more to acquire 51% equity in NBC Universal Group and gain control."


    "You can't possibly gather more than $8 billion in cash, can you?"


    Steve Burke remained expressionless, "Charles, Comcast is confident we can manage NBC Universal well. Perhaps we can even collaborate!"


    "Collaboration? It's possible, but Capet must have control over NBC Universal," Charles didn't mind if other companies held some shares in NBC Universal.


    "Control must belong to Comcast," Steve Burke firmly stated his bottom line.


    Charles looked at Steve Burke, "For this acquisition of NBC Universal, Capet can raise over $18 billion in cash. It's 2009, how much will Comcast need to invest to raise that? Even if Comcast gains control of NBC Universal, can you compete with Capet in films and TV? Stock swaps? Can Comcast's stock investments compare to Capet's?"


    He then shook his head, "For a Hollywood media group, Comcast's only advantage is its share in cable TV user channels. You lack the experience. Managing NBC Universal won't turn out much better than General Electric's attempt! Go talk to Brian Roberts. This NBC Universal acquisition won't succeed unless you prepare more capital," Charles said as he stood up.


    "$30 billion valuation is already high. How much more do you need to add to get General Electric's supportive shareholders to back you?"


    Steve Burke opened his mouth but couldn't argue, "However, Comcast has an edge Capet doesn't. Cable TV is currently the most profitable section of NBC Universal. Our cable TV channels and TV networks are our opportunities!"


    Charles looked at Steve Burke and shook his head helplessly, "Steve, you should study the TV dramas Capet has produced in the past few years and their ratings. You're underestimating Capet's influence!"
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    Capet gained the upper hand with his purchase of 20% of NBC Universal's shares, becoming a shareholder while GE's sale of NBC Universal Entertainment was no secret.


    The entire Hollywood and media industry were in an uproar and it became clear that Capet had already gained a lead in the competition with Comcast!


    The Hollywood Reporter: If Capet merges with Universal, its market share in Hollywood's film market will directly exceed 20%!


    The Los Angeles Times: Universal has been sold for the fourth time since the millennium, and after losing membership in MPAA this year, Capet has taken the most direct and effective approach!


    The San Francisco Chronicle: Hollywood's transformation has finally arrived, can Charles Capet recreate the glory of MGM during Hollywood's golden age?


    Rupert Murdoch from News Corp said in a television interview, "Capet is now a significant force in Hollywood, and if they acquire NBC Universal, they will become another giant in the media world."


    Jeff Bewkes, Chairman of Time Warner, in an interview with The New York Times said, "Capet has always been a key entity for us to watch, and we have been closely watching the acquisition of NBC Universal. A merger between Capet and NBC Universal will create a significant force in the media world, as Charles Capet is truly a miracle!"


    Other media giants like Disney, Liberty Media Group, and Viacom Group also expressed their interest in Capet's merger with NBC Universal.


    The excitements and controversies in Hollywood often provoke large-scale discussions, especially this time involving Hollywood's youngest entertainment magnate, Charles Capet.


    If Charles Capet were to gain control of NBC Universal, given his own strength, the merger would be far more significant than just adding value. Capet Group would become a global media giant like Time Warner, News Corp, and Disney.


    Not yet 30 years old, Charles Capet would become the youngest leader among global media giants; even Howard Hughes was over 40 when he acquired RKO Pictures!


    Hollywood's major acquisitions always drew a lot of attention, and this time was no exception.


    Unfortunately, after successfully acquiring 20% of NBC Universal's shares from Vivendi in Paris with his team, Charles didn't return to Los Angeles with the others.


    Instead, he took Liu Yifei to the southern French coastal town of Saint-Tropez for a vacation, in the Provence-Alpes-Cote d'Azur region, in Var.


    Saint-Tropez, located between Var's capital Toulon and Cannes, boasts a beautiful coastline and the "City of the Sun," one of France's most beautiful beaches, long favored by Hollywood stars and European tycoons for vacations!


    Half-laying by the pool at the resort hotel, gazing at the yachts in the bay of Saint-Tropez, Charles truly felt this Mediterranean town was indeed picturesque.


    Compared to coastal tourist cities like Cannes, Marseille, and Nice, the scenery wasn't lacking, but it was much quieter!


    "Here," Liu Yifei suddenly handed over a glass of iced juice.


    "Oh, thank you," Charles casually took it and started drinking through the straw. Liu Yifei, dressed in a bikini covered with a sheer dress, looked stunning.


    Charles lowered his sunglasses and had her sit next to him. "So, what do you think? Isn't this place pretty nice?"


    "The sky, sea, beach, seagulls, and various Michelin restaurants and luxury stores, this place has everything!"


    Liu Yifei nodded, "Way better than the mess in Paris, where we saw too much garbage and too many pickpockets while shopping the other day. Only a few scenic spots are nice, and there is also the Place des Vosges!" 


    Charles laughed and explained, "There are many Africans and Middle Easterners in Paris, Christians, Muslims, and Jewish elements are quite mixed up. The places you mentioned are specifically designed to attract tourists, of course, they have to look good!"


    "By the way, I saw in the newspapers that you came to France to acquire a part of Universal Pictures?" Liu Yifei asked.


    "Yes, it's done. Next, I will acquire the remaining shares!" Charles said, squinting his eyes.


    "You must have a lot of money now, right? The newspapers said you were offering nearly $40 billion to acquire NBC Universal Group!"


    "Yeah, quite a lot. My money now, I can't spend it all, and it will only keep increasing," Charles didn't deny. At this level, money was indeed endless.


    "Can't spend it all?" Liu Yifei was stunned, then laughed, "The newspapers said you have $15 billion in assets!"


    Charles put down the juice, reached out to wrap his arm around her shoulder, and kissed her, caressing her smooth, fair thighs.


    After the kiss, Charles chuckled, "That's just something Forbes magazine wrote. Even I don't know how many assets I have. The funds and various companies under me are too numerous to count!"


    Liu Yifei licked her lips, "Top-class wealthy people are really different. In Paris, you're a shareholder of Hermes and the LV group. Either they deliver stuff directly to the hotel, or you shop in a closed store."


    "You're not going back to the US? Don't you need to acquire Universal Pictures?"


    Charles shook his head, "Now, many company executives are on vacation, and Capet already has a team for the acquisition. Whether I return or not doesn't affect things."


    "If there's something important, they will call and discuss it with me. I only appear when it's crucial! Come on, let's go swimming," Charles said, pulling Yifei into the pool.


    "Splash," Liu Yifei emerged from the water, brushing her long hair back, the sheer cover-up soaking wet, revealing the black bikini underneath.


    Under the sunlight, the droplets on her face shimmered, her fair skin reflecting the sunlight.


    Charles swam over and hugged her, "Do you want to visit other places? There are many vacation spots in Europe."


    Liu Yifei, holding onto Charles' neck, said, "I've been here for a week, I should head back. I have work at the end of this month."


    After speaking, she initiated another kiss. Charles warmly responded, his hands caressing her thighs at his waist.


  




  Chapter 500: Transfer Target?


  

    In France, Charles Capet and Liu Yifei spent a week in Saint-Tropez. After that, they went to London, England, where they attended a Michael Jackson concert. Liu Yifei then flew back from London.


    Seeing Michael Jackson still lively and full of energy on stage, Charles Capet seemed to feel a sense of accomplishment.


    Arsenal, having won back-to-back Premier League titles, was definitely a powerhouse in Europe. However, their back-to-back failures in the Champions League made fans more eager than ever for upcoming triumphs in Europe.


    That summer, Real Madrid was the hottest topic, as 24-year-old Manchester United star Cristiano Ronaldo transferred to Real Madrid for EUR96 million. Samba prince Kaka, 27, a key player in AC Milan's two Champions League victories, transferred to Real Madrid for EUR67 million. Benzema, 22, the star of French Ligue 1 giants Lyon, transferred to Real Madrid for EUR35 million!


    Real Madrid's La Liga rival, Champions League winner Barcelona, also strengthened their squad by trading EUR46 million plus their legendary striker Samuel Eto'o to Inter Milan in exchange for the then in-form Swedish superstar Zlatan Ibrahimovic.


    Premier League's Manchester City brought in strong players like Lescott, Tevez, and Santa Cruz, spending over PS100 million!


    Arsenal also made eye-catching moves that summer, buying out 17-year-old Neymar from Santos in Brazil for PS28 million. They brought in Gareth Bale from Tottenham for PS12 million, even though he had just undergone knee surgery. Defender David Luiz was brought in from Benfica for PS18 million, and midfielder Santiago Cazorla from Villarreal for PS15 million. They sold Eduardo da Silva to Ukrainian giants Shakhtar Donetsk for PS6 million, bringing their total transfer income to PS22 million!


    "Snatched two Premier League titles from Manchester United. Is Cristiano Ronaldo really worth that much?" Charles Capet muttered in the office at Arsenal's Colney training ground.


    "Charles, Arsenal's commercial value has significantly increased over these two years. Next year, we'll strive to win a Champions League title," said David Dein, feeling a bit regretful but still content with the progress.


    Charles nodded, "Don't forget about setting up Miami FC. The renovation work at Bank of America Stadium will be done in August."


    "By then, both Miami FC and the Miami Dolphins can use it."


    Okay, even the Miami Marlins baseball team would use that stadium.


    His CSE company had spent $80 million to renovate the stadium, reducing the number of regular seats and adding commercial facilities like enhanced viewing experiences, VIP boxes, and open-air bars.


    "Don't worry. We are already preparing. We can join next year's competition," said David, noting that assembling Miami FC with Arsenal's help wasn't difficult.


    "We received news from New York. Forest City Ratner won their lawsuit in Brooklyn, so the new Brooklyn arena can now begin construction," David Dein reported to Charles.


    Charles nodded, "Remind Barclays Bank to prepare the funds promptly."


    ...


    After leaving Colney, Charles went to Emily Blunt's place in Notting Hill.


    "Do you wanna go see Harry Potter?" Emily Blunt dragged Charles towards a cinema in Notting Hill.


    "Yeah, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince just premiered yesterday. After waiting all these months, we can finally enjoy it in the theater," said Emily Blunt, her love for the Harry Potter series evident as a Brit.


    Charles nodded and went into the cinema with Emily Blunt. Warner Bros' Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince had been postponed from last November to this July.


    After the movie began, Charles, leaning back in his chair, asked, "Have you finished shooting Gulliver's Travels?"


    Emily Blunt shook her head, "I've mostly wrapped up my part, but might need to return for some special effects scenes. Black Swan starts shooting in October. Timing should be fine. I've already met with Darren Aronofsky, Natalie Portman, and Vincent Cassel.


    This summer Capet Pictures is doing great. The Proposal grossed over $150 million in North America, Iron Man 2 crossed $300 million, The Hangover surpassed $250 million, and Transformers 2 is also over $400 million in North America."


    With just four summer movies, Capet Pictures grossed over $1.1 billion in North America, giving them the confidence to buy NBC Universal.


    Holding the woman's hand, Charles said proudly, "Another sports drama, The Blind Side, will release next week. Just wait and see!"


    This year, Capet Pictures was unstoppable, already poised as the market leader.


    "You're amazing," Emily Blunt said, kissing Charles on the cheek. "How's the NBC Universal acquisition going?"


    "It's going smoothly. I can't see why General Electric's shareholders would reject our offer," Charles said honestly, knowing GE was looking to sell its entertainment assets and refocus on manufacturing.


    Capet's takeover of NBC Universal also involved a stock swap, which was far superior to Vivendi's offer, given Capet's unlimited future potential.


    "Oh, by the way, your movie The Young Victoria was quite good this year. The styling was really on point," Charles whispered in Emily Blunt's ear.


    Emily Blunt pinched Charles' waist, "Are you trying to desecrate the queen again?"


    "No, no," Charles quickly explained, "I meant you look beautiful in the period costumes. As for desecrating the queen... Just look at the photos of your current queen when she was young. There's no way one could even think of desecrating her. The British royal family doesn't have the best genes."


    Emily Blunt laughed, "Do you people from the New World dare say that about the British royal family?"


    "I'm not like others who are obsessed with European aristocracy. Just look at the Habsburg family with their inbreeding and messed-up jawline. Too much inbreeding in European royalty has led to reverse selection in genes," Charles believed in science.


    "All right, watch the movie. When we get home tonight, I'll put on those period costumes for you to see," Emily Blunt said as she intertwined her fingers with Charles'.


    Charles smiled and kissed the woman on the lips as she responded reluctantly.
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    After watching Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince with Emily Blunt, the two returned to Emily Blunt's apartment in Notting Hill.


    After a session of cuddling on the sofa in the living room, Charles leaned over to the lady and reminded her to change outfits!


    It was night in London, but it was still afternoon in New York, with a seven-hour time difference. At the Pennsylvania Philadelphia headquarters of Comcast...


    Comcast Chairman Brian Roberts sighed, "GE directly refused!"


    Comcast had just made an offer to purchase 51% of NBC Universal Entertainment from General Electric (GE) for $14 billion - $6.5 billion in cash and $7.5 billion in Comcast's cable TV assets.


    Vice Chairman Steve Burke looked at Brian Roberts, "Charles Capet was right, we really underestimated Capet's power."


    "He's got $6 billion in cash from Vivendi for 20% of NBC Universal, and now he's offering GE's board $24 billion, half in cash and half in stock. Jack Welch, the former chairman of GE, and Barry Diller, the former chairman of Fox TV, are both lobbying GE's top brass! 


    Not only that, the antitrust investigation committee is also reviewing us, and several major Wall Street firms are supporting Capet's acquisition of NBC Universal," Brian Roberts shook his head.


    "The number of GE shareholders supporting Capet's acquisition of NBC Universal is also growing. Our argument that Capet and Universal, both being part of Hollywood's Big Seven, would create market imbalance and monopolization isn't convincing," Steve Burke confessed, showing his helplessness. After all, Columbia Pictures had just controlled MGM a few years ago.


    "And Capet Pictures' performance is outstanding. That colossal money-making ability is envy-inducing to anyone."


    Brian Roberts silently lit a cigarette and took a puff, "Is Charles Capet still in Europe?"


    "In London. This year, he acquired the NBA's New Jersey Nets, planning to build a new sports arena in Brooklyn, New York, to cooperate with Forest City Group's Atlantic Yards project. The new stadium has deep ties with British Barclays Bank, and he also owns a Premier League club in London itself!"


    "It's astonishing when you think about it. Charles Capet has a lot of assets, including last year's record-breaking acquisition of the NFL's Miami Dolphins."


    Brian Roberts's eyes sparkled, "Remarkable indeed. Entertainment, finance, politics, the internet, plus sports and real estate. He's not even 30 yet, and he already has substantial data under his control!"


    Steve Burke nodded, "Maybe we should shift our target. Capet is determined to get NBC Universal. Let's take a serious look at MGM!"


    "MGM?" Hearing the name brought a headache to Brian Roberts. MGM's debt crisis had emerged last year, and Quantum of Solace only delayed it by a few months.


    Back then, Sony combined forces with Comcast, Texas Pacific Capital, and other Wall Street investment institutions to hold shares in MGM but failed to pull MGM out of the quagmire.


    "MGM now has a $3.7 billion debt, which is a severe financial crisis. The MGM holding group is now owned by creditors. The MGM board is looking for a new CEO to replace Harry Sloan to help with the debt restructuring plan; otherwise, MGM might even lack operating funds!"


    Steve Burke was closely watching. MGM now only had a distribution agreement with Sony for two more James Bond films, with no other ties.


    "Previously, Tom Cruise joined MGM's United Artists. Merrill Lynch gave United Artists a $500 million credit limit, but unfortunately, Tom Cruise's developmental projects Lions for Lambs and Valkyrie didn't yield good profits. Last year, Tom Cruise and his partner Paula Wagner went separate ways and left United Artists as well. The $500 million credit line from Merrill Lynch was also canceled!"


    "Who's the new CEO?" Brian Roberts inquired, given that Comcast was one of MGM's shareholders before.


    "Stephen Cooper, the professional who helped Enron during its bankruptcy reorganization," Steve Burke answered.


    "MGM pays over $100 million annually just in interest. Their net profit mainly comes from their film library. They don't have extra funds to develop new films. Even the cash cows like James Bond and The Hobbit series lack the funds for development!"


    Brian Roberts knew MGM's most critical asset was its film library. MGM's library wasn't like Lionsgate's indie films.


    Even Universal's library of 4,200 films couldn't compare with MGM's 4,500-plus films in terms of value. Universal's library was worth less than two-thirds of MGM's.


    Previously, Universal was one of the 'Big Three' in the Hollywood Big Eight, similar to United Artists and Columbia.


    MGM and Paramount were the true giants, even though MGM's current library was incomplete, missing many of the classics from before 1948.


    Ted Turner's group bought MGM from Kirk Kerkorian, but soon resold it back due to a lack of funds, holding onto the pre-1948 classics.


    Films like Tom and Jerry, Gone with the Wind, and The Wizard of Oz are now owned by Warner Brothers after Time Warner acquired Turner Entertainment.


    If Comcast wanted to enter the content production realm, buying a Hollywood film company was the most direct method.


    If not NBC Universal, shifting focus to MGM might indeed be viable.


    "Alright, let's focus on MGM. They need to resolve their debt crisis and don't have many options. They can either sell assets or bring in capital," Brian Roberts concluded.


    However, MGM didn't have NBC Universal's vast assets and businesses, meaning more companies could certainly join the MGM acquisition race.


  




  Chapter 502: Smooth Progress


  

    In a high-level office at HSBC Tower, Canary Wharf, London, Charles Capet stood by the window, overlooking the Thames River, and was on the phone with Donna Langley in Los Angeles, USA.


    "General Electric has accepted our offer in principle, $12 billion in cash, and the rest will be a stock swap!"


    Charles clenched his fist in triumph, letting out a breath of relief. "Have Bank of America, Berkshire Hathaway, BlackRock, Vanguard Capital, and others raise funds as quickly as possible. Next up is the lengthy stock swap negotiation. But with Capet's current performance, we need to be assertive!"


    NBC Universal is a complement to Capet, not a hostile takeover.


    "Did Comcast just back out?" Charles was still somewhat puzzled.


    "Comcast's offer wasn't as good as ours. They valued NBC Universal at $28 billion. And they offered less cash, opting to merge assets from their cable channels at a discounted rate for the acquisition funds. You know General Electric needs cash flow right now!"


    Charles smiled. "With Universal, our market share in Hollywood will make others more worried. These past two years' subprime crisis and global stock crash gave us the opportunity to grow. Now that the economy is recovering, our competitors will likely get back on their feet too."


    ...


    Los Angeles, Burbank, Capet Headquarters, bright sunlight streamed through the office windows.


    Leaning back in her office chair, Donna Langley put down the phone and checked the launch performance of The Blind Side, which debuted last Friday.


    Today was Monday, and the freshly delivered box office report showed that The Blind Side had opened in 3,100 theaters in North America, raking in $35 million over the first weekend!


    The Blind Side, starring box office poison Nicole Kidman, was a low-budget sports inspirational film with a budget of only $30 million. How could a script chosen by Charles Capet fail?


    Since District 9, excluding The Blind Side, five movies released this year had collectively grossed over $1.2 billion at the North American box office!


    "Is Capet aiming for a $2 billion North American box office this year?" Donna Langley had her doubts initially. But given The Blind Side's trajectory and reputation, reaching $250 million in North America wasn't hard.


    Upcoming films like Saw 3D, The Twilight Saga: New Moon, and the new Hulk movie were also set to release, making it a real possibility!


    ...


    Charles at HSBC Tower in London stared out at the shifting London sky. The gray clouds indicated rain was imminent.


    Leaving HSBC Tower, Charles headed to Capet International Pictures (UK) division, which is also the European headquarters.


    As a key box office market in Europe, the UK was a significant territory for Hollywood films due to its language advantage.


    "BBC, ITV, Channel 4 are the three major TV networks in the UK, and their competition is fierce!" Charles said while flipping through some British TV drama projects.


    "This script is indeed good. We coincidentally have a Sherlock Holmes movie slated for release next year. Now there's a Sherlock TV project seeking investment," Charles said, handing the document to James Toonan, the head of Capet International Europe.


    James Toonan looked it over. "This is a project by Haswood Media, founded by Beryl Vert, a seasoned British TV and documentary producer. Sherlock is a miniseries developed by Haswood for the BBC, updating Sherlock Holmes' investigations from the 19th to the 21st century. I think it will work well. 21st century London will attract contemporary viewers even more!"


    Charles nodded in agreement. "And this historical drama Downton Abbey, created by Carnival Films for ITV, is also worth the investment. Although British TV dramas' growth isn't as explosive as American TV series, the unique British charm is still very attractive. Capet needs to deepen its investment in British TV, at least aiming for North American distribution rights!"


    James Toonan nodded and smiled, recognizing that investing in British TV dramas was part of Capet's broader strategy. Securing North American distribution rights for British TV series would support their ongoing NBC Universal acquisition.


    British TV drama investments were more modest compared to American TV series, and their promotion wasn't as extensive. However, British TV series boasted extremely solid scripts and a higher percentage of high-quality content.


    In the evening, Charles welcomed Alexandra Daddario to his Knightsbridge townhouse in London, where she was filming Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief.


    "Sweetheart, I'm heading to Australia with the crew. The London shoot for Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief is over, but there are still lots of outdoor scenes to film in Australia!"


    Alexandra Daddario held Charles tightly on the sofa, straddling him as she spoke. Her slipping strap dress revealed her impressive 32F figure.


    "Hmm," Charles responded, kissing Alexandra passionately.


    Who knows how much later, Charles' grip on those 32Fs relaxed, and he took a few deep breaths, holding Alexandra close.


    "Next month, Piranha 3D comes out. We'll meet in the States," Charles said, brushing some hair away from Alexandra's face.


    To Charles, Alexandra Daddario was an absolute treasure, more alluring than even Scarlett Johansson!


    "I have to return too, and by then, the filming for Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief will almost be done. It's mainly a special effects movie anyway," Alexandra said, nestling into Charles as her body moved against his.


    "I'm returning home at the end of the month too," Charles said, leaning back on the sofa, caressing Alexandra while contemplating the negotiations in America.


    The NBC Universal representatives and the Capet negotiating team were deep in negotiations over stock exchange ratios.


    Capet's strong performance this year was creating a sense of crisis across Hollywood, enhanced by the Universal Pictures merger. The pressure was mounting.


    From the occasional news from Los Angeles, Charles learned that the other big five movie studios' executives were holding more frequent private gatherings.


    "Ah," Charles sighed, feeling overwhelmed by the number of looming issues.


    "What's wrong?" Alexandra asked, resting on Charles's chest after hearing his sigh.


    Charles smiled, reaching out to touch her 32Fs, and whispered, "Wait a bit, I want to feel some real pressure..."


  




  Chapter 503: Disney


  

    In the early morning, Charles Capet woke up feeling content, holding Alexandra Daddario in his arms. The refreshing feeling was quite pleasant.


    "Recently, during filming, the crew frequently discussed the future of Capet Pictures. The news said that after acquiring Universal, Capet would become the absolute king of Hollywood!"


    Alexandra Daddario lay on her side, supporting her head with her hand, her long hair hanging down.


    Charles smiled and said, "Even without acquiring Universal, Capet will become the box office king of Hollywood!"


    Then, Charles flipped over, pressing on top of the lady, "When Transformers 3 starts shooting, I'll arrange a role for you. Your looks are great; more people will recognize you then!"


    "Sure," Alexandra Daddario had no objections and wrapped her arms around Charles's neck, giving him a kiss.


    Soon, the room was filled with a series of affectionate sounds...


    ...


    In the summer of 2009, Hollywood's box office was extraordinarily booming, creating a new high of $4.4 billion, surpassing the $4.3 billion in 2007.


    The 2007 summer had blockbusters like Pirates of the Caribbean: At World's End, Iron Man, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, Spider-Man 3, Shrek the Third, and Transformers.


    This year, there were blockbusters such as Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, Up, Iron Man 2, Ice Age: Dawn of the Dinosaurs, Star Trek, and The Hangover!


    Moreover, the North American box office for the whole year of 2007 was a new high of $9.7 billion, but Hollywood was confident that the North American box office would break $10 billion this year, ushering in a $10 billion era for the North American market.


    In this hot summer environment, each movie company had its blockbuster films. Capet Pictures' Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen and Iron Man 2 were raking in the box office.


    Warner Bros.' Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince was equally impressive.


    20th Century Fox's X-Men Origins: Wolverine and Ice Age: Dawn of the Dinosaurs also stood out.


    Paramount's Star Trek and DreamWorks Animation's Monsters vs. Aliens were also notable.


    Universal had Fast & Furious 4 to save some face, though in the middle of merger talks with Capet, they won't care too much.


    That left Disney and Sony Columbia in somewhat rough shape, though Sony had last year's blockbuster Hancock!


    As the animation king, Disney mainly relied on Pixar; this year, Pixar's Up performed well.


    Last summer's fantasy children's blockbuster The Chronicles of Narnia: Prince Caspian, with a production cost of $225 million, brought only 140 million from the North American box office and 270 million overseas box office.


    Disney's own animated feature Bolt, with a $150 million production cost, also achieved modest North American and overseas box office returns at 114 million and 195 million respectively.


    This summer's 3D animated blockbuster G-Force, with a $150 million production cost, similarly grossed 120 million in North American and 173 million in overseas box office.


    In recent years, Disney's performance in animation was thanks to Pixar, but in live-action films, after the Pirates of the Caribbean trilogy ended, there were very few successful series IPs!


    Disney Group chairman and CEO Robert Iger grew increasingly dissatisfied with Disney film company chairman Dick Cook.


    Disney live-action film production president Oren Aviv was preparing for Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides to relieve Disney's current situation.


    The three main characters of the Pirates series, Johnny Depp, Orlando Bloom, and Keira Knightley, were all very popular. Getting them all back would be costly. Therefore, the Disney production team decided to keep only the soul of the series, Captain Jack Sparrow, played by Johnny Depp.


    Disney allocated a whopping $380 million budget for Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides!


    At the same time, Disney film company's president of marketing, Mark Zoradi, was in his office at Disney headquarters in Burbank, discussing the release schedule and marketing plan for Disney's upcoming big films.


    "A Christmas Carol, which will be released in November, costs $175 million and is based on Charles Dickens' novel, a family fantasy film. It uses motion capture technology with a lot of special effects shots, and A Christmas Carol is also our first film released in 'IMAX3D' format, directed by Robert Zemeckis, starring Jim Carrey, along with Gary Oldman and Colin Firth!"


    Mark Zoradi nodded. Disney's live-action films didn't get a slice of the summer cake, but with the current booming film market, Disney couldn't afford to fall behind.


    A Christmas Carol was director Robert Zemeckis' first collaboration with Disney since the 1988 film Who Framed Roger Rabbit, after 20 years. Jim Carrey was also collaborating with Disney for the first time!


    "I am more looking forward to next year! There's the $200 million fantasy film Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time based on the game, the sequel to the 1982 classic sci-fi film Tron, Tron: Legacy, with a $170 million production cost, the $150 million adventure fantasy film The Sorcerer's Apprentice, and the live-action fantasy blockbuster Alice in Wonderland, based on our Disney animation, with a likewise high production cost of $200 million!"


    Mark Zoradi said with a smile on his face. Next year, Disney would surely look down on Hollywood just like Capet this year.


    "However, it's a pity. Last year, Robert Iger wanted to acquire Capet Entertainment but was rejected outright by Charles Capet. Then he inquired about Marvel Entertainment, which was also rejected,"


    Mark Zoradi sighed. Looking at Capet's current performance, it's clear how bright Marvel's future was!


    Suddenly, Mark Zoradi's assistant received a message, her face changed dramatically.


    "What's wrong?" Mark Zoradi asked his long-time assistant, seeing her face turn ugly.


    "Sir, Mr. Dick Cook just announced that he will resign as Disney film CEO!"


    Mark Zoradi was stunned for a moment, then shook his head, stood up, and walked to the window.


    Mark Zoradi and Oren Aviv, overseeing Disney's live-action films' marketing and production, were Vice Presidents under chairman Dick Cook; The decline of Disney live-action films was also their responsibility. High-level changes were imminent at Disney film company!


  




  Chapter 504: United?


  

    In late July, Charles left London and returned to New York. The Brooklyn sports arena, built by Forest City Group, was officially named the Barclays Center.


    The Barclays Center was scheduled to break ground in October with funding of $1.2 billion provided by Barclays Bank and $800 million from CSE Company, making up a $2 billion budget.


    The NBA also approved the New Jersey Nets' move to New York two years later once the Barclays Center's construction was complete. Thus, starting from the 2011-2012 season, the team's home games would be held in New York.


    In midtown Manhattan, Charles was interviewed by a beautiful blonde-haired, blue-eyed reporter for Time magazine in Capet Tower. They discussed the current buzz around the acquisition of NBC Universal and the booming state of the Hollywood movie market this year.


    Charles sat on the couch while the interview was recorded by a nearby camera.


    "Combining NBC Universal is crucial for Capet Entertainment's future. NBC is the third-largest broadcast TV network in the U.S., and CNBC is one of the top three financial news channels here. 


    Universal is one of the oldest American film companies, established in 1912, along with Paramount. It has a rich library of films and a well-developed international network and film industry chain, which will greatly supplement Capet.


    Since 2007, Hollywood's movie market has flourished. Despite the writers' strike and the subprime mortgage crisis affecting things, history tells us that economic downturns are often when the movie industry thrives.


    This year, I am very sure that the North American market will enter the $10 billion era!"


    Reporter: "The $10 billion era? Many in the industry speculate that, and Capet's summer performance has been impressive, with over $1.3 billion in North American box office sales. Do you think Capet could make history and reach $2 billion in North American box office revenue this year?"


    Charles nodded with a smile, "I am very confident about this because Capet still has big releases like The Twilight Saga: New Moon and The Incredible Hulk coming up. Capet's Matrix Pictures is also releasing some B-movies like Saw 3D, Piranha 3D, and Paranormal Activity that are sure to hit the market. At Capet, we love making history!"


    The reporter's eyes sparkled as she asked, "Currently in Hollywood, the only ones who can compete with Capet are Warner Bros. and 20th Century Fox. If Capet merges with Universal, won't this expansion in market share trigger a coalition of other film companies?"


    Charles laughed, looking calmly into the camera, "America values a free-market economy, and Capet's success will naturally impact our competitors. Capet never fears competition."


    Reporter: "Charles, many people are also curious about your private life..."


    ...


    In a meeting room at the Los Angeles Country Club in Beverly Hills, several people were watching an interview on TV about Charles Capet.


    Present were Warner Bros. Co-CEO Alan Horn, 20th Century Fox Co-CEO Tom Rothman, Sony Columbia Co-CEO Amy Pascal, and Paramount Chairman Brad Grey.


    The heads of Hollywood's four major film groups watched Charles Capet's eloquent speech with mixed feelings.


    "How's everyone's take? Capet might make history with $2 billion in North American box office, owning over 20% market share alone. Any thoughts?" Alan Horn of Warner Bros. asked.


    Tom Rothman of 20th Century Fox, a bit resigned, said, "If Capet merges with Universal, won't they have over 30% market share?"


    The statement made Brad Grey of Paramount and Amy Pascal of Sony Columbia flinch.


    "30%, my God, is Capet planning to dominate Hollywood?"


    "Universal is currently organizing a team to evaluate Capet's assets. Disney's live-action head Dick Cook just left, and Hollywood is indeed in turmoil," said Amy Pascal, who had risen to the top of Hollywood, an achievement not many women could boast.


    Moreover, MGM's mess also troubled Sony Columbia. The ongoing decline in the DVD market made Sony's investments hardly worth it, especially considering the high costs involved in securing Hollywood studio rights.


    Brad Grey added, "Although we stopped Capet from becoming an MPAA formal member last year, if Capet merges with Universal, they will directly inherit Universal's MPAA seat. This path is a dead end."


    Following Sumner Redstone's mediation, MPAA did not accept Capet as a member this year, leading to a direct confrontation between Charles Capet and Sumner Redstone.


    Viacom, CBS, and Paramount faced retaliations from Capet, which halted several film productions and advertising collaborations.


    Brad Grey feared that with Viacom possibly reconciling with Capet, Paramount would become the primary target.


    If Capet merged with Universal, the UIP (United International Pictures) channels in Europe, shared by Paramount and Universal, would likely disintegrate.


    Universal's self-established UPI (Universal Pictures International), combined with Capet International Pictures (CIP), could easily phase out the remaining UIP branches.


    Alan Horn nodded, aware of Paramount's situation due to their frequent collaborations in recent years.


    "Folks, Capet merging with Universal can't be stopped, and Hollywood's $10 billion era is approaching. If Capet takes one-third of the cake alone... The five of us, along with Lionsgate, Legendary, Relativity, Summit, and various smaller distributors, would have to split the remaining 70%. Do you see any issues with that?"


    After Alan Horn's words, the others pondered. The pie was only so big, and the more Capet took, the less there would be for everyone else.


    Tom Rothman of 20th Century Fox, currently strong, responded with a smile, "Alan, are you suggesting we team up against Capet?"


    "Don't forget, Charles Capet isn't known for his good temper, and he's currently the wealthiest man in Hollywood. His assets surpass both Mr. Sumner Redstone and Mr. Rupert Murdoch combined."


    Tom Rothman's message was clear: in any other game, Charles Capet could outplay them.


    Alan Horn scanned the three, "Do any of you have a different idea?"


  




  Chapter 505: Chapter 505


  

    Sony Pictures Entertainment Headquarters, Culver City, Los Angeles


    Michael Lynton, the CEO of Sony Pictures Entertainment, laughed, "Well, have you come up with any strategies this time?"


    Amy Pascal shook her head. As the chairwoman of Columbia Pictures and co-CEO of Sony Pictures Entertainment, Amy Pascal was well aware that the idea of a united front was nothing more than a joke.


    "Capet has already set the trend. The only ones who can compete with his spectacular CGI blockbusters are Warner Bros' DC Entertainment. And Charles Capet's vision isn't limited to just big stunt flicks. He handles teenage dramas like the Twilight series, gory thrillers like the Saw series, and comedies like The Hangover with equal finesse. Don't forget, Capet has won three Oscars for Best Picture!"


    Amy Pascal shook her head again. "Defeating Capet with movies isn't going to be easy. Next up, Disney's Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides or Warner Bros' The Dark Knight Rises may face him head-on without worrying about competition. 


    But Capet isn't foolish enough to pit his Transformers series or Iron Man series against their flagship titles. Avoiding head-on competition by spacing releases one to three weeks apart is the unwritten rule. Nobody wants to maliciously compete with their top films against Capet's!"


    Michael Lynton put down his pen and continued, "Capet's fearsome indeed. He doesn't rely on quantity. Although all companies have reduced the number of movies released each year, compared to Capet's ten or so films a year, we still produce many more. 


    In terms of promotion, Capet has allocated the right amount of resources and time to push his releases. While we have to promote three films at the same time, Capet only has to focus on one. We're at a disadvantage in competing for theatrical releases!"


    "Let Warner Bros worry. After acquiring New Line Cinema, Warner Bros was dethroned by Capet," Michael Lynton clearly saw through these old tricks.


    "Marvel's ace, Spider-Man, is still in our hands at Sony. We can't sever all ties with Capet in some areas!"


    "Special effects blockbusters," Amy Pascal sighed, "Companies are all pouring limited funds into big films nowadays. Our Spider-Man 4 is still stuck with script issues."


    "Take a look at this," Michael Lynton handed Amy Pascal a printed email, "It came from Capet!"


    Amy Pascal looked and widened her eyes. "The Green Hornet, Charles Capet has an interest in this script. Moreover, Capet wants us to authorize him to produce a sequel to the kung-fu movie, Kung Fu Hustle!"


    Amy Pascal laughed, "Looks like it's true. He's eyeing Kung Fu Hustle's director, Stephen Chow."


    Michael Lynton nodded, "Yes, Stephen Chow has just had conflicts with The Green Hornet crew and gave up the director position, and doesn't plan to take on the role of Kato either. Now, Charles Capet is willing to co-develop The Green Hornet with us, and Relativity Media, as the largest investor, wants this to happen."


    "Who can refuse Charles Capet? His name is box office gold," Amy Pascal had no objections, especially since Relativity Media is a joint investment partner of Sony and Universal.


    Capet is almost done merging with NBC Universal, and this movie can be considered a joint development by Sony, Universal, and Relativity Media.


    "Alright, let's give the script for The Green Hornet to Capet, and let him handle the production!" Michael Lynton, after all, wouldn't refuse Charles Capet.


    As for the current producer and lead actor of The Green Hornet, Seth Rogen, they weren't in Amy Pascal and Michael Lynton's considerations.


    He was just a Hollywood actor, a pawn that could be dismissed at any time. Charles Capet could use him or not as he wished.


    ...


    Capet Company, Greenwich Street, Lower Manhattan, New York


    Charles was leaning back in his chair while listening to Phyllis Jones' work report. "Sony agreed. They hope to collaborate with Capet for both Kung Fu Hustle 2 and The Green Hornet!"


    Charles nodded. After returning to New York for a week, he incidentally learned that Sony was shooting the remake of the 80s classic, The Karate Kid, produced by Will Smith's family.


    Jackie Chan, after finishing Lionsgate's action-comedy The Spy Next Door, had joined Columbia Pictures' new film The Karate Kid.


    Charles immediately thought of Sony's other Sino-US co-production The Green Hornet and, knowing Stephen Chow had exited the project, decided to contact Sony to let Capet handle it.


    "Alright, notify Xu Xiaoling to connect with Stephen Chow regarding The Green Hornet project. He will still be the director, and his opinions on the script are approved. If he wants to play Kato, that's fine too. Recast the lead role. How can Seth Rogen play The Green Hornet? I'm not ready to lose money on this film. Let's aim to release the movie version of The Green Hornet in 2011!"


    Phyllis Jones nodded. These requirements would be relayed. Script adaptation, casting, and so on would take time to prepare.


    The early TV series, The Green Hornet, although Kato was played by Bruce Lee, his first Hollywood role, the show didn't make much of an impact.


    People mostly remember The Green Hornet because Bruce Lee later became famous.


    "By the way, how's General Electric's asset evaluation team progressing on us?" Charles asked, a bit annoyed.


    "Ah, still early. They're primarily evaluating Capet Pictures now. There's still Capet Music, Pacific Theaters, Netflix, Capet Investment's film tech companies, TV station shares, newspaper news, and all other aspects. These all require bilateral evaluation, comparison, and negotiations!"


    Charles nodded and remembered something. "Hey, isn't it the VMAs tonight?"


    "Yeah, it's at Radio City Music Hall on 50th Street, Sixth Avenue. Our Capet artists are all attending!" Phyllis Jones replied.


  




  Chapter 506: Microphone-Snatching Incident


  

    One evening, in downtown Manhattan, after attending the MTV Video Music Awards, Taylor Swift arrived at Charles' Hudson River villa.


    "Charles," Taylor Swift immediately hugged Charles with a face full of grievance as she entered the hall.


    "Alright, I already know what happened," Charles said while comforting the girl in his arms.


    After helping Taylor Swift sit on a sofa, she actively kissed Charles.


    While responding to her kiss, Charles was also thinking about what had just happened:


    At the recent 2009 MTV Video Music Awards, the rising country music star Taylor Swift won the "Best Female Video" award!


    Taylor Swift happily went on stage to accept the award and give her acceptance speech, but she was suddenly interrupted by the famous African American musician Kanye West.


    Kanye West grabbed the microphone from Taylor Swift and loudly declared: "Yo, Taylor, I'm really happy for you, I'ma let you finish, but Beyoncé had one of the best videos of all time!"


    Kanye West's outburst was met with boos from the audience, leaving the award-winning Taylor Swift extremely embarrassed.


    "Taylor, don't take it to heart; you know these hip-hop guys, not many of them have good manners," Charles consoled Taylor Swift after their kiss ended with a gentle smile.


    Compared to the already famous Kanye West, Taylor Swift was still in her early career stage, and being treated like this surely didn't feel good.


    "He's not cool at all. I even bought his albums before," Taylor Swift didn't show any negative emotions during her backstage interview at the awards.


    "Don't worry, he will face backlash," Charles kissed her on the cheek and gently stroked her face.


    "Tonight, your dress is really beautiful!" Charles admired as he brushed Taylor Swift's long hair and unfastened her dress strap, then leaned down to kiss her again.


    After a while, Charles gently pushed Taylor Swift down on the sofa, removed her bra pads, and passionately kissed her again!


    ...


    What happened at the MTV Video Music Awards quickly spread to the public, with many celebrities criticizing Kanye West's rude actions.


    Capet Pictures sent a strong opinion to MTV that night.


    Initially, whether for Capet Pictures or MTV, it was just a trivial matter, a scuffle between artists or some other reason; However, the incident also involved the giant groups Capet and Viacom, and the recent reconciliation between MTV and Capet seemed to have sustained a fracture!


    The next day, the microphone-snatching incident by Kanye West at the MTV Video Music Awards became the headlines.


    Even though Kanye West admitted he had drunk a lot of alcohol on the red carpet and apologized on his blog, his behavior was overwhelmingly condemned!


    As Taylor Swift's biggest fan, President Barack Obama even commented: "What was he thinking? He's such a jackass!"


    Under public pressure, Kanye West hurriedly contacted the TV station to make a public apology!


    ...


    In Manhattan, Rockefeller Center, MTV's headquarters, CEO Judy McGrath was on the phone with Charles Capet: "Charles, I thought you'd ignore a small matter like this. We've already severely reprimanded Kanye West's behavior and announced he is not welcome!"


    In his office at Capet Tower, Charles sighed and said: "I thought Capet and MTV had reconciled. Taylor Swift is now Capet Records' star artist. Allowing a dirty clown to do this at your awards makes it hard to believe you weren't after ratings!"


    No matter what, Charles threw that accusation whether or not it was for Taylor Swift. In times like these, it was an excuse handed to him by MTV.


    "Charles, it was an accident. It was entirely Kanye West's fault!"


    Judy McGrath knew that with Capet's ongoing merger with NBC Universal, Charles Capet was a bit on edge, magnifying anything potentially affecting Capet.


    "It doesn't matter anymore. What's important is that it has already happened, hasn't it?" Charles smiled.


    "Alright," Judy McGrath leaned on her chair, understanding the implication in his tone. "How about this: for future MTV awards, Capet's artists will have a better chance of winning. Lady Gaga and Katy Perry are outstanding singers; MTV will give them the encouragement they deserve. You understand the significance of MTV awards for these singers!"


    "Not bad," Charles was pleased with Judy McGrath's offer, "But to protect young artists, it's best for someone like Kanye West to stay away from MTV!"


    "Don't worry, Kanye West won't appear as a performer or nominee for at least five years," Judy McGrath didn't mind losing one Kanye West; after all, MTV had even toyed with Michael Jackson.


  




  Chapter 507: Chapter 507


  

    Tennessee, the capital of Nashville. 


    A week had passed since the V awards ceremony, and Charles deliberately accompanied Taylor Swift to Nashville from New York to unwind.


    Taylor Swift stayed in a high-rise villa in downtown Nashville, more than 4000 square feet in area, and decorated exquisitely.


    In the evening, on the couch in the living room, Charles held Taylor Swift as they watched The Tonight Show with Jay Leno on NBC.


    Kanye West publicly apologized to Taylor Swift on the show: "I am ashamed of the harm my actions caused others, and I won't make any excuses because I was wrong!"


    "This guy knows he's in trouble," Charles said as he stroked Taylor Swift's long legs.


    Taylor Swift, who was tall and statuesque like Ivanka Trump, was wearing hot pants and a loose T-shirt, leaning on Charles' chest, and said dismissively, "Kanye West called me personally to apologize two days after the awards ceremony, but he hasn't come to apologize to me in person yet!"


    "Forget about him; try to avoid this guy in the future. This time, we have to give Kanye West a harsh lesson, or else he'll definitely pull some other stunts," Charles said while staring at the TV, reminding Taylor Swift.


    Regardless of whether Kanye West's act at the awards ceremony was arranged by MTV to boost ratings or not, Capet had managed to turn Kanye West into a public enemy, with a slew of scandals involving Kanye surfacing: vulgarity, hitting women, smoking marijuana, drunk driving, and making antisocial remarks. Kanye genuinely felt the special treatment within days.


    Even Kanye West's collaboration sneakers with Nike, the Yeezy series, were affected, and Universal Music Group, which had a collaboration deal with Kanye West's label Good Music, expressed its disappointment in him.


    Now wasn't the time for 'Black Lives Matter.' The divide between black and white always had a market, and people needed to understand the consequences of challenging capital. Even the world pop king Michael Jackson was quietly making a comeback with concerts to earn money and pay off debts. How could a hip-hop artist compare to Michael Jackson or other big-name pop singers for that matter?


    "I know. I won't have any more dealings with him. MTV already announced he's persona non grata," Taylor Swift said, clearly furious with Kanye West but still maintaining her composure as a public figure.


    Charles nodded. Judy McGrath's idea was right; it wasn't that big of a deal. However, given Capet's strained relationship with Viacom, such incidents between their subsidiaries were easy to exploit.


    When buying streaming rights for movies, Netflix often ran into trouble with premium TV networks like HBO and Showtime. These networks loved to chase exclusive broadcast rights to attract more subscribers. Streaming wasn't just stealing TV audiences; it was also stealing subscribers. Netflix, charging monthly fees and pay-per-view, needed exclusive agreements to draw in users.


    At the time, movie studios were quite accommodating about selling streaming rights because the more licenses they sold, the more income they got. Premium TV networks, however, demanded exclusivity, and their rights fees were the highest. Additionally, TV rights for movies were still a significant income stream for studios.


    Netflix wasn't yet a match for those wealthy premium TV networks, but it competed for streaming rights from free-to-air and regular cable TV networks. Netflix focused on volume, acquiring as many licensed works as possible to expand its streaming library.


    As technology advanced, mobile devices like phones would become more high-tech, and that's when Netflix would start producing original shows to capture users.


    "Charles, how do you like the slower pace of life here in Nashville?" Taylor Swift asked while kissing his neck.


    "The capital of country music. Capet Records' country music label, Big Machine Records, is based here. Nashville's a pretty nice place to live!" Charles said before passionately kissing the woman in his arms, his hands feeling the curves beneath her T-shirt.


    Responding fervently, Taylor Swift found her T-shirt getting in the way and didn't hesitate to take it off. She then quickly unbuttoned Charles' shirt, pushing him back onto the sofa. "Charles, I'm going home to visit my parents. Are you heading back to New York or Los Angeles?"


    "I'm going to Los Angeles. Capet's movies did great this year. I need to attend some wrap parties," Charles replied, also thinking about new upcoming projects Capet had to oversee. Capet started with movies, so they couldn't afford to fall behind in the industry.


    "Is Twilight 2: New Moon done filming?" Taylor Swift asked.


    "Yes, it's in post-production now and set for a global release in November. Capet will rake in the box office again," Charles laughed.


    Though Charles watched The Tonight Show with Jay Leno on TV, his mind was on another blockbuster in post-production, the new Incredible Hulk.


    Years ago, the Universal-distributed Hulk directed by Ang Lee was a critical and box office flop. This time, with Capet and Marvel Studios producing a popcorn version of the Hulk, Charles was uncertain of its success.


    However, it surely would do better than Ang Lee's version at the box office. Zack Snyder's Watchmen proved that superhero movies couldn't focus on humanism. It's all about action and special effects. Even Christopher Nolan's The Dark Knight was a commercial film!
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    When Charles Capet returned to Los Angeles, it was already late August. The incident of Kanye West grabbing the microphone from Taylor Swift was just a minor episode in his eyes.


    To him, whether people saw it as retribution or just table talk, it was none of his concern.


    In the afternoon, on the Pacific Coast Highway 1 in Malibu, a white BMW Z4 hardtop convertible drove north along Zuma Beach.


    Lounging in the car were none other than Charles Capet and Emma Roberts, heading to Leo Carrillo State Park.


    "Charles, how come you had the time to take a drive with me today?" Emma Roberts said, her blonde hair flying in the wind, dressed in sexy shorts and a simple T-shirt.


    "Oh, isn't it because I hadn't seen you for a long time since we parted in London? Recently, I came back to Los Angeles and had some free time," Charles said while taking in the Pacific scenery on the side. "I also seemed to have forgotten the joy of driving!"


    Emma Roberts nodded, "The scenery at Leo Carrillo State Beach inside the park is unique. There are many rocks to explore and admire. We should head over to the reefs later!"


    Soon, Charles and Emma arrived at Leo Carrillo State Beach. After parking the car, Charles held Emma's hand and they climbed the rocks.


    "Great view, isn't it," Charles said, taking off his sunglasses, bracing his waist against the sea breeze, feeling quite delighted.


    Emma leaned against a rock and pointed towards the beach scenery, "This beach must be one of the most frequent filming locations in Hollywood movies, probably just second to Santa Monica Beach."


    Charles walked over to Emma. At her height of less than 5'3", he indeed looked tall and imposing.


    He wrapped his hands around her waist and laughed, "I heard you were involved in the filming of that love comedy directed by Rob Marshall, Valentine's Day?"


    Emma nodded, "Yes, my aunt introduced me to it. It was just a cameo. I've been involved in quite a few films this year." However, Emma had grown somewhat bored with the teen idol roles she kept getting.


    "Charles, I'm an adult now and want to film some other types of movies," said Emma, who was always stuck in low-budget love comedies, only required to be in love and look pretty.


    "Do you have a script already?" Charles inquired.


    Emma nodded, "Yes, there's a rather serious screenplay in the works right now!"


    Indeed, having the famous Julia Roberts as a mentor meant Emma never had to worry about resources.


    "Charles, when we go back tonight, can you help me look at the script? It's my first serious film, and it's a project of Joel Schumacher," Emma said, pinching Charles's waist.


    "No problem," Charles said, lowering his head to kiss Emma. Despite being under 5'3", she managed to make herself look like she was 5'7".


    In the evening, Charles indeed went to Emma Roberts's place to look at the script. Joel Schumacher, having directed Batman Forever, Batman & Robin, and Veronica Guerin, had experience with both commercial and storyline films.


    Whether it was a low-budget storyline film or a high-budget commercial film, he had successful experiences.


    In Emma's mansion on Hollywood Hills, Charles stood by the window, gripping the script tightly. 


    "This Twelve has a very serious theme. It's a niche story film that will help you with the transition."


    Twelve was a very serious crime-themed movie, and it could be Emma Roberts' first step in shedding her teen idol image. Whether she would take a second step, Charles couldn't say.


    Emma smiled, "Capet's Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen has been out for two months, and it has grossed over $400 million in North America and even more globally. It should be this year's champion, right?"


    Saying this, Emma reached out to stroke Charles's abs, her face full of infatuation.


    "This year's champion, probably," Charles said while keeping an eye on James Cameron's Avatar. However, 20th Century Fox had scheduled its release for mid to late December, so most of its earnings would probably count for next year.


    ...


    After Disney Studios' exec Dick Cook resigned, Rich Ross from Disney's TV division officially took over as chairman of Disney Studios. Right after taking over, Ross initiated reforms, announcing that Miramax Films would be downsized by at least 70%, reducing its annual releases from 6-8 films to a maximum of 3.


    Moreover, all Miramax's marketing and advertising responsibilities were handed over to parent company Buena Vista International. Miramax's role as an independent distributor was eliminated, turning the company, founded by the Weinstein brothers, into just an independent label under Disney.


    After the Weinstein brothers left Miramax in 2005 and established The Weinstein Company with the Dimension Films label, last year's Harvey Weinstein scandal had left The Weinstein Company practically nonexistent, with only Bob Weinstein's Dimension Films barely hanging on.


    With Rich Ross announcing the fate of the independent film king Miramax, Daniel Battsek, who took over as chairman after the Weinstein brothers' departure, quickly resigned. With him gone, all six planned films, including Last Night starring Keira Knightley, The Debt starring Helen Mirren and Sam Worthington, and The Tempest based on Shakespeare's play, were shelved.


    Clearly, Disney had begun winding down Miramax, and the internal purge at Disney Studios was far from over.
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    In Hollywood, Universal City, General Electric's chairman Jeff Immelt stood by the window of the Universal Pictures chairman's office, watching Charles Capet's car drive away.


    Next to him were NBC Universal Entertainment chairman Jeff Zucker and Universal Pictures chairman Ronald Meyer.


    "Charles certainly has a lot of confidence. Comcast can't compare in this aspect," Jeff Immelt had decided to sell NBC Universal to Capet.


    "Capet indeed has the confidence to back it up," Ronald Meyer chimed in:


    "District 9 cost $30 million and brought in over $100 million in North America, with a global box office of over $200 million.


    The Proposal cost $40 million and achieved over $160 million in North America, with a global box office of over $300 million.


    Iron Man 2 cost $200 million and brought in $300 million in North America, with a global box office of $600 million.


    The Hangover cost $35 million and achieved over $270 million in North America, with a global box office close to $500 million.


    Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen cost $200 million and brought in over $400 million in North America, with a global box office of nearly $900 million.


    The Blind Side has been out for more than a month and cost only $35 million, but its North American box office has already exceeded $200 million. By the time it's out of theaters, surpassing $350 million globally won't be hard!"


    Jeff Zucker took a deep breath and was astonished: "Capet pulled in $1.5 billion in the North American market this summer alone, and more than $2.8 billion globally. With DVDs, pay-per-view, and all that, no wonder Charles is so self-assured. With profits like these, Jesus would give up his seat if Capet asked for it!"


    Jeff Immelt turned around, "Now, the board is very receptive to Capet. Merging NBC Universal and Capet will create a media giant. However, Capet's side is very aggressive, and they are valued highly in the current asset evaluation. Several rating agencies on Wall Street also favor Capet. For the benefit of our shareholders, we still need to strive for more shares in the merged entity. No one will oppose Charles' voting rights."


    Jeff Zucker nodded, "Don't worry. We'll communicate well with Capet's team."


    Ronald Meyer smiled wryly, "Capet's side has sent a message, hoping Universal Pictures will reduce its investments in big films and transfer as much of the film investment shares to Relativity Media as possible."


    Jeff Zucker understood immediately. This meant Capet wasn't optimistic about Universal Pictures' projects. "Do as Capet suggests. If even Relativity Media isn't optimistic about the projects in the pipeline, then let's terminate the projects for now."


    Ronald Meyer nodded, feeling helpless, realizing there would probably be a massive round of layoffs once Capet took over.


    ...


    Charles Capet didn't return to Capet headquarters after leaving Universal City but went straight to the Avalon Hotel on Beverly Avenue in Beverly Hills.


    The Blind Side's crew was holding a celebration party at the Avalon Hotel in Beverly Hills. With more than $200 million at the North American box office, they had to celebrate in a big way!


    Plus, Charles' mom was attending since it was the highest-grossing film in North America for Oscar-winning actress Nicole Kidman.


    "Congratulations. No one can call you a box office poison now, can they?" Charles hugged Nicole Kidman.


    "Oh, I remember back in '95, Batman Forever made over $200 million in North America, which was my highest-grossing film. The Blind Side just surpassed $200 million in North America!" Nicole Kidman couldn't hide her smile. This was a huge comeback.


    "Still, I need to thank you. The Blind Side had an excellent script, and the film's reputation is stellar!"


    Nicole Kidman's performance in The Blind Side received unanimous praise from both critics and regular audiences.


    "When choosing scripts, don't just think about winning awards or box office success. Consider how well the role suits you," Charles reminded Nicole, who was now 42 years old, to be careful when picking scripts.


    Nicole Kidman nodded, "Don't worry. I want to protect my reputation. Being called box office poison is no fun."


    Charles smiled, "Alright, enjoy the flattery and spotlight for now."


    Then, Charles found his mother, Evelyn, and started a conversation.


    "Any progress with the meeting with Jeff Immelt?" Evelyn, obviously aware that GE's chairman Jeff Immelt was in Los Angeles.


    After all, the big news in Hollywood recently was Capet merging with NBC Universal, a significant story in the entertainment industry!


    Charles shook his head, "Not much progress. We still need both sides to agree on the asset evaluation. But at least Comcast is out of the picture."


    Evelyn took a sip of wine and reminded him, "Comcast has shifted its focus. They seem to be interested in MGM now."


    "MGM, a sinking ship," Charles remarked, having kept an eye on it. "Stephen Cooper replaced Harry Sloan as MGM's chairman and attempted a debt restructuring plan, but creditors opposed it. The creditors hope to sell MGM's assets to raise funds."


    Evelyn added, "Warner Bros., 20th Century Fox, Relativity Media, Comcast, Lionsgate - more than a dozen companies are interested in MGM."


    "Stephen Cooper can't control the creditors' will. After the companies evaluate MGM's assets, they should start making offers!"


    "MGM's debt is too high. Otherwise, their solid assets would be quite attractive," Charles had always considered MGM a fallback if acquiring Universal failed, believing he could revive MGM under his management.


    "However, Warner Bros. and Comcast might be the only sincere ones. The rest..." Charles's disdainful expression said it all.


    "The creditors want cash, not debt restructuring. Without $2 billion in cash, these creditors won't agree. News Corp's main focus is on TV networks, so their offer won't be high. Lionsgate, Relativity Media - they can't even handle their own debt, let alone satisfy MGM. As for other Wall Street investment firms, they won't manage MGM themselves. They just want to act as middlemen."


    Evelyn smiled, "So, are you interested in MGM?"
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    "Do you have an interest in MGM?" Charles heard his mother ask this and found it hard to answer.


    "Mom, what do you think? Should I be interested in MGM or not?" Charles pulled his mother over to the sofa and gulped down his wine.


    Evelyn was slightly stunned. "What do you mean?"


    "It's just hard to decide. Of course, I have my eyes on MGM's assets, but it's burdened with almost 4 billion dollars of debt, which is hard to handle," Charles pondered. If he acquired NBC Universal, the new company's debt would reach approximately 15 billion dollars!


    "If MGM is still worth 2 billion dollars given its current state, it's indeed not a great deal," Evelyn shook her head and looked at Charles. "But if you can develop some good works from MGM's film or script library, it will definitely be worth it!"


    Charles was conflicted. Besides the massive film library that could benefit Netflix, MGM also held the distribution rights to the James Bond and Hobbit film series.


    However, current MGM creditors would not accept anything below a 2 billion dollar price tag. Charles remembered that MGM went bankrupt after refusing other offers, went through a restructuring, merged with Spyglass Entertainment, underwent a debt-for-equity swap, and creditors owned 95% of the new MGM.


    "A 2 billion dollar purchase price plus MGM's 3.7 billion dollar debt would be tough based on the current situation. Though, it can be done," Charles was actually eager to try. Amazon's future acquisition of MGM would total 8.45 billion dollars, and by then, The Hobbit trilogy would be released, along with several new James Bond films.


    A 5.7 billion dollar MGM acquisition would bring Netflix over 4,500 films, and the rise of smartphones would be the bullet train for streaming.


    "Are you confident?" Evelyn, recognizing her son's expression, reminded, "You should focus on acquiring NBC Universal for now. Although banks and investment institutions are financing you, Capet still increased its debt significantly!"


    Charles smiled, "Capet didn't put up its own cash this time. One-third of the funds are from a European consortium led by BNP Paribas. The remaining two-thirds come from Wall Street banks and investment institutions. Actually, Capet has the strength to swallow MGM wholly!"


    "As for MGM's plight," Charles explained with a touch of vanity, "Other people can't compare to me. Film companies need to be strong, creative, and visionary! But I will consider it slowly. The MGM matter won't end quickly. After Capet merges with NBC Universal, there's a lot of resource integration to do. Dismantle what should be dismantled, merge what should be merged, and big personnel changes are on the way!"


    Evelyn nodded. The first thing after Capet merges with NBC Universal would likely be massive layoffs.


    Given Charles Capet's nature, not many of NBC Universal's old guards would remain.


    "By the way, Charles," Evelyn leaned closer to her son and whispered, "A few days ago, heads of several Hollywood studios, led by Warner Bros, had a private meeting at the Los Angeles Country Club. Except for Disney and Universal, the leaders of the other four studios attended!"


    Why didn't Disney attend? It was because Disney was in the middle of changing its CEO.


    "Ha, those guys kept me out of the MPAA last year, and now they can't hold back seeing Capet's outstanding performance. I don't even need to guess what schemes they are brewing. Sony shouldn't be a worry; it's just a Japanese company. Even if they have the guts, they wouldn't dare make a move!"


    Charles thought for a moment, touching his chin, "Right, Disney seems to have become an online video site Hulu's shareholder this year, right?"


    "Yes, Disney spent 35 million dollars in April to acquire 33% of Hulu's shares," Evelyn responded.


    Hulu was jointly established by NBC Universal and News Corp in 2007 as an online video site, featuring works from NBC and Fox as its main content.


    Former Amazon senior VP Jason Kilar was appointed CEO, and Hulu received 100 million dollars in venture capital during its conceptual phase.


    With authorizations from NBC and Fox for news, interviews, TV dramas, music, concerts, movies, and other video content, there's no shortage of programs!


    Now, with Disney's involvement, this OTT platform that launched just last year has gained ABC TV shows.


    'Netflix's transformation has been successful. Hulu is essentially a born-rich online video platform. Are these guys planning on targeting Netflix?' Charles pondered internally.


    "What's up? Hulu must be a big competitor for your Netflix," Evelyn chuckled. Netflix's online DVD rental business was still its largest revenue source at that time; streaming subscriptions weren't yet enough to sustain heavy investment.


    "Big competitor? Whatever, when the time comes, the whole NBC Universal will be Capet's. I can handle that 33% in Hulu however I like," Charles thought he could even sell off those shares later.


    "Alright, just be careful. Capet's fast growth makes it normal to be targeted by competitors. You also have a partnership with Sony now," Evelyn said, looking around the banquet hall, seemingly attracted by something.


    "Disney is producing numerous big live-action films, Warner Bros is pushing hard to develop DC Entertainment, and 20th Century Fox is preparing to restart the X-Men series..."


    "Don't worry, I know," Charles didn't need reassurance. Was he afraid of them?


    Looking in the direction of his mother's gaze, Charles noticed an actress from The Blind Side, Lily Collins, who was there.


    She played Nicole Kidman's daughter, was the daughter of British singer Phil Collins, and was dubbed the "Little Hepburn" as a young starlet.


    Charles recognized her too. Phil Collins was quite famous, and Lily Collins was a bona fide second-generation star.


    "That actress is Lily Collins, 20 years old with a good background. She previously auditioned for the lead role in Twilight and was recommended to The Blind Side production team," Charles suddenly explained.


    Evelyn glanced at her son, "I know better than you; I'm a manager, after all!"
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    San Bernardino, located in the valley of the San Bernardino Mountains in eastern Los Angeles County.


    After filming The Twilight Saga: New Moon, Kristen Stewart and Charles Capet went to Big Bear Lake in San Bernardino National Forest to spend the weekend.


    In a picturesque lakeside villa at Big Bear Lake, Charles woke up with Kristen Stewart in his arms on the bed in the bedroom.


    The view of the lake outside the window, combined with the seclusion of this forest lakeside villa, made it an ideal hideaway.


    "Kristen, want to go boating this afternoon?" suggested Charles, gently caressing the girl's chest.


    "Mm," Kristen Stewart lazily moved her body, "it's still early. We went to bed at around one last night, so let's lie down a bit longer."


    Charles checked the time; it was almost 9 AM. He didn't argue and soon felt the girl kiss his chest like a little cat.


    "Didn't The Twilight Saga: New Moon start filming in March and finish in June after shooting in Europe?" he asked.


    "Were you back in Los Angeles for reshoots?" he continued.


    Kristen Stewart nodded, "Yes, we did some reshoots in the Capet studio and some exterior shots in Glendale."


    "Then there were some post-production touches to do," she added.


    Kristen Stewart then crawled onto Charles, laughing, "There has been so much news about Capet lately, especially the acquisition of Universal Studios. Expectations for The Twilight Saga: New Moon are sky-high. If Capet is to make $2 billion at the North American box office this year, this film is crucial."


    Charles kissed the girl on the lips, saying, "Of course, it's important. Capet's current North American box office is already $1.5 billion this year. The first Twilight hit over 200 million dollars last year. This year it's sure to pass $200 million, maybe even $300 million. 


    Plus, the new Marvel Studios version of The Incredible Hulk is coming out in December. It's definitely something to look forward to!


    And Matrix Pictures' Piranha 3D has already been released, making $10 million in its first weekend. It should end up around $20-30 million in North America.


    Also, Saw 3D comes out on Halloween, likely making $50-60 million. Art films like The Intouchables and A Single Man should together bring in another $30 million.


    Altogether, Capet hitting over $2 billion in North American box office this year isn't too hard."


    "Charles, you're amazing!" Kristen Stewart said, kissing him passionately.


    Charles responded to the girl on top of him, his hands moving from her smooth white back to her derriere.


    At that moment, his cell phone on the bedside table rang. Charles picked it up and answered, "It's after 10 PM there; why are you still up?"


    It was Xu Xiaoling from China. With a 12-hour time difference, it would be 14 hours if it were New York.


    "I'm in Hong Kong, just finished attending a party. I heard from the company that you're really interested in The Green Hornet, so I called to update you."


    "Oh, what's up? Have you settled things?" Charles was indeed interested and gently patted Kristen Stewart's back, signaling her to stay quiet.


    Kristen Stewart didn't stop her teasing; she slipped under the covers, making Charles feel a rush of heat.


    "We've discussed it. Our sincerity outweighs Sony Columbia's. Stephen Chow is set to direct and play the second male lead. Stephen Chow is very interested in the film and has already begun adapting the script."


    Charles laughed, "I heard from someone at Sony that Stephen Chow is creating a new martial arts script. What's going on?"


    "Oh, that's right. Columbia Pictures wanted Stephen Chow to develop a sequel to Kung Fu Hustle. Chow has a script paying homage to Bruce Lee called Tai Chi, so Columbia wanted him to turn it into Kung Fu Hustle 2: Tai Chi. But the negotiations fell through, so Stephen Chow is preparing to develop Tai Chi with Hollywood on his own. He quit The Green Hornet to focus on Tai Chi."


    "The rights to Kung Fu Hustle belonged to Columbia, but I've already acquired the sequel rights from Sony Columbia. Whether Stephen Chow wants to make Kung Fu Hustle 2: Tai Chi or just Tai Chi, Capet will support it."


    Xu Xiaoling responded, "I'll pass this on. Stephen Chow has a script outline for Tai Chi that's somewhat similar to Bruce Lee's Return of the Dragon. They're planning to shoot it in both China and the United States, in both Chinese and English. Apart from directing and starring, Stephen Chow also wants to invite Anne Hathaway as the female lead."


    Charles smiled and said, "Stephen Chow paired with Anne Hathaway sounds interesting. After The Green Hornet is finished, we can work together on Tai Chi. Seems more exciting than Kung Fu Hustle 2: Tai Chi!"


    Charles didn't want to pay Sony Columbia more licensing fees, which wasn't necessary for using the Kung Fu Hustle title.


    "I think I'll bring the team to Hollywood in December to finalize The Green Hornet project."


    "Great, let's try to start shooting next year. Martial arts films still have a market," Charles was really looking forward to Stephen Chow's kung fu comedy.


    After he hung up, Charles started thinking about who to cast as the male lead in The Green Hornet.


    But his growing excitement disrupted his thoughts.


    Perhaps noticing that Charles had finished the call, Kristen Stewart under the covers suddenly threw them off.


    The final showdown between the two warriors ended in Kristen Stewart's victory with a little help from her nimble hands!


    "Phew," Kristen Stewart gasped heavily and patted little Charles.


    "Darling, didn't it try really hard?"


    Charles laughed weakly, lifting his hand to brush the girl's hair.
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    On the southern side of Bear Lake, in the small town of Bear City, Charles Capet and Kristen Stewart went boating at noon and then strolled around the small town.


    Bear Lake is situated over 7500 feet high in the mountains. It's a popular skiing spot near Los Angeles in the winter and a great place to escape the summer heat.


    Kristen Stewart wore a T-shirt and shorts for a refreshing look as she and Charles relaxed at an outdoor bar near the Bear City pier.


    Smoking a cigarette, Kristen Stewart leaned back in her chair, looking a bit disheveled, flipping through a magazine in her hand.


    Next to her, Charles casually browsed through a newspaper on the table.


    "Wow, Alexandra Daddario and Kelly Brook's bodies in Piranha 3D are just amazing!" Kristen Stewart exclaimed as she browsed the magazine.


    Charles glanced over and saw the provocative bikini shots of Alexandra Daddario and Kelly Brook on the magazine, smiling, "You have quite the unique interests."


    "Alexandra Daddario's eyes are really beautiful," Kristen Stewart added, not forgetting to compliment.


    Charles just smiled, then put down the newspaper he was holding. The newspaper had a report on the official development of Resident Evil: Afterlife by Germany's Constantin Film and Sony Screen Gems.


    Paul W. S. Anderson, the screenwriter of the Resident Evil series and the director of the first film, returned to direct. The lead actress, of course, remained Milla Jovovich. However, the crew also invited Wentworth Miller from Prison Break to play Chris!


    "Honey, do you want to rest? Shall we head back to the villa?" Charles said, wrapping his arm around Kristen's waist and placing his other hand on her thigh.


    Kristen Stewart turned and kissed Charles on the lips, "Let's head back first; this place doesn't have the best view anyway!"


    Soon, the two returned to their lakeside vacation villa from the Bear City pier. As soon as they entered, they embraced each other.


    Charles lifted Kristen Stewart by her hips and kissed her passionately, heading towards the bedroom...


    ...


    At the same time, newly appointed MGM CEO Stephen Cooper learned that aggressive Wall Street investor Carl Icahn had acquired 20% of MGM's debt.


    In the MGM headquarters, President Daniel Taylor was reporting to Stephen Cooper about Lionsgate's merger proposal.


    "Lionsgate wants to merge with MGM?" Stephen Cooper frowned.


    "It's Carl Icahn's idea. He holds 33% of shares in Lionsgate and is currently the second-largest shareholder," Daniel Taylor explained. "He has the right to make such a proposal!"


    "Previously, Carl Icahn initiated a hostile takeover of Lionsgate to increase his shareholding to 33%. After Lionsgate's refusal, he upped his offer, only to be refused again!"


    Stephen Cooper, of course, knew Carl Icahn well, the Wolf of Wall Street.


    He often acquired company control with minimal shares, then restructured assets, raised stock prices in the short term to profit, and then exited. This was Carl Icahn's usual method!


    Carl Icahn aimed for a merger between Lionsgate and MGM with the same goal. As for the company's long-term operation and future planning, it was not in his considerations at all.


    "Didn't Lionsgate propose a poison pill plan to counter this takeover? Although it didn't succeed, Lionsgate's management also found a major shareholder to support them!" Stephen Cooper wondered.


    "Lionsgate's management found Mark Rachesky, who owns a percentage of shares in Lionsgate. He joined Lionsgate's board with Carl Icahn last year," Daniel Taylor continued.


    "Moreover, Mark Rachesky and Carl Icahn have been long-time partners. They previously co-founded a well-known investment company on Wall Street."


    Daniel Taylor was aware of the companies currently showing interest in MGM, and Lionsgate was no exception.


    "Mark Rachesky supports Lionsgate's current management and does not agree with Carl Icahn's actions, as it sacrifices Lionsgate's future!" Stephen Cooper shook his head, saying, "Although Carl Icahn is still calling for a direct merger between Lionsgate and MGM, Lionsgate's management's offer is too low. Lionsgate's merger with MGM, where the majority of the new company's shares would be controlled by MGM's creditors, is not something Lionsgate's management can accept!"


    Daniel Taylor sighed, "MGM is having a hard time attracting external funds, and seeking a merger is tough to satisfy creditors."


    "Perhaps, selling MGM is the best way to get through this crisis!" he added.


    This year in Hollywood, the booming movie market had nothing to do with MGM, but MGM's debt crisis kept it at the forefront of headlines.


    Of course, the biggest news in the entertainment circle was Capet's acquisition of NBC Universal, with MGM's debt crisis as a close second.


    Involving two of Hollywood's traditional large studios, it's hard not to attract attention!


    Compared to Capet's merger with NBC Universal, which was seen as an opportunity for Universal to achieve new glory, MGM's road to self-rescue seemed like a dying old lion's struggle.


    MGM's downfall wasn't an overnight result. Since Kirk Kerkorian turned MGM into a casino and hotel brand, it has drifted away from the film industry.


    Then, controlled by a Sony-led consortium to extract residual value, MGM's future seemed predestined!


    As the new CEO of MGM, Stephen Cooper was now in a tough situation, with Lionsgate's current liquidity only able to maintain basic operations.


    Moreover, debt restructuring wasn't something that could be done overnight, and the creditors' interests couldn't be ignored!


    Facing MGM's heavy debt, Stephen Cooper found it challenging to proceed. Looking at Daniel Taylor, he said, "Let's discuss and arrange an auction for companies interested in MGM."


    "Auction..." Daniel Taylor realized this meant putting MGM directly on the block.


    To think MGM had fallen to such a state.
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    In Burbank, at Capet Theater, the media screening of The Incredible Hulk was taking place. With the Marvel series of movies grossing more and more at the box office, the importance of Marvel Studios had also increased significantly.


    Returning from spending the weekend at Big Bear Lake, Charles Capet started his work. In his office, Donna Langley and Michael Lynn were reporting to Charles.


    "Can we speed up negotiations on that General Electric deal?" Charles asked. The earlier NBC Universal was merged, the sooner they could integrate resources.


    Michael Lynn shook his head, "Charles, it's a nearly $40 billion acquisition. Every detail in the negotiations is worth billions of dollars; we can't be careless!"


    Donna Langley smiled and added, "Don't worry, it's progressing. Right now, Capet's productions are unbeatable in Hollywood. Plus, Universal Studios Resort Group is eager to introduce our Marvel series and Transformers series to add new entertainment elements!"


    Charles nodded. It made sense. He then asked, "What's your opinion on MGM?"


    "MGM?" Donna Langley was stunned. "Charles, don't tell me you're interested in MGM again?"


    "A bit," Charles admitted.


    "But we're currently merging NBC Universal, we might not have the energy to also get involved with MGM," Donna Langley reminded him.


    Charles laughed, "Don't worry, it's just an idea. After all, MGM's film library is quite tempting!"


    "MGM is okay, but their internal management is chaotic, and their debt is too high. It's hard to acquire control of MGM cheaply," Donna Langley said, shaking her head.


    "Last time, Sony pulled in Comcast, Verizon, and TPG Capital from Wall Street, causing significant losses for these investment firms. Now, Wall Street is very cautious about opportunistic speculations in Hollywood."


    What Donna Langley meant was clear: Sony's previous attempt to pull in Wall Street to hold MGM caused significant losses for those Wall Street firms. Now, Wall Street was wary.


    Trying to fool Wall Street again would not be so easy. Even for companies interested in Hollywood film companies, like Comcast, they preferred managing their own Hollywood company.


    Comcast didn't want to join forces with Capet to acquire NBC Universal because Capet insisted on having the management rights over Universal. Comcast wasn't interested in just being an investor. 


    "Alright, we'll focus on NBC Universal," Charles didn't press further since Donna Langley clearly didn't support getting involved with MGM at the moment.


    Donna Langley and Michael Lynn then left Charles' office.


    "Michael, why didn't you share your opinion on MGM earlier?" Donna Langley asked, as Michael Lynn held the position of Chief Operating Officer at Capet Pictures.


    Michael Lynn smiled, "Because I'm not sure if MGM is worth acquiring. If I were still at New Line Cinema, I would definitely oppose acquiring MGM. But now, Capet makes me feel differently. Capet's projects are too impressive, and Charles' vision for movies is scary precise. MGM's high debt would be a burden for anyone, but their vast film library is a quality resource. Maybe, those resources would have unexpected results in Capet's hands!"


    Donna Langley frowned, "But we have to prioritize NBC Universal. Diverting our energy to MGM would affect our integration of NBC Universal."


    Michael Lynn nodded in agreement, "I agree. My thought is that once we finish integrating NBC Universal, if we still have the energy, we could evaluate MGM based on Charles' idea."


    Donna Langley sighed, "That would at least be next year."


    After Donna Langley and Michael Lynn left, Charles called in Phyllis Jones.


    "The male lead for The Hunt will be Adrian Brody, who once won an Oscar for Best Actor!"


    "Adrian Brody, the lead in Roman Polanski's The Pianist and Peter Jackson's King Kong, right?" Charles, of course, remembered him.


    Phyllis Jones nodded and began, "Adrian Brody just released a thriller horror drama called The Experiment this year. He liked the script of The Hunt, finding it very challenging."


    The Hunt was a low-budget art film, small investment but requiring high acting skills.


    Adrian Brody's performance in The Pianist won him the Oscar for Best Actor; he's quite a good actor!


    "Also, Michael Jackson is very interested in The Hunt and is willing to help with promotions," Phyllis Jones reminded.


    "Of course, he's interested; the story resonates with his experiences," Charles said, putting down his pen.


    "Start filming as soon as possible. Our commercial films are doing well, but there are criticisms that we don't value art films. These folks must have memory issues! Who won the Best Picture at the Oscars earlier this year? Capet had two films nominated for Best Picture!"


    The Reader and Slumdog Millionaire were nominated for Best Picture, with Slumdog Millionaire winning. Yet, the papers claimed Capet didn't value art films?


    "Ugh," Phyllis Jones chuckled, "It must be the high box office of Transformers 2 and Iron Man 2 making them jealous!"


    "Yeah, like I don't know the reason? It's just that the reviews for Transformers 2 and Iron Man 2 dropped a bit, while their box office soared. The media loves to nitpick," Charles dismissed it.


    "The Blind Side received high praise and box office success; these folks just chose to ignore it!"


    Capet's own promotional power wasn't strong enough yet. Once they merged with NBC Universal and gained NBC News and CNBC, things would change.


    "Boss, do you want to check out The Incredible Hulk's screening?" Phyllis Jones asked.


    Charles shook his head, "Leave it to Kevin Feige and the creative team."


  




  Chapter 514: Chapter 514


  

    Los Angeles, Westin, inside Kate Beckinsale's villa.


    Kate Beckinsale tightly embraced Charles Capet who was on top of her, "Honey, aren't you gonna get off me?"


    Saying this, Kate Beckinsale playfully patted Charles Capet on the back!


    Charles rolled off, took a few breaths, looked at the woman next to him, and gently fondled her, chuckling, "Your figure is still amazing, time hasn't left any marks on you."


    Kate Beckinsale smiled, lightly nibbled on Charles's shoulder, "You, your sweet talk hasn't changed at all!"


    At 36 years old, both Kate Beckinsale's figure and face were still in good shape, but she couldn't compare to a twenty-year-old girl anymore.


    "Hold on, I'll get us some drinks," Kate Beckinsale said, getting up.


    Soon, Kate Beckinsale returned with a bottle of wine and two glasses.


    Quickly, they were sitting on the bed drinking. "By the way, Capet Pictures is gearing up to develop The Green Hornet. You're set to play the female lead. I have high hopes for the director. The director and the second male lead are both him, but the lead male hasn't been decided yet. However, the villain seems to be cast!"


    Kate Beckinsale nodded without hesitation, "No problem at all. It seems Marvel doesn't plan to release Iron Man 3 in 2011, so I'm free."


    "Iron Man 3 isn't coming anytime soon. Next year, Marvel's main releases are The Avengers and The Incredible Hulk 2. Although the first Hulk movie is coming out at the end of this year, Marvel's planning a sequel. Even if Hulk's performance is unstable, they'll still make a sequel!"


    Kate Beckinsale nodded. She usually listened to Charles's decisions.


    "By the way, is there anything special about The Green Hornet's villain? The lead guy isn't picked yet, but the villain is already confirmed?" Kate Beckinsale asked with some interest.


    "Oh, it's Nicolas Cage. He's interested in this villain role because it's a more humanized character," Charles smiled.


    "These past couple of years, except for Angels & Demons which did well at the box office this year, Nicolas Cage's other movies haven't performed great. Plus, he's really strapped for cash now!"


    Kate Beckinsale took a sip of her wine, "I did hear Nicolas Cage lost a lot in the subprime mortgage crisis. Over at Sony Columbia, they've invited me to reboot Underworld. They said they can adapt the script according to my wishes. What do you think?"


    Charles paused for a moment, then laughed, "Looks like they're not giving up. They just developed Resident Evil: Afterlife this year, and now they want to reboot Underworld 4. 


    Honestly, the Underworld series does have some fans in the B-movie market. However, the plot seriously lacks logic. 


    If you're interested, you can surely participate. It's up to you, really. You've already done the trilogy, and Sony Columbia's developing more likely for the cash grab!"


    Kate Beckinsale nodded, "I'll think about it. Underworld is a low-budget type anyway and it could easily typecast me. I need to think it over carefully. Besides, the trilogy's story is already concluded, so this fourth one would be tough to adapt!"


    Actually, Kate Beckinsale didn't really want to continue with Underworld. She had plenty of opportunities now.


    Her role as Pepper Potts in the Iron Man series had significantly boosted her fame!


    "Recently, I've tried my hand at romance films, but they didn't turn out so well," Kate Beckinsale said, putting down her glass.


    Charles hugged her close, laughing, "You mean this year's family drama remake, Everybody's Fine? Another star-studded but hollow film. With Robert De Niro, Drew Barrymore, and you, it didn't even feel like a romance! These films are tough. This year's He's Just Not That Into You and next year's Valentine's Day are the same - filled with stars but terrible stories."


    Kate Beckinsale felt a bit uncomfortable with Charles's teasing. She tried to hold back her desires and spoke, "Since Pearl Harbor and Serendipity, I haven't really been cast in any romance films. But Juno and The Departed helped my reputation a lot. Iron Man's huge success boosted my influence even more. Otherwise, I'd really be stuck in those low-budget, poorly made indie films!"


    Kate Beckinsale snuggled closer to Charles's chest and looked up, "None of this would be possible without you," she said, then kissed him passionately.


    With Kate Beckinsale so affectionate, Charles passionately responded, pinning her down once more.


    "Hey, Charles, what do you think of Scarlett Johansson's body?" Kate Beckinsale whispered in his ear.


    Charles kissed her lips, smiling, "Not bad."


    Kate Beckinsale gave Charles a playful look, "She's got a 32D, probably feels a lot different, right?"


    Charles fondled her chest a bit, "Each has their own charm, you can't really compare."


    Kate Beckinsale leaned in closer and whispered seductively in his ear, "How do you feel about a threesome...?"


    Hearing Kate Beckinsale's suggestion made Charles's eyes light up. Scarlett Johansson was known to be quite open. Otherwise, she wouldn't have been so close with Keira Knightley and Eva Green.


    Now, with Kate Beckinsale showing interest too, Charles couldn't help but be excited!


    "Darling, are you serious?"


    "Well, I've given you the chance. While filming Iron Man 2, Scarlett and I got along pretty well. If you don't want to, that's fine too," Kate Beckinsale mainly felt insecure about keeping Charles's interest at her age.


    Even though Charles seemed very interested in her, she couldn't be sure it would last long. Since Scarlett Johansson was also involved with Charles, it might be better to keep things fresh for him.


    "Absolutely," Charles whispered in her ear, "Let's invite Scarlett to join us on the boat trip in a few days!"


    "Sounds good," Kate Beckinsale said and then kissed Charles again.


  




  Chapter 515: Hasbro


  

    The next morning, Charles left Kate Beckinsale's villa in Sino and specifically headed to Universal Studios.


    Hasbro's CEO, Brian Goldner, had arranged to meet Charles at Universal Studios.


    The live-action Transformers movies had become wildly popular, significantly boosting Hasbro's performance, so Hasbro decided to hold their appreciation event at Universal Studios Hollywood.


    "Charles, choosing to collaborate with you was the perfect decision," said Brian Goldner, hugging Charles Capet when they met.


    Charles smiled. Brian Goldner's choice of Universal Studios for their meeting was clear. "Hasbro is pretty confident about moving into Universal Studios, aren't they?"


    Brian Goldner nodded, "We've already started discussing the refurbishment of Autobot-related facilities with the heads of Universal Studios Resort. Large robots, experience centers, and specialty stores are all in the design phase!"


    "Yes, Universal Studios does lag behind Disney in themed parks, especially with no globally popular princess series," Charles had to admit. After all, he would later need to lead Universal Studios against Disneyland.


    Using live-action movie series to compete with Disney's animations, Marvel heroes and Transformers toys were his bargaining chips.


    Under Brian Goldner's leadership, Hasbro entered the entertainment and film industry, and the success of Transformers strengthened his resolve.


    Hasbro's biggest competitor, Mattel, owned the Barbie dolls beloved by girls worldwide and held the license for Disney Princess series, consistently occupying the top spot as the number one toy company, making it Hasbro's long-time target.


    "Charles, it seems like Paramount's film G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra didn't meet expectations," Brian Goldner hoped to work with Capet on toy-based movies again. "Are you not interested in adapting Hasbro's Battleship toy?"


    "Adapting a toy into a movie requires the toy to have a large fan base and a rich backstory. The Transformers have a complete narrative and a worldwide hit animated series, becoming part of childhood memories for generations," Charles said, turning to look at Brian Goldner with a smile.


    "You know why the gap between Hasbro and Mattel is so big?"


    "The influence of Barbie in the female market is immense," Brian Goldner sighed.


    Hasbro relied on Transformers, despite involving numerous copyright disputes. Originally Japan's Diaclone toy series, Hasbro acquired, designed, and restructured it into Transformers.


    Copyright lawsuits with Japan were ongoing!


    Charles didn't underestimate Hasbro. Brian Goldner's view of game entertainment fit Charles' taste, demonstrated by their collaboration on Transformers.


    However, Brian Goldner's capability didn't match his vision. A toy company's primary task was to expand the toy market, not plunge into film entertainment to take charge of production.


    Just because Hasbro participated in the Transformers movie production doesn't mean they could independently produce such a big movie thereafter.


    Currently, Mattel was undoubtedly number one in the toy market, followed by Hasbro. LEGO was third, but there was a significant gap between the top two. As for Bandai in fourth place, it wasn't even worth mentioning.


    Who could have foreseen that LEGO would grow to surpass both Mattel and Hasbro combined in the future? Although Charles cooperated with Hasbro, he mainly valued Transformers.


    Hasbro hadn't yet started its merger spree to catch up with Mattel, which would take years. By then, LEGO would already be thriving.


    If Charles ever entered the toy market, his first choice would be LEGO, while his collaboration with Hasbro would be limited to the live-action Transformers movies.


    After all, film company brand licensing wouldn't choose just one company.


    "Do you have any idea how deep the collaboration between the Transformers series and the Pentagon is? The government was involved from the script to post-production. This kind of large-scale advanced weaponry special effects war movie essentially becomes a political film. Neither the storylines nor the presentation methods can follow the director's vision," Charles said, patting Brian Goldner on the shoulder.


    "If Battleship gets made, the U.S. Navy and Air Force will certainly be involved, leading to political implications. Which countries are included and what stances are expressed would be dictated by the Pentagon.


    Using naval warships might just turn it into a military PR film, especially since Battleship doesn't have its storyline and would need complete rewriting!"


    Brian Goldner smiled, "We only have this plan. We'll adapt the script first and see how it goes."


    Initially, after Transformers, as Capet lacked the capacity to develop new Hasbro films, Hasbro worked with Paramount on G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra.


    Universal was also discussing cooperation with Hasbro on the big-budget Battleship, but Capet Entertainment was set to acquire NBCUniversal this year, and Brian Goldner had already sensed the conclusion from Charles' tone.


    Can you blame Charles? No way. Paramount's G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra had been out for three weeks since its August release, but its North American box office grossed only 90 million dollars, and its international earnings had just crossed one hundred million.


    It's important to know that G.I. Joe: The Rise of Cobra had a production cost of 175 million, with Hasbro spending an additional $50 million on promotions.


    Given the current trends, the global box office would only be around 300 million, and even with toy sales, it wouldn't make much profit!


    Universal wanted to develop Battleship, supported by Hasbro and Relativity Media, but it was bound to be a loss-making venture, so why proceed?


    In the future, the movie Battleship had indeed impressive special effects, but it didn't make a splash.


    It wasn't even as good as the mecha fighter movie Pacific Rim!


    "Let's go get some lunch. There will be a grand party here tonight, so let's enjoy a Hollywood night," Charles invited Brian Goldner to lunch with a smile.


    Brian Goldner nodded and headed to the restaurant with Charles. "Ever since I got involved in Hollywood filmmaking, I've been impressed by Hollywood's film industry model!"


    Charles laughed heartily, "You think Hollywood is like a production line, right? That's Hollywood's commercial standard. European films tout their artistry and disdain Hollywood commercial films, yet they all come to Hollywood in awe. In Hollywood, even the Mona Lisa could be produced on a production line, let alone movies!"


  




  Chapter 516: Universal's Issues


  

    The charity appreciation banquet, organized by Hasbro, was held at the Hilton Universal City hotel in Los Angeles.


    To celebrate the success of the live-action movie Transformers based on Hasbro's toys, Universal Studios also announced the new Transformers zone in the park!


    "Have you been super busy recently?" Charles Capet held Megan Fox by the waist, who truly lived up to her title as the Transformers goddess.


    Megan Fox smiled sweetly, "Besides participating in the movie promotion, I also need to coordinate with Hasbro's toy promotion activities. Add to that the photo shoots for ads and magazines, and Warner Bros. new movie Jonah Hex just started filming. Of course, I'm busy."


    Charles grinned, "In the promotional photos for Jonah Hex, your outfit is really sexy and beautiful!"


    The Transformers series really turned the previously unknown Megan Fox into a global sex symbol.


    "Alright, let's leave early. I'm going to go over there and talk to the company's people," said Charles, giving the lady's backside a light slap.


    "Okay, I'll wait for you!"


    Quickly, Charles met with Donna Langley, who had just finished chatting with the director of Transformers, J.J. Abrams.


    Transformers not only catapulted the main stars Zac Efron and Megan Fox to fame, but it also significantly raised J.J. Abrams' profile.


    Moreover, J.J. Abrams had another blockbuster sequel, Star Trek XI, released this year alongside the surprisingly successful District 9.


    As the hottest director of the year, if J.J. Abrams claimed second place, no one would dare to claim first!


    Zac Efron, with his role in the High School Musical series and Transformers, also became one of Hollywood's most sought-after young stars.


    Compared to Megan Fox, who was famed globally for her sex appeal, Zac Efron's influence among North American teens was also substantial.


    "Who came up with the idea of making a Battleship movie from Hasbro's toys?" Charles wasn't very familiar with the executives at Universal because of their frequent changes.


    "It was Ronald's idea, but it's just a thought for now," Donna Langley knew that Charles was dissatisfied with Universal's leadership.


    Capet Pictures' merger with NBC Universal was imminent, with most major issues resolved, leaving only some details.


    Charles wanted Universal to pause some major film projects, so what was Ronald Meyer's thinking?


    "Back in the day, the five founding members of CAA went different ways: Michael Ovitz went to Disney to become president, and in the same year, Ronald Meyer joined Universal as president and COO. Unfortunately, a year later, Disney's chairman Michael Eisner fired Michael Ovitz, yet Ronald Meyer has become the CEO of Universal Pictures!"


    "That's really rare for big shots from talent agencies to succeed in movie companies. They are used to focusing on star actors and always chase big directors and big stars. Just look at Universal's achievements over the years. They always use big stars, regardless of whether they fit the movie!"


    When The Departed was made, Charles was already dissatisfied with Universal's approach. It seemed it was a common flaw among talent agency executives.


    This summer's Public Enemies, with a $100 million investment, brought in $200 million globally, starring Johnny Depp and Christian Bale.


    Funny People, with a $75 million investment, only brought in $71 million globally, starring Adam Sandler.


    Land of the Lost, with a $100 million investment, only fetched $68 million globally!


    "Charles, calm down, it's just an idea Universal has," Donna Langley, who was once the manager of Universal's production department, was also unhappy with Universal's old-fashioned thinking.


    At that time, she had put a lot of effort into the subsidiary, Focus Features!


    Charles shook his head again, "Next year, Universal is planning to release the epic war film Robin Hood, paying Russell Crowe $20 million. Universal has big problems. Spending $200 million to shoot Robin Hood, I really don't know how this project got approved!


    Inform Jeff Zucker that Universal Pictures' CEO Ronald Meyer and co-presidents Marc Shmuger and David Linde are not in the future plans!"


    Donna Langley was surprised, "Removing all of Universal's top executives at once? Won't Universal be paralyzed?"


    Charles smiled, "When the time comes, Capet Pictures will be merged into Universal Pictures, and you'll be in charge. Adam Ferguson will continue to manage the marketing department as president. If Jeff Zucker can't handle this, there's no need for him either. I'll split NBC Universal Entertainment, with Jeff Zucker managing NBC Television Group, and you'll oversee the merged Universal Entertainment Group!"


    Donna Langley understood Charles' plan. All these changes would fall under Capet Entertainment. Capet Pictures would close and merge into Universal Studios Group.


    "You also want to replace Jeff Zucker?" Donna Langley hadn't expected this since Jeff Zucker was the chairman and CEO of NBC Universal.


    Of course, once Capet merged with NBC Universal, there would only be one chairman, Charles Capet.


    There'd be no NBC Universal Group, so no chairman either!


    "When the time comes, he can be chairman of NBC Broadcasting Network. With the help of Capet Television, if NBC is still lagging, then he's really unnecessary," Charles wasn't a charity; those without ability would be replaced.


    Subsequently, Charles left the hotel, taking Megan Fox back to the beachfront villa in Santa Monica, leaving Donna Langley in deep thought.


    Universal Pictures' dismal performance deeply dissatisfied Charles, or General Electric wouldn't be selling NBC Universal.


    For Donna Langley, who came from Universal, this acquisition by her new company was a great honor, proving her decision to leave Universal and follow Charles Capet was incredibly wise!


    "Seems like Charles won't go easy on NBC Universal's internal reshuffle." Donna Langley had no soft-hearted thoughts, knowing that with Capet's current strength, Universal's turmoil wouldn't have much impact.


    Moreover, apart from the distribution department needing major layoffs, Universal's production department was also a key area for cuts!


  




  Chapter 517: The Children's Market


  

    At the villa in Santa Monica Palisades, after Charles Capet left the Hilton Universal City Hotel with Megan Fox, they returned directly to this place.


    "Charles, I bought another villa in Fort Lauderdale, Florida at the beginning of the year. When shall we go?" asked Megan.


    "Fort Lauderdale, huh, not bad," Charles said, leaning back on the sofa. He wrapped his arm around Megan's waist and kissed her cheek. "Maybe later. The NFL season is about to start, and the Miami Dolphins' stadium has just been renovated. I'll be heading there soon!"


    The newly named Bank of America Stadium for the Miami Dolphins cost $80 million and took 8 months to complete the renovations.


    Situated in Miami Gardens, the stadium was halfway between Fort Lauderdale and Miami, and Charles had an estate even further north on Jupiter Island in West Palm Beach.


    "But the weather isn't great in Miami right now; it's hurricane season, and there's lots of rain," Megan said, a bit disappointed, knowing that the best season in Miami was from December to April.


    "That's true. Aren't you going to be busy filming Jonah Hex anyway? Not much time for vacations," Charles said, pulling Megan into his arms and touching her chest.


    "Maybe at the end of the year, we can vacation in Bonds Island in the Caribbean. I have a private island we can use!" Charles added.


    "Yeah, that sounds good. We can go during Christmas when we get a break from filming Jonah Hex," Megan remembered Charles had bought a private island last year.


    "Mm," Charles said as he kissed her...


    ...


    In September, when the fall season began, it was usually a quieter period. September saw many romance films released, aimed at attracting female audiences. October had horror films for Halloween, but by November, the big blockbusters started hitting the screens, taking advantage of Thanksgiving and the pre-award season buzz to compete for box office success.


    Capet Matrix Pictures released a refreshing horror film, Piranha 3D, in August. In just two weeks, it had grossed $25 million in North America and was starting to release overseas.


    Additionally, Matrix Pictures planned to release Saw 3D in October for Halloween and another horror film, Paranormal Activity, in September.


    The re-edited and post-produced Paranormal Activity was set to premiere at the Telluride Film Festival in Colorado.


    The declining reputation of the Saw series indicated it was time to end it, as they could no longer come up with better plots and killing methods.


    The emergence of Paranormal Activity conveniently filled the gap left by the Saw series for Matrix Pictures.


    ...


    In Burbank, at the Capet headquarters, Charles was sitting in his office.


    "Boss, the news says Disney is planning to sell Miramax, including its label, film library, and stored scripts," Phyllis Jones handed Charles a newspaper.


    "No surprise there," Charles skimmed through the news. "After the Weinstein brothers left Miramax, they not only took Dimension Films and a group of people but were also hunted by other companies, which significantly downsized Miramax."


    "Now Daniel Battsek resigned due to Disney further downsizing Miramax. The signal is clear," Charles said.


    "Ha, Miramax's employees are down to less than 100. Disney fired more than 80 people from their East and West Coast offices pretty quickly!" Phyllis nodded.


    "Boss, Miramax still holds the rights to about 700 films in its library, many of which have won Oscars," Phyllis added. "A lot of private equity funds are interested in Miramax. Hollywood's film investment firms, like Village Roadshow and Summit Entertainment, are also on the list."


    "Disney won't sell it cheap. Those film rights are top-notch assets," Charles sighed.


    Disney made a profitable deal back when they acquired Miramax.


    "When is Disney's A Christmas Carol releasing in November?"


    "November 6. The Intouchables is also releasing in the U.S. on that same day, and The Twilight Saga: New Moon will release half a month later," Phyllis quickly responded.


    Charles leaned back. Disney's live-action films were mainly adaptations of their animated classics.


    Next year's release of the live-action Alice in Wonderland would be a worthy opponent!


    "Make sure the promotional work for Illumination's first animated feature is top-notch. Capet hasn't made much headway in the children's market in recent years. Despicable Me will be our stepping stone into the animation market," Charles emphasized, knowing that Universal Studios' success would heavily depend on the children's market.


    "The film is set for a summer release next year, with a marketing budget approved at $50 million. We believe it will perform well," Phyllis was clear on this. Capet was a dominant player in the teenage market.


    This made Capet very appealing to theater chains, as teenagers were a lucrative demographic. Capet's films easily secured screen time in theaters.


    But in the children's market, DreamWorks Animation, Pixar, and Blue Sky Studios maintained a three-way dominance for years.


    With fewer original works, Charles had fewer cards to play, and Universal's future film library would have to come into play.


    "Also, have the production department discuss future live-action fairy tale adaptations. Once Disney's Alice in Wonderland succeeds, there will be a flood of similar live-action fairy tale adaptations," Charles knew various studios would follow with adaptations of Snow White, Little Red Riding Hood, and Cinderella in the next few years.


    Unfortunately, Disney would still be the most successful with these live-action adaptations since they had their original animated features to base their films on. Disney's natural advantage was their solid fan base from their animated movies.


    "Understood," Phyllis replied and left the office.


    The children's market was a significant market never to be overlooked.


  




  Chapter 518: Chapter 518


  

    Los Angeles, Venice Beach, Charles and Blake Lively entered a modern, minimalist-style beach house. "Honey, take a look, do you like it?"


    A two-story building with over 4,500 square feet of living space, plus almost 2,000 square feet of front and back yard!


    "I like it, why?" Blake Lively was preparing for the premiere of Gossip Girl Season 3, and she was in Los Angeles for an event.


    "It's a gift for you," Charles smiled. "This place is quieter than Santa Monica Beach. Less than a mile from the beach, it's pretty nice!"


    "Thank you," Blake Lively could afford it, but a gift from Charles meant something special.


    She hugged Charles and kissed him. "I won't be in Los Angeles for long this time, or I could spend more time with you. I have some commercials to shoot, and I can't neglect the promotion for Gossip Girl Season 3. Warner Bros. DC movie Green Lantern should start filming soon, lasting until the shooting schedule for Gossip Girl Season 4!"


    Sitting on the sofa in the second-floor living room, Charles seemed amused that Green Lantern hadn't started shooting yet. "You shouldn't have too high hopes for this movie. It's been delayed for so long, with changes in writers and directors. I bet it'll be as bad as Superman Returns."


    Blake Lively had done well in the romantic comedy Accepted. Green Lantern, as a big Warner Bros. production, had high expectations.


    Hearing Charles's opinion, she was puzzled. "Will it really be that bad? The main actor is Ryan Reynolds from The Proposal!"


    Charles shook his head. "Who knows? It all depends on the script. Warner Bros. has probably revised the script several times. Who knows what story they'll present?"


    Charles put his arm around the girl's shoulder and smiled. "You don't need to worry too much. As the leading lady, your role is to look pretty. Even if the movie flops, it won't be a disaster for you. After all, the main actor, Ryan Reynolds, will be more affected, just like Brandon Routh who played Superman in Superman Returns and is now forgotten."


    Blake Lively was different. Gossip Girl had made her a sensation, and she had a youth, sexy fashion idol route.


    Aside from being eye candy, she could also take on some artistic scripts.


    "Got it," Blake Lively wasn't foolish enough to doubt Charles Capet, Hollywood's undisputed number one.


    "Let's take a bath, then go out for dinner," Charles patted the girl's thigh.


    Blake Lively teased Charles, "Am I not enough for you?"


    "Mm," Charles silenced her with a kiss and pushed her onto the sofa, slipping the strap of her low-cut floral dress off her shoulder.


    Blake Lively's body seemed to be getting better and better...


    ...


    "Big layoffs? It seems Charles shows no mercy," General Electric chairman Jeff Immelt chuckled. Across from him sat Vice Chairman Bob Wright.


    Bob Wright was previously the chairman and CEO of NBC Universal.


    "Universal Chair Ronald Meyer, Co-Presidents Mark Schmuger and David Linde are not in Capet's future plans," Bob Wright had been in charge of negotiations with Capet, and Donna Langley had informed him of Capet's future plans.


    "Honestly, even if Capet didn't say it, we wouldn't have renewed Schmuger and Linde's contracts this year. But even Ronald Meyer isn't in the plan," Bob Wright was surprised Capet wanted to completely replace Universal Pictures' top management.


    "As for Capet wanting to split NBC Universal, it actually aligns with their interests. Capet's film success is obvious, and Capet Television is equally strong.


    This year, Capet also released three new shows: The Walking Dead, Modern Family, and The Vampire Diaries.


    The Walking Dead is highly anticipated as the TV version of Resident Evil and will air on AMC, which has always had a partnership with Capet Television.


    Modern Family, a situational family comedy, was originally set to air on CBS but moved to NBC due to a conflict between Charles Capet and Sumner Redstone.


    The Vampire Diaries also moved from CW TV to our Syfy Channel. Capet guarantees ratings and box office success; NBC Television Group has high hopes for Capet TV!"


    Jeff Immelt was well aware of Capet's strong performance in recent years, and so was Bob Wright.


    "Rest assured, in this regard, I believe the future Capet board members won't go against Charles Capet's wishes," Jeff Immelt was simply striving for the best interests of GE's shareholders. Capet must have a replacement planned for making this decision.


    "What about Jeff Zucker?" Jeff Immelt asked since Jeff Zucker was still NBC Universal's president.


    Bob Wright sighed. "He'll probably stay as president of the split NBC Television Group but needs to handle the layoffs first."


  




  Chapter 519: Acquisition of NBC Universal


  

    Early in the morning, on the bed in the bedroom of a beachfront villa in Venice Beach, Los Angeles, Blake Lively was tightly hugging Charles Capet, who was on top of her, saying, "Honey, you're amazing!"


    Charles felt the softness against his chest, then squeezed it with his hand and smiled, "Let's get some breakfast!"


    "Phew," Charles exhaled deeply after breakfast, said, "Honey, I need to attend the negotiation for the Capet acquisition of NBC Universal; it's at the final stage now!"


    "Wow, congratulations, Charles! Your dream is about to come true," Blake Lively congratulated him excitedly.


    "Hollywood, here I come!" Charles chuckled, knowing he was about to reshape the industry's landscape.


    ...


    At the Beverly Hills Peninsula Hotel, teams from Capet and General Electric, along with Pioneer Capital, BlackRock, State Street Group, Fidelity Investments, numerous private equity firms, KKR, and Carlyle Group met.


    There were endless issues to discuss: cash, stock swaps, board seats. Throughout September, Charles couldn't focus on his own films!


    Finally, on the first day of October, an agreement was reached:


    General Electric sold NBC Universal for $30 billion to Capet Group. Capet, having already acquired 20% of NBC Universal from Vivendi with support from BNP Paribas, was ready for more.


    This time, investment firms led by Pioneer Capital and BlackRock provided $12 billion in cash to help Capet acquire 80% of NBC Universal from GE.


    The remaining shares were converted into the newly formed Capet Group's shares.


    The swap ratio was 2:1, where original NBC Universal shares were exchanged for new Capet Group shares.


    Capet acquired NBC Universal for $30 billion plus the assumption of $7.5 billion in debt. BNP Paribas contributed $6 billion, receiving 5% of the new group and $3 billion in Capet debt.


    GE's shareholders received $12 billion in cash and 20% of Capet Group's shares.


    Wall Street institutions, led by Pioneer Capital and BlackRock, also received 20% of Capet Group's shares.


    After the acquisition, Charles remained the majority shareholder, though his percentage changed.


    "Congratulations, Charles! Hollywood's future is surely yours," said Jeff Immelt at Capet headquarters, as they signed the contract in front of hundreds of media outlets.


    "The future of Hollywood doesn't belong to one person," Charles replied with a smile.


    "Charles, how do you feel right now?"


    The reporters, eager for a response, quickly followed up with questions.


    The Capet acquisition of NBC Universal shook the entire Hollywood and media world. With NBC's promotional channels and Universal's legacy, how far could Capet go?


    At this moment, top executives from Disney, Viacom, Time Warner, Sony Columbia, News Corporation, Comcast, MGM, and Liberty Media were all watching this largest acquisition case in Hollywood's history.


    ...


    In Philadelphia, Comcast Chairman Brian Roberts and Deputy Steve Burke watched the news of the Capet acquisition of NBC Universal from their office.


    "Phew, with NBC Universal, Capet's valuation is over $60 billion now. Charles Capet's influence is massive," Steve Burke said, somewhat shaken, as Disney's market value was under $55 billion.


    "$60 billion isn't the end. Look at Capet's restructuring strategy - splitting NBC and Universal, merging Capet Pictures into Universal Studios, and integrating Capet Television into Universal Television Group.


    NBC's network gets boosted by Capet's content, and ratings are skyrocketing. NBC's Modern Family and Syfy's The Vampire Diaries are hitting high ratings, and even before, Prison Break performed well on USA Network.


    With Capet's content, NBC is sure to reclaim its position as ratings king. Network TV, cable TV, and pay TV won't lack high-quality content anymore."


    Brian Roberts, experienced in television networks, knew well how profitable cable TV could be.


    NBC's cable channels had been lukewarm, and pay channel Bravo was lagging behind Time Warner's HBO, CBS's Showtime, and Liberty Media's Starz.


    Now, with Capet's content, NBC's rise was only a matter of time.


    "Steve, make an offer to MGM. We need to get into the content field," decided Brian Roberts, fully committed to acquiring MGM.


    Steve Burke nodded, "Got it!"


    ...


    In a beachfront villa in Malibu, an unwell Sumner Redstone, accompanied by Viacom Chairman Philippe Dauman and CBS Chairman Les Moonves, also followed the news of Capet's acquisition of NBC Universal.


    "He did it. It really is a young person's world now," Sumner Redstone had to admit, even if he didn't like Charles Capet.


    In terms of background, Charles Capet grew up in the slums of Los Angeles and built everything from scratch, while Sumner inherited his father's movie theatre company, American Entertainment Group.


    In terms of age, he was just working at his father's company before 30, acquired Viacom after 55, and completed the acquisition of Paramount at over 70.


    Les Moonves and Philippe Dauman said nothing, as Capet Group's valuation now exceeded that of Viacom and CBS combined.


    While CBS Television Group was doing better than Viacom, the movie sector was the powerhouse for media conglomerates, and Paramount's struggles directly affected subsequent business lines.


    Sumner Redstone began to doubt if splitting Viacom was a mistake initially.


  




  Chapter 520: Capet Group


  

    With Capet's successful acquisition of NBC Universal, it became the world's second-largest media group by valuation, second only to Time Warner, surpassing the giants Disney and News Corporation.


    Charles Capet also became the youngest chairman of a media group at the time. If Capet listed, he would be the highest-valued and youngest chairman of a listed group.


    In the park at Capet's headquarters, former General Electric chairman Jack Welch and Charles were sitting on a bench chatting.


    "Jeff Zucker from NBC, Ronald Meyer from Universal Pictures, Marc Shmuger, and David Linde all resigned," Jack Welch smiled. "So, how are you planning to handle it?"


    "Phil Griffin, NBC Group's president, will replace Jeff Zucker as CEO, and CFO Marc Hornesschu will be promoted to NBC president," Charles wasn't too flustered.


    "As for Universal, it's easier to solve. After Capet Films merges into Universal Pictures, Donna Langley becomes the new chairman of Universal, with Adam Ferguson and Michael Lynne as co-presidents, handling marketing and content production, respectively.


    Next year will be the integration period for Universal; the number of film projects will dramatically decrease, focusing primarily on Capet Films' projects!"


    "You don't like Jeff Zucker's way of only looking at profits and not other aspects?" Jack Welch was somewhat puzzled.


    Charles shook his head, "I don't like it. Films should be market-oriented, not determined by stars and budgets. Investing limited resources into major projects is necessary. Jeff Zucker and Ronald Meyer's old-fashioned thinking can't keep up!"


    Jack Welch didn't understand entertainment much but smiled slightly, "A scale of 4,000 layoffs, aren't you afraid of causing chaos?"


    "Better a short pain than a long one. The distribution systems of Universal and Capet overlap too much. In the future, there will only be one large distribution system, which is Universal Pictures," Charles's Capet Films also had comprehensive domestic and international distribution channels, but certainly not as good as Universal's.


    Under Universal Pictures, there will be Universal Pictures, Capet Films, Marvel Studios, and Icon Productions.


    As for Focus Features and Matrix Pictures, they have their own independent North American distribution channels; after all, one is a brand specializing in art films, and the other is a genre film label.


    "True, now Capet's scale doesn't need to consider Universal's own production volume," Jack Welch said as he stood up.


    "My days of being dragged by you to act as a lobbyist are finally over. Next time you're in New York, come visit me on Long Island!"


    Jack Welch had been living in a villa on Long Island, New York, since his retirement.


    Charles smiled, "Definitely!" Then he helped Jack Welch out of the park.


    Soon, Capet announced the group's restructuring plan and layoff scale externally. Aside from forming a new board, they established three major committees: Audit, Compensation, and Nominating, and improved five key support departments: Legal, Human Resources, Public Relations, Government Relations, and Finance.


    Capet Group's business was divided into six major divisions for operation:


    First, Universal Entertainment Group, which includes Universal Pictures, Capet Television Group, Capet Music Group, and Capet Studios Group.


    Universal Pictures includes Universal Pictures, Capet Films, Marvel Studios, Matrix Pictures, Focus Features, Icon Productions, and Capet Illumination.


    The Capet Television Group includes Capet Television, Universal Television, and NBC Television production companies.


    The Capet Music Group includes labels like King Records and Big Machine Records.


    Capet Studios Group includes Universal Studios Hollywood, Capet Studios in Burbank, Capet Studios in Atlanta, Capet Studios in Montreal, and other production bases.


    Second, NBC Broadcasting and Television Network Group, which includes NBC, CNBC, Syfy, NBC News, USA Network, and Bravo.


    Third, Universal Parks and Resorts and Consumer Products Group, including Universal Studios Hollywood, Universal Studios Orlando, Universal Licensing Company, and Capet Licensing Company (including Marvel) as well as NBC Licensing Company, offering consumer experiences and product licensing globally.


    Fourth, Streaming and Home Entertainment, primarily including Netflix and Universal Home Entertainment, focusing on online video-on-demand and DVD distribution.


    Fifth, Capet Interactive Investment Business, restructured from Capet Films' investment division, including investments and media businesses like The Huffington Post, The New York Observer, Dolby Laboratories, and IMAX Company.


    Capet's headquarters in Burbank had enough space but was also planning a new round of expansion.


    The original NBC Universal distribution headquarters at Rockefeller Center in New York would be moved to Burbank, Los Angeles.


    Although the NBC branch and Universal Entertainment branch in New York would remain, they would only be branches, with the headquarters still in Burbank.


    The Universal City Plaza at 100 Universal City Plaza, which was previously the production center of Universal Studios, would now serve as the headquarters for Universal Parks and Resorts and Consumer Products.


    Capet's headquarters originally consisted of three main towers in a triangular arrangement. In the future, the tallest in the middle would be called Capet Tower, with Marvel Tower and Universal Tower on either side.


    Charles would also start constructing a new NBC Broadcast Tower on the nearby vacant land.


    "Boss, Mr. Barry Diller is here," after Jack Welch left, Phyllis Jones came to report to Charles.


    Charles nodded, "I got it."


    "He came with Bob Wright, the shareholder representative from General Electric, and representatives from Vanguard Capital, BlackRock Fund, and BNP Paribas."


    As Phyllis was walking, she explained.


    Charles kept walking, understanding that they wanted Capet to go public.


    Charles was not against going public, but it had to be after integrating NBC Universal's resources. Now was definitely not the right time for going public.


    This large-scale reform of Universal would have caused chaos if not for Capet's strong presence.


    Just like Viacom's forced split a few years ago caused constant turmoil between Viacom and CBS. With good results, everything feels right; otherwise, chaos will brew.


    Charles liked this kind of challenge!


  




  Chapter 521: Chapter 521


  

    California's Central Coast is located between Los Angeles County and San Francisco County, with San Luis Obispo County nestled in the heart of the Central Coast. To the north, it borders Monterey County, and to the south, it borders Santa Barbara County.


    Charles' mother, Evelyn, had recently purchased a private 650-acre estate ranch in San Luis Obispo. The ranch included a horse farm, an automatically irrigated pasture, orchards, and much more.


    There was also a luxury villa located on the hill of the ranch. Charles had specifically brought Scarlett Johansson to the ranch to enjoy a vacation.


    The ranch was beautifully scenic and well-organized. The $16 million used on it was definitely worth it.


    While driving through the ranch, Charles deliberately slowed down and reminded Scarlett Johansson, who was taking care of him, "We're almost at the estate. My mom is still here. I already had the Star taken to Monterey Bay. When Kate Beckinsale arrives, let's go to the yacht together!"


    "Mmm-hmm," Scarlett replied vaguely, and Charles played along.


    After they entered the estate gates and finally ended the intimate moment, Charles took a deep breath and took out a few tissues. "Wipe your mouth quickly!"


    Scarlett intentionally licked her lips and then said, "Wasn't that exciting?"


    Charles reached out and touched the half-exposed chest of the actress, saying helplessly, "I've been hounded by reporters lately. It's more secluded at my mom's place."


    Then, Charles and Scarlett Johansson entered the estate's grand hall. Evelyn was sitting on the couch in the living room flipping through a magazine. "There're drinks over there. Help yourself. The servants have the day off!"


    "Ma'am, I'd like to take a bath," Scarlett Johansson said.


    "There are bathrooms upstairs and downstairs. Use whichever you like," Evelyn pointed out.


    "Thank you," and then Scarlett Johansson went upstairs to the bathroom.


    Charles poured himself a glass of wine. "I saw there's a vineyard here when I came in. Can we make wine with it?"


    "There are two vineyards. The yield isn't much, just enough to entertain visitors," Evelyn leaned back on the couch and looked at her son with a smile.


    "So, not much going on lately?"


    "Quite the opposite. We just finished a merger and are preparing for another huge layoff. There's a lot going on, but it's nothing I can't handle," Charles took a sip of the wine. "The Capet IPO, the shareholders expect a detailed plan from me."


    "The IPO is inevitable. Owning NBC and Universal Entertainment, Capet is now one of the top media groups in the world," Evelyn nodded, not surprised. "What's your plan?"


    "In the next three years, by 2013, Capet will definitely go public. The exact timing isn't set, maybe 2011 or 2012, we'll see," Charles had laid the groundwork; now it was time to solidify it.


    Evelyn nodded, "The shareholders haven't been giving you trouble, have they?"


    "Giving me trouble? I own 73% of the voting rights in Capet. Compared to Rupert Murdoch and Sumner Redstone, my control is much stronger," Charles shook his head.


    "Only Vanguard Capital and BlackRock own more than 5% of the shares. BNP Paribas just reached 5%, the rest are small shareholders. The GE shareholders are quite distributed, and the shares given up only have half the voting rights. Capet Group will always belong to the Capet family!"


    Capet Group is nothing like Disney. The Disney family only owns about 1% of Disney Group shares, not nearly enough for control. Other than honorary director Roy Disney Jr., there are no Disney family members left in the Disney Group.


    Roy Disney Jr. is 79 and probably won't be around much longer. His father, Roy O. Disney, and Walt Disney were brothers who co-founded the Disney Company.


    "MGM has already sent out competitive bidding invitations, and many companies are preparing to bid," Evelyn reminded Charles.


    "MGM?" Charles smirked. Capet had too many things going on to get involved with MGM.


    "I heard Comcast and Time Warner are very interested in MGM," Evelyn smiled. "Comcast lost to you in the NBC Universal competition. Their chances with MGM are higher. And as for Time Warner, you know, even though Warner Bros. merged with New Line Cinema, it's still not quite a match for Capet and Universal. Warner Bros. holds several early MGM copyrights. If they acquire MGM, they could become the world's top film group!"


    Charles shook his head. "That depends on whether Time Warner is willing to use its cash flow. MGM badly needs cash flow right now, otherwise, its creditors might opt for bankruptcy and a debt-to-equity deal via mergers with another company."


    Charles remembered clearly that MGM took the bankruptcy route in his previous life because other companies offered low bids. Ultimately, MGM merged with Spyglass Entertainment.


    The creditors received 95% of the new group's shares for the debt restructuring!


    "Comcast is aggressive about entering the content field. They might take action. After all, there aren't many Hollywood studios that catch their eye now," Charles was mainly paying attention to Comcast's potential moves.


  




  Chapter 522: Chapter 522


  

    Monterey Bay is located in central California, just north of San Jose and San Francisco. Monterey is only 120 miles away from San Francisco. Monterey Bay is a private yacht docking point for many wealthy people from the Bay Area.


    After departing from Fisherman's Wharf in Monterey, the Star stopped in Monterey Bay. Charles took Scarlett Johansson to meet Kate Beckinsale.


    The three soaked in a hot tub on the yacht, enjoying the night view of the Pacific Ocean. Charles leaned back with his eyes closed, savoring the warmth.


    "Charles, I heard your shares in Capet are decreasing. Aren't you worried about being kicked out?" Scarlett Johansson hugged Charles's neck tightly, pressing her chest against him.


    Charles opened his eyes, glanced at Kate Beckinsale, who had a towel on her face enjoying the warm water, and sighed, "I told you to read more books, but you rushed into the entertainment industry so early, you wouldn't understand. Look at Kate, she went to Oxford University and wouldn't ask such questions!"


    "But you didn't go to college either," Scarlett Johansson retorted quickly.


    Kate Beckinsale removed the towel from her face and came over to Charles's other side, laughing, "Although I went to Oxford University, didn't I also enter the entertainment industry? Charles may not have gone to college, but he's great at self-study. Ordinary people can't compare. As for Charles's shares in Capet decreasing, there's nothing to worry about. He is still the major shareholder and has absolute voting power. The company still listens to him!"


    Kate Beckinsale tried to explain simply to Scarlett Johansson.


    "Charles, are you planning to have Universal and Sony co-produce The Green Hornet?" Kate Beckinsale had signed an intent contract to play the female lead last month, since the formal contract is signed before filming begins!


    Charles nodded, "Many of Universal's projects were canceled by me. The Green Hornet is compensation for them, Capet Pictures doesn't lack projects. From now on, all movies will be distributed under Universal's label. Capet Pictures can just focus on being a film production company!"


    Charles had molded the relationship between Capet Pictures and Universal into something similar to New Line and Warner Bros., where marketing and distribution were handled by Universal.


    "I heard the director arrived in Los Angeles. How's the progress?" Charles was quite busy and hadn't paid much attention to The Green Hornet.


    "The script is still being adapted, and they're in talks for the male lead. It seems that Sony thinks Robert Downey Jr. is suitable, but Capet's and Universal's producers believe that using the leads from Iron Man would be distracting for the audience," Kate Beckinsale explained.


    "Robert Downey Jr., Sony Columbia can really come up with ideas," Charles laughed. "Isn't that just too obvious?"


    "Though The Green Hornet is defined as a comedy action film, it still has quite a few explosion, car chase, and action scenes. How would Robert Downey Jr.'s image fit as The Green Hornet?" Charles shook his head. "Let's adapt the script first; at least there are still more than six months before filming starts."


    If The Green Hornet's main lead wasn't a white character, Charles would quite like to use Will Smith, especially given his performance in Hancock!


    "Oh well, let's just enjoy the night," Charles said as he pulled the two ladies into his arms and kissed them...


    ...


    While Charles, Kate Beckinsale, and Scarlett Johansson were enjoying their vacation on the yacht, a series of film projects canceled by Capet Universal left many in Hollywood lamenting. Not just those distant but even those in the early preparatory stages were affected.


    The projects that had completed preliminary preparations and were about to start shooting left many feeling helpless and heartbroken.


    DreamWorks was preparing an adaptation of the novel Cowboys & Aliens, produced by Steven Spielberg. Originally, Universal had agreed to support the production.


    Now, word from Universal indicated the production had been canceled. The project had even decided to have Jon Favreau, the director of Iron Man, to direct.


    The original choices for the leads were Robert Downey Jr. and Eva Green. However, Robert Downey Jr. would be filming The Avengers next year, and Eva Green flat-out refused.


    Recently, discussions with Daniel Craig and Olivia Wilde had been finalized for them to play the leads.


    In Universal City, Steven Spielberg's office, DreamWorks' President Stacey Snider was sitting on the sofa, looking resigned.


    "I've met with Adam Ferguson and Donna Langley, and there's no doubt that Cowboys & Aliens is canceled. Capet Universal thinks a western sci-fi film doesn't have much appeal, and the 160-million-dollar production budget is too high. They believe the budget shouldn't exceed 70 million dollars!"


    Stacey Snider, formerly the president of Universal Pictures, had Adam Ferguson and Donna Langley as her deputies.


    But now, Donna Langley had become the chairman of Capet Universal, and Adam Ferguson had become Universal's co-president.


    Donna Langley had even surpassed Amy Pascal, the chairman of Columbia Pictures, to become the most powerful woman in Hollywood. After all, Sony Columbia couldn't compare to Capet Universal now!


    Steven Spielberg sighed, "Since Universal's acquisition, the higher-ups have been replaced. Ron Meyer left, Marc Shmuger and David Linde were directly fired. Even Jeff Zucker left. Charles Capet's vision is unrivaled. From now on, Universal won't pay much attention to us."


    Steven Spielberg had always had a good relationship with Universal, but in business, who talks about feelings?


    "Shall we talk to Disney again?" Stacey Snider asked.


    "Let's give it a shot," DreamWorks Animation had signed a distribution deal with Disney after leaving Paramount, but DreamWorks didn't really have good projects now.


    Paramount and DreamWorks still had about twenty projects in cooperation. Cowboys & Aliens had been discussed with Disney, but Disney wasn't very interested. Spielberg then turned to Universal for a partnership.


    Universal Pictures' Ron Meyer didn't have many big projects this year and fully supported Cowboys & Aliens. But once Capet took over, it brought a big wave of replacements, using people from Capet to replace the old Universal team.


    "Recently, Universal's production department has gradually been moving to Capet's headquarters in Burbank," Spielberg said, looking around at his office.


    Without Universal's production department, did his office still have any significance?


  




  Chapter 523: Universal Overhaul


  

    In late August, Piranha 3D, released by Matrix Pictures, made $30 million in North America and $85 million globally.


    In mid-September, Paranormal Activity opened in only 35 theaters, but after expanding to 380 theaters, accumulated $15 million in North America.


    Capet continued to rake in box office returns because there were still ongoing releases this month, such as the sequel Saw 3D for Halloween.


    Universal's own movie Couples Retreat opened in 3,000 North American theaters, earning $34 million on its opening weekend, which wasn't bad.


    However, an American comedy with a $70 million budget was destined to have a limited overseas market, and its final North American earnings would barely surpass $100 million.


    In the Universal office at Rockefeller Center in New York, Charles casually flipped through Universal's performance report, sighing to himself.


    "I know Universal specializes in comedies and horror movies, but things are different now. The combined earnings of seven or eight of your movies aren't even close to the profit of one Capet big production," Charles shook his head.


    "Adam, Universal can't be seen as only capable of low-to-mid-budget comedies and horror films. Plus, your so-called low-budget projects aren't even that low compared to Matrix Pictures; the difference is night and day!


    A romantic comedy like Couples Retreat cost $70 million to make. How did you manage to spend that much?"


    Adam Ferguson nodded, "We have stopped all unnecessary projects at Universal. For those in production or completed, we are reevaluating the distribution budgets!"


    Although Adam Ferguson became the current head of Universal's marketing at Capet, Universal's top management - from Jeff Zucker to Ron Meyer - had all been replaced. It was quite startling.


    Charles handed over a project list, "Stop these un-started projects directly. For those started, try to withdraw the investment, let Universal only distribute. Try selling the distribution rights to other film companies if we can't pull out investments to recover our losses."


    Adam Ferguson looked at the list and saw that most were about to start development. He was shocked and started to think.


    "Morgan Creek Productions' The Thing prequel is based on an early Universal film, The Thing. Universal is supposed to support it. Dream House is a script from Morgan Creek that received approval from Universal's production department. It's also set to get support. Both of these movies haven't started filming yet; we can terminate these projects," Adam Ferguson explained.


    "Go on," Charles nodded.


    "The Change-Up is mainly a comedy film produced by Relativity Media. Universal can just handle distribution.


    Larry Crowne is also a comedy directed by Tom Hanks, starring Hanks and Julia Roberts. Summit Entertainment wanted the distribution rights before; Universal could sell it to them!"


    Adam Ferguson saw Charles nod again and continued, "Tower Heist, another comedy with a $75 million budget, even though pre-production is complete, hasn't started filming. We can withdraw and just lose the development costs.


    The Adjustment Bureau, starring Matt Damon and Emily Blunt, has already started filming. Selling the distribution rights might lead to losses, given Universal's significant investment."


    "Matt Damon, huh. And that already completed war film Green Zone, directed by Paul Greengrass, starring Matt Damon - did you think it could replicate the success of The Bourne franchise?" Charles was speechless. Have any war films been commercially successful in recent years?


    Green Zone's production cost was $100 million!


    "Directly sell the distribution rights for The Adjustment Bureau. Let's see if we can recoup the investment. Matt Damon is a big star now, should attract some film distributors.


    Source Code looks good; the script is well written. A $32 million budget movie, and yet you plan to give the distribution to Summit Entertainment," Charles felt distressed. Universal always chased the wrong projects.


    "It's just that Source Code doesn't have big stars. Jake Gyllenhaal is considered an indie film star, of course, he can't be compared to Larry Crowne's leads, Tom Hanks and Julia Roberts."


    Universal's project selection, blindly worshiping big stars, was the reason Charles wanted a major shake-up!


    "And Universal Animation's 3D animation Hop coming out in 2011, while Capet Illumination's first 3D animated film Despicable Me is also released next year. The kids and family market will be our key focus in the future. Universal Animation will thrive further with Capet Illumination joining forces. Lastly, there's the action-adventure film Sanctum with James Cameron as a producer. It's a worthwhile investment, with a $38 million budget that could make a significant impact!"


    Charles had no choice but to cut losses in situations where costs couldn't be recovered, "Green Zone and Robin Hood, both releasing next year, should have their distribution budgets reduced. In the future, projects involving big stars like Russell Crowe, Johnny Depp, and Keanu Reeves, especially commercial films, should be handled with caution!"


    "Got it, I will follow up," Adam Ferguson had to cooperate with Charles.


    "Also, Focus Features should reduce its film projects to around three per year," Charles added.


    "If James Schamus, the head of Focus Features, wants to resign, just approve it!"


    Focus Features was initially Universal's subsidiary specialized in distributing art films. Now, Charles didn't want to waste resources on indie films.


    If James Schamus, the president of Focus Features, wanted to resign like Daniel Battsek of Miramax, Charles surely wouldn't stop him.


    After leaving Charles' office, Adam Ferguson let out a big sigh. He had just canceled projects in early stages of preparation.


    Now, more fully prepped projects were cut, and the number of low-to-mid-budget projects was reduced. Clearly, resources would no longer be heavily spent on comedy and horror films!


    Charles wouldn't shut down Focus Features; it would still be under Universal as a distributor for art and foreign films in North America.


    However, there would be layoffs, steering towards Matrix Pictures' B-movie distribution model and pursuing quality over quantity.


  




  Chapter 524: Warner Bros Executives


  

    On October 10th in Brooklyn, phase one of the Atlantic Yards project by Forest City Group broke ground. The core structure was set to be the future home of the NBA team, the Barclays Center.


    Charles Capet participated in the groundbreaking ceremony along with Nets Club President Thomas Wayne and the team's General Manager Rod Thorn.


    "Charles, by 2011, you can move the Nets from New Jersey to New York. We'll be able to watch games in the Barclays Center during the 2011-2012 season," Forest City Group's Bruce Ratner congratulated Charles.


    "Thanks, but we still have two years to go!" Charles replied, glancing at Ivanka Trump, who was being interviewed by reporters outside.


    "By the way, will the Nets change their name after the move?" Bruce Ratner asked.


    Charles nodded, "Thomas will gather suggestions for a new team name online. The Knicks don't represent New York's standards, right?"


    "I see," Bruce Ratner didn't seem too surprised about the online name collection.


    In the afternoon, Charles and Ivanka took a car back to Manhattan together.


    "Charles, you're full of surprises lately," Ivanka said, wrapping her arm around Charles's as they sat in the car. "In Hollywood nowadays, nobody dares to ignore your words, right?"


    Charles tilted Ivanka's chin and smiled, "You can only enjoy the most beautiful scenery standing at the top." He continued, "Capet Entertainment used to be just a major force in Hollywood. But now, with NBC, Capet is an international media power with the ability to guide public opinion."


    Charles added, "In a few days, accompany me to Washington, D.C. It's time to pay a visit to some old political friends!"


    "Sure, I've been learning at the Huffington Post, assisting Arianna Huffington," Ivanka said, kissing Charles on the cheek. "Our new president's healthcare reform plan sure got a lot of support!"


    "Obama's healthcare reform, huh," Charles chuckled, pulling her closer and gently stroking her thigh.


    ...


    In Los Angeles, at Warner Bros headquarters, Chairman Barry Meyer, Co-chairman Alan Horn, President of the Film Division Jeff Robinov, and President of the Television Division Bruce Rosenblum held a meeting in a small conference room.


    "Unreal, the methods Charles Capet used to handle Universal are astonishing!" Barry Meyer's tone was genuinely shocked as James Schamus, the head of Focus Features under Capet Universal, had just submitted his resignation.


    Alan Horn smiled, "Disney only lost their film division chairman, but it seems like Universal's top brass is completely wiped out. Even Jeff Zucker resigned. Also, Universal's termination of various film and TV projects recently has shaken Hollywood."


    Among the six major film studios, except for Disney, which produced fewer films annually, the remaining five studios, plus their independent labels, collectively released over 150 films each year. Universal's recent actions were set to impact nearly a hundred projects over the next two to three years.


    This would undoubtedly lead to widespread disappointment, despite many of Universal's projects being comedies and horror films, not the indie non-mainstream works like Lionsgate.


    Film Division President Jeff Robinov glanced at Television Division President Bruce Rosenblum and laughed, "Has Capet TV's capability made you feel threatened? Quite a few top-rated shows are from Capet TV!"


    Warner Bros Television had long been the world's largest TV production company, creating many popular series for the big four broadcast networks as well as various cable channels.


    The competition between Bruce Rosenblum of the TV division and Jeff Robinov of the film division was because Barry Meyer was getting older and nearing retirement. The most likely candidates for the next Warner Bros Chairman were Jeff Robinov and Bruce Rosenblum.


    Bruce Rosenblum only shot Jeff Robinov a glance before speaking, "Capet Films will hit an unprecedented $2 billion in North American box office this year. What's your take on that? After shutting down Warner Independent Pictures and merging New Line, we still can't keep our first place!"


    "You..." Jeff Robinov adjusted his collar, not wanting to argue with Bruce Rosenblum any further. Rosenblum's point was clear: while Warner Bros TV had to face competition from Capet TV, it still held the top spot in TV production. However, Warner Bros' film division was now trailing behind Capet Universal.


    "Enough," Barry Meyer knocked on the table to stop their clash. "You understand Capet Universal's strength without me spelling it out. Films, TV, music, home entertainment, streaming services, TV networks, and Universal Studios resorts - Charles Capet is Hollywood's leading figure now. If you can't unite, we might as well surrender!"


    At this point, Co-chairman and Chief Content Officer Alan Horn spoke up, "Chairman Jeff Bewkes has authorized Warner Bros to participate in MGM's bidding auction. We need to consider our offer strategy carefully. Also, from what I know, Comcast, having lost the battle with Capet for NBC Universal, is now targeting MGM."


    Jeff Bewkes was the newly appointed Chairman and CEO of Time Warner, having replaced former Chairman Richard Parsons last year. This year, Richard Parsons took over as Chairman of Citibank.


    "MGM's debt is severe. The best option is to hold a controlling stake and manage it independently, securing the sales rights to MGM's film library," Jeff Robinov, overseeing Warner Bros' film division, had his own insights. "Then we can continue the 007 series and gain distribution rights for The Hobbit, which New Line holds the production rights for. We can directly develop The Hobbit!"


    For Warner Bros, the most valuable assets from MGM were likely the 007 series and The Hobbit series distribution rights.


    "Once we've assessed MGM's film library assets, we'll finalize our offer," Barry Meyer concluded.


  




  Chapter 525: Chapter 525


  

    In Los Angeles, Carver City, inside the chairman's office at Sony Pictures Entertainment headquarters, Michael Lynton was discussing the current situation with Amy Pascal.


    "What do you think about DreamWorks' Cowboys & Aliens project?" Michael Lynton asked Pascal.


    Amy Pascal shook her head with a bit of disdain. "Even Disney isn't interested, it's a project that Charles Capet specifically passed on. I don't think it's worth the effort. Besides, DreamWorks' performance over the years hasn't been great unless Spielberg directs the movie himself. 


    They spend money recklessly. Let Relativity Media and DreamWorks handle it. Relativity Media is working on an epic Greek mythology war movie, Immortals, with a $75 million production cost, and they plan to release it themselves next year!"


    Michael Lynton nodded. "Indeed, our collaboration with DreamWorks has been minimal. Spielberg often works with Universal, Warner Bros., and Paramount. You met with Ryan Kavanaugh from Relativity Media, didn't you? Did he complain again?"


    Amy Pascal laughed, "Yes, he did. Initially, Relativity Media funded many movies jointly by Sony and Universal. Now, with Capet merging with Universal, Universal has cut 90% of their projects for the next two to three years. Many of those were partially funded by Relativity Media.


    Universal's stance is to only distribute the films, with Relativity covering the rest of the funding or handling the distribution themselves. Cowboys & Aliens is a big investment from Relativity, but Universal pulled out of both funding and distribution, and Disney isn't stepping in either, so they came to us at Sony."


    Michael Lynton knew that Universal recently sold the distribution rights for a comedy Larry Crowne, directed by and starring Tom Hanks with Julia Roberts co-starring, to Summit Entertainment.


    They also sold the production rights for The Change-Up to Sony Columbia. It was rumored that they were negotiating with Warner Bros. to sell the distribution rights for The Adjustment Bureau, which starred Matt Damon and had already begun filming.


    As for the projects Universal outright canceled, those were even more numerous.


    "It's like Universal is having a clearance sale," Michael Lynton sighed, "So, what's Capet Universal's attitude towards Relativity?"


    "Very aloof," Amy Pascal mused enviously, "With Charles Capet, does Universal lack funds? The collaboration between Relativity Media and Universal is strained. Capet Universal is not interested in mid-to-low budget projects anymore; it's now about special effects blockbusters with budgets of $200 million. Relativity can't afford joint investments on that scale. Funding two big movies could drain Relativity's accounts tied to Universal!"


    Michael Lynton chuckled, "Capet Universal won't put their ace franchises in the mix. There might be a Marvel movie, but franchises like Transformers, The Hangover sequels, or the Twilight series? No way."


    Just like Sony wouldn't put the Spider-Man series in joint investments, Relativity Media was just a funding source. Allowing participation in movie production itself was a bonus.


    This is why Relativity Media and Legendary Pictures wanted to distribute their own movies. A film investment company alone won't go far.


    "Cowboys & Aliens is a big project that Relativity sees a lot of potential in. Ryan Kavanaugh's data analysis suggests it has a market. I believe Relativity might team up with DreamWorks to develop it," Amy Pascal shared her thoughts.


    "A budget over $150 million, without financial backing from big companies like ours? Even with overseas pre-sales, they'd still need to finance $100 million," Michael Lynton chuckled, "Maybe Ryan Kavanaugh will try to manage this blockbuster on his own, but the investment in Immortals is not on the same scale as this. 


    Relativity Media spent a lot at the start of the year buying Rogue Pictures, a B-movie distribution label, from Universal. Now, I heard they're negotiating with Starz to acquire some shares of Overture Films, their independent film distribution company, to build a North American distribution network.


    Using a big investment like Cowboys & Aliens to make a name for themselves isn't a bad idea!"


    Amy Pascal agreed with this point. With Universal's project cancellation, Relativity did save a lot of funds.


    If Ryan Kavanaugh is willing to spend, he could promote Cowboys & Aliens in North America.


    "However, for a new company to handle such a big project right off the bat, it's tough. Even if they solve the funding issue, having experienced distribution personnel is a major challenge," Amy Pascal had her doubts.


    "When Charles Capet started, he acquired Atlantis Pictures and then began with low-budget movies to build his distribution channels. He knew how tough marketing a big movie could be."


    Capet initially signed distribution contracts with Universal to learn from them.


    He started distributing low-budget movies like Saw, Little Miss Sunshine, and Hostel, all under $10 million budgets.


    Later, movies like No Country for Old Men, The Devil Wears Prada, and Walk the Line were all under $30 million budgets.


  




  Chapter 526: Universal Studios


  

    Washington D.C., outside the Oval Office in the Rose Garden, President Obama was giving a speech.


    This year, on October 9th, the Norwegian Nobel Committee announced that the 2009 Nobel Peace Prize would be awarded to President Obama.


    Obama would travel to Oslo, the capital of Norway, by the end of the year to receive the Nobel Peace Prize!


    Charles saw all this as just another dinner table joke.


    At this moment, Charles and Evelyn Capet were sitting on the chairs below, surrounded by reporters with all sorts of cameras. After the speech, there was a small party.


    "Charles, congratulations," President Obama warmly hugged Charles at the party.


    "Thanks, but the future challenges are also significant!" Charles had not come to Washington just to listen to a speech.


    Obama smiled, "I know you want the land near Universal Studios in Orlando, Florida, to expand the park. But you know, Florida's conservatives are quite strong. Disney World benefited from early legal loopholes, but now it's impossible!"


    Charles nodded, "I'll handle these issues myself, but I need someone to block the resistance from the Disney shareholders in Orlando. The competition between the two companies is too obvious. Expanding Universal Studios will undoubtedly face obstacles from the county and state councils, which will delay the project!"


    Disney World owns vast land in Orlando, with its own fire department, administrative services, police, and other government agencies, almost like a small autonomous domain.


    Compared to Disneyland in California, Disney World in Florida is far more important. In California, everyone's first choice is the better-located Universal Studios Hollywood!


    "So, what do you plan on doing?" asked Obama, who understood that having good relations with powerful media empires was essential, especially those who had supported his rise to the presidency.


    "I'm going to have someone bring up the issues of Disney World's taxes, environmental protection, and wildlife protection in the Florida legislature," Charles intended to throw a wrench in the works.


    "These issues have always existed; they won't have much impact," Obama frowned. "It'll just add a few lawsuits and hearings!"


    "That's enough. NBC will fully cover this event and publicize every detail about Disney World in Florida," said Charles, who didn't want Disney to hog the spotlight. "Either the Florida legislature grants Universal Studios the same preferred rights, or they retract Disney's remaining privileges. Disney World can solve local employment issues and stimulate the economy. Under similar policies, Universal Studios can do the same!"


    Of course, Universal Studios was unlikely to obtain the same autonomy as Disney, but Charles primarily wanted more land and permissions for Universal Studios Orlando.


    Otherwise, if the additional land turned out to be wetlands or wildlife habitats, it'd be useless!


    "Hmm, I'll have Rahm Emanuel contact legislators in Florida," said Obama, who already knew how to deal with businessmen - mutual help and support are indispensable.


    Rahm Emanuel was currently the White House Chief of Staff and had deep ties to Hollywood as co-chairman Ari Emanuel's brother.


    However, Charles's mother, Evelyn Capet, was soon to replace Ari Emanuel!


    "Cheers, this healthcare reform will indeed become an important policy milestone. Hollywood fully supports your healthcare policy," Charles laughed and clinked glasses with Obama.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles and Ivanka returned to their hotel in Washington D.C.


    "Charles, I heard the president invited you to a White House dinner next month. Why did you turn him down?"


    In the hotel's bathtub, Ivanka leaned against Charles' chest, looking puzzled.


    "Ha, it's not that big of a deal. There are many White House dinners. I don't need to show up all the time," Charles responded casually while toying with Ivanka's 32D, feeling rather nonchalant.


    "Ugh," Ivanka groaned in pain, pinching Charles' certain area, "Honey, when are we leaving Washington D.C.?"


    "Hmm, we will return to New York tomorrow, then I'll visit Universal Studios Orlando," Charles said, pressing against her back.


    Leaning into her ear, he asked, "Did you get a boob job, honey?"


    "What do you think?" Ivanka responded while adjusting her position and starting to kiss Charles...


    ...


    Charles highly valued Universal Studios as a movie-themed park, second only to Disney in brand recognition.


    Universal Studios Hollywood had no external land for expansion, but internally, there were plenty of production bases that could be renovated.


    The Marvel series and Transformers were gradually rebuilt on the original Universal backlots, decreasing the reliance on the internal backlots of Universal Studios, shifting focus to Capet's Burbank base.


    Charles also aimed to manage Universal Studios Orlando well, currently negotiating with the Blackstone Group to reclaim their 50% stake in Universal Studios Orlando.


    While increasing the theme park, water world, and brand hotels, expanding also required more land - issues Charles needed to resolve promptly!


    Additionally, Charles planned to reclaim shares of Universal Studios Japan, located in Osaka, and run it independently.


    As for Universal Studios Singapore, inside Resorts World Sentosa, construction was almost complete. Though it was run under a licensing model, Charles didn't have high hopes for that market!


    ...


    While Charles was envisioning the future and working hard for Universal Studios, his biggest competitor, Disney, faced another high-level resignation.


    Rich Ross, chairman of Disney's movie group, announced the departure of Mark Zoradi, head of marketing for Disney's film studio.


    Mark Zoradi had worked at Disney for nearly 30 years as a key lieutenant to former Disney film studio president Dick Cook.


    Dick Cook left in August, followed by Miramax president Daniel Battsek in September.


    Mark Zoradi was now the third senior executive to leave Disney's film group!


    Universal Studios underwent a major shake-up due to its acquisition by Capet Pictures, while Disney's situation suggested internal reform. Still, losing several top executives in a short period inevitably made outsiders suspect Disney's internal instability, leading to a drop in stock prices.


  




  Chapter 527: Summit Entertainment


  

    Manhattan, Rockefeller Center, beneath the NBC headquarters building, many people held signs protesting the Capet layoffs!


    Donna Langley, Michael Lynn, and Adam Ferguson were sitting in a conference room with Charles Capet.


    "Protesting layoffs? With the economic downturn in recent years, layoffs are everywhere. What's there to protest?" Charles looked out the window but couldn't see much, as he was too high up.


    "This time, the layoffs exceeded 4,000 people, which indeed caused quite a reaction," Donna Langley said, not too worried though, as compensations were offered.


    "Complete the layoffs as soon as possible. Will the new version of The Incredible Hulk, released under Universal Pictures in December, be on time?" Charles asked.


    Adam Ferguson nodded. "Totally doable. Universal's distribution network is well-established. With the Capet Pictures brand quality tagged as well, we can integrate Universal's domestic and international distribution systems by March next year."


    Universal International Pictures would merge with Capet International Pictures, with United International Pictures completely withdrawing, and resources would be taken over by Universal International Pictures.


    United International Pictures originally controlled over 800 screens in Europe but sold part off during the split with Paramount. Now, Universal International Pictures had more than 100 screens in Europe, over 50 cinemas with 200 screens in North America, and 50 cinemas with over 400 screens in Asia.


    Charles nodded. "Move to the Capet Tower as soon as possible. This Rockefeller Center may have a sense of history, but it's just old and outdated. I'll head out first. Dodging reporters these days is quite a hassle!"


    "Don't worry. Capet Tower is only a few blocks away, and next year, we'll move NBC's division there. Most people would go to the Burbank headquarters in Los Angeles anyway," Donna Langley laughed.


    Moreover, NBC still had production bases and other studios in New York, and Capet already had branches in Lower Manhattan. The group would not lack office space in New York. Capet Tower's office spots are certainly better than Rockefeller Center as an administrative headquarters.


    Charles asked Phyllis Jones to stay but left Rockefeller Center alone, driving off from the parking lot.


    ...


    In Santa Monica, Los Angeles, in Summit Entertainment's headquarters office, CEO Robert Freeman and President Eric Feig were discussing something on the sofa.


    "Did Universal suddenly sell us the distribution rights for Tom Hanks' comedy Larry Crowne? Is Charles looking down on such low-cost projects?" Robert Freeman smiled.


    "Maybe. Capet doesn't win by the number of movies, especially with the DVD decline. The risk of low-cost projects is getting higher," Eric Feig responded.


    Summit Entertainment was founded in the early '90s, initially surviving by distributing some low-cost international films in North America. It later started developing its own films, but as an independent distributor, it often co-invested with big studios. Capet collaborated with Universal on the blockbuster Mr. and Mrs. Smith, and Universal had Summit Entertainment participate in partial investment.


    "This year, although Nicolas Cage starred in Knowing, its box office performance wasn't too successful," Eric Feig said.


    "Adding other comedies and horror films, the performance isn't as good as last year. Last year's Road Trip did well," Eric Feig, responsible for Summit's film production business, wished for Summit to become the next Capet.


    "Too bad about Twilight. We went to author Stephenie Meyer, but Capet got to it first," Robert Freeman regretted missing the Twilight series, now a global sensation, bringing a sour feeling. No producer or studio had faith in the novel, yet Charles Capet bought it.


    "This year's The Hurt Locker received much critical acclaim. Let's try pushing it at the Oscars," Robert Freeman had little expectation for this critically praised but low-box-office film.


    Starting this year, the Oscars increased the Best Picture nominees to 10, reducing Oscar viewership and influence.


    Eric Feig nodded and looked at Robert Freeman. "Do we want to join the DreamWorks blockbuster Cowboys & Aliens, which Universal abandoned? Though the budget is 160 million dollars, with DreamWorks and Relativity Media's participation, we should have enough to develop it!"


    Robert Freeman sighed. "Our DC-adapted movie Red, with a production budget nearing 60 million dollars, is already our highest-budget production. Can we still afford to join such a big project like Cowboys & Aliens?"


    "Among secondary distributors, only we and Lionsgate can compete a bit with the Big Six studios," Robert Freeman said, holding his forehead as if recalling something. "Oh, Capet merged with Universal, so now there are six major studios."


    "Lionsgate's quarterly financial report showed over 96 million dollars in losses across two quarters. Lionsgate already reduced production, cutting film projects by 70%."


    Robert Freeman's point was clear: the reduction in profits from home entertainment DVDs increased the risks for low-cost projects, a bad sign for independent distributors.


    Eric Feig understood. "Indeed, for independent distributors like us, losing a major film would be disastrous, leading directly to bankruptcy. Now, the Big Six primarily focus on commercial blockbusters; the mid-to-low budget film market is where we should strive. Lionsgate is too extreme, completely ignoring the mainstream market, which is inadvisable."


    Focusing solely on violent, bloody, horror, thriller, political satire, and anti-religious movies would never gain mainstream approval.


    At least Summit balanced B-movies and mainstream commercial films, like Vanilla Sky and Mr. and Mrs. Smith. It also occasionally produced patriotic American films, like In the Valley of Elah, which was anti-war, and The Hurt Locker this year, a politically correct patriotic film.


    Robert Freeman nodded. "Let's focus mainly on Red for now. Other projects are beyond our capacity."


  




  Chapter 528: Chapter 528


  

    In the evening, at Brooklyn Heights near the Brooklyn Bridge, Charles arrived at Anne Hathaway's high-rise villa.


    "This movie didn't cause much of a stir at the Venice Film Festival last year. It was officially released in North America at the end of July this year and received a lot of praise from media and critics," Charles and Anne Hathaway were lying on the couch watching the DVD of The Hurt Locker.


    Anne Hathaway nodded, "It won numerous awards from various city critics. It's likely that it will sweep the Hollywood guild awards too. Many media outlets say this The Hurt Locker is a strong contender for this year's Oscars Best Picture!"


    Charles shook his head. "No wonder this movie did so poorly at the North American box office. It's not engaging at all," he said, sitting up to pour himself a glass of wine.


    "It's a politically charged film, and it's very controversial. Many soldiers who have seen it say it's pure imagination, with many scenes far from reality and some severely violating basic common sense!" Anne Hathaway lay on the couch, her head resting on Charles' leg. "However, the academy judges love these kinds of movies!"


    "Kathryn Bigelow, looks like there'll be a female director winning Best Picture at the Oscars," Charles said while running his hand through Anne's hair.


    "Do you think The Hurt Locker will win Best Picture at the Oscars?" Anne Hathaway chuckled, showing some skepticism.


    "By the way, why did you want me to help promote Barclays Center and the Brooklyn Nets? Is it because I'm a Brooklyn-born star?"


    Charles nodded. "The team moved from New Jersey to New York. Brooklyn is the main base. Collaborating with a star increases the team's exposure. You're Anne Hathaway; you have tons of fans!"


    As he spoke, Charles' finger glided slowly down the lady's cheek, stopping gently at her lips.


    "The script for Silver Linings Playbook, adapted from The New York Times bestselling author Matthew Quick's novel, is completed," Charles said, leaning in to kiss the lady's ear. "This movie should start filming next year. Then, I'll use this movie to get you an Oscar for Best Actress!"


    Anne Hathaway sat up, her loosely fitting white shirt barely covering her seductive figure. She wrapped her arms around Charles' neck and laughed, "Finally, you're plotting to get me the Best Actress Oscar! I've been waiting for years!"


    Charles put down his wine glass and smiled, "These things take time. You've already been nominated for the Golden Globe and Oscar for Best Actress. You're in the race now."


    "With an Oscar-caliber movie plus our company's PR work, it's in the bag!"


    "Right," Charles said as he kissed her on the lips, his hand sliding under her shirt to feel the softness.


    "Hmm," Anne Hathaway was already aroused, taking off her obstructive shirt quickly and then undressing Charles.


    Soon enough, Charles had Anne Hathaway savoring protein on the couch...


    ...


    While staying in New York, Charles wasn't very involved in the construction of Barclays Center. After arranging for Anne Hathaway to be the ambassador, he turned his attention to the Universal Studios project.


    The chairman of Universal Studios Resort and Consumer Group, Tom Williams, had worked at Universal for nearly thirty years.


    "Blackstone's asking price for their shares in Universal Studios Orlando is a bit high. They want a billion dollars in cash for the 50% stake," Tom Williams reported to Charles in his Manhattan office at Capet Tower. "Based on our assessment, the 50% stake in Universal Studios Orlando is worth at most $900 million!"


    "After acquiring Hilton Hotels, Blackstone encountered the financial crisis. They're short on cash and have already sold many assets," Charles wasn't overly concerned. "Keep negotiating. If it's below $900 million, we can pay in full upfront. If it's over $900 million, we'll pay in installments and let them decide."


    With the boost from the Marvel series and Transformers, financing for Universal Studios was simple.


    Tom Williams smiled and then asked, "Do we plan to take back Universal Studios Japan in Osaka for self-management? That place is losing money."


    Charles nodded. "With Universal Studios Osaka's stock so cheap now, buy it back ASAP from the investment firms and real estate companies. The main reason for Universal Studios Osaka's losses is a lack of understanding of cultural differences. You're managing it with an American mindset in Japan!"


    He shook his head, "Let's replace the head of Universal Studios Osaka with a Japanese person. Locals understand their culture best. Sending an American who doesn't even speak Japanese to manage Universal Studios Osaka, I don't know where you got that confidence from. Although the ownership rights belong to others, our licensing fees are based on revenue. Never mind, focus on reclaiming stakes in Universal Studios Orlando and Osaka for now."


    Currently, Universal Studios Osaka is more critical than Universal Studios Orlando, as Universal Studios Orlando is overshadowed by Disney World Orlando.


    However, there's plenty of developable land near Universal Studios Orlando, and Charles plans to acquire it for large-scale development, to compete with Disney World.


    At the moment, Disney World Orlando is far larger, with its 122 square kilometers compared to Universal Studios Orlando's much smaller area.


    Even though Tokyo Disney Resort's 2 square kilometers is almost four times the size of Universal Studios Osaka's area, the difference isn't as staggering.


    Presently, the main shareholder of Universal Studios Osaka is Goldman Sachs, holding 50% of the shares, while Universal itself holds less than 8%.


    Originally, the Osaka city government owned 9% of Universal Studios Osaka shares, while Goldman Sachs held 41%. But this year, they sold their 9% stake to Goldman Sachs for 16 billion yen.


    Now it seems, the gap between Universal Studios and Disney is quite substantial.


    Tom Williams nodded, agreeing that Capet's focus on developing Universal Studios was positive.


    "The group will soon issue a bond in the name of Universal Studios Resort and Consumer Group, likely between $2 billion to $3 billion, to acquire shares of the two Universal Studios and build new Marvel and Transformers attractions," Charles said, leaning back in his chair.


    "Disney owns many world-renowned animated characters. To compete with them, Universal needs more IPs!"


  




  Chapter 529: Florida's Money Politics


  

    On October 26, 2009, the annual Thanksgiving Day arrived, and the Thanksgiving game of the NFL regular season took place.


    In Miami Gardens, Florida, at Bank of America Stadium, the Miami Dolphins faced off against the New England Patriots at home.


    "Charles, I feel like the Miami Dolphins aren't strong enough," Evelyn said as she watched the game with her son in their box.


    Charles smiled, "They've improved, but the New England Patriots have won several Super Bowl championships since the millennium. The latest was in 2008."


    "That's true. Tom Brady is indeed amazing!" Evelyn nodded.


    "Mom, I'm going to meet a friend over there. Let's head back home to celebrate Thanksgiving together after the game," Charles had a task in Miami and coincidentally, it was the NFL Thanksgiving game, giving him a chance to spend the holiday with his mother.


    Evelyn nodded, "Go ahead, you probably aren't too interested in the score anyway," she said, waving her hand.


    Then, Charles moved to the other side of the box.


    "Good evening, Mr. Richard. The game is pretty exciting, isn't it!" Charles greeted Scott Richard, the chairman of Columbia HCA Healthcare Company, whom he had specifically invited.


    "Ah, Charles, the game is fantastic. I guess there are about 80,000 people here. The atmosphere is electrifying!" Scott Richard seemed very interested in the NFL game.


    "About 80,000 people," Charles said as he sat next to Scott Richard.


    "Just call me Scott. Otherwise, I'd have to call you Mr. Capet, and who would dare underestimate the famous Charles Capet?" Scott Richard laughed. 


    "So, why did you choose me?" Scott Richard, although a chairman of a listed company and a billionaire, could not compare to Charles Capet. Scott asked this because he had announced his candidacy for the 44th Governor of Florida next year.


    "Of course, to support your gubernatorial campaign. Your strength isn't weak, and with my support, your chances will increase," Charles was indeed there to discuss next year's Florida gubernatorial election with Scott Richard.


    The current governor of Florida was Charlie Crist, who succeeded Jeb Bush in 2007.


    Charles' first choice was to support Charlie Crist's re-election, but unfortunately, he received messages from Washington, D.C., indicating that Charlie Crist was planning to switch to the Democratic Party.


    Charles ignored Obama's hope that he would support Crist's re-election. Florida's conservative forces were not weak, and the governor was usually a Republican.


    If Charlie Crist hadn't run as a Republican in 2007, he wouldn't have had a chance!


    In the U.S., presidential elections are winner-takes-all, and many states either support Republicans or Democrats. However, swing states like Florida, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin can be contested by both parties.


    Obama hoped Florida would continue leaning left and wanted Charles to support this. Charles was angry. After making a few inquiries in the state legislature regarding Disney World, nothing of consequence happened. Did they expect him to take on Florida's Republican forces?


    "Charlie Crist's support rate isn't high, but that's due to the financial crisis. He has more experience than I do," Scott Richard seemed lacking in confidence.


    Charles scoffed, "What's Florida's biggest issue? Illegal immigration! The illegal immigration problem from Latin America has always troubled local residents. Will the Democrats enact stringent laws? Moreover, Florida is a stronghold of the NRA. Republicans have consistently controlled this state. Isn't it obvious why?"


    Scott Richard was a Republican, and his platform included cracking down on illegal immigration, increasing employment rates, and opposing Obama's healthcare reform.


    "Implement strict immigration laws to gain the local residents' votes, and even if it offends some legal Latin American immigrants, it won't matter much. Support some gun control laws to gain the support of conservative capital forces. Finally, reduce the unemployment rate by increasing investment in construction. Capet will fully support you, and I will increase the investment in Universal Orlando Resort!"


    Charles squinted his eyes as he spoke, "Orlando is mostly swamp land, and the forest parks, swamps, lakes, mountains, and beaches near Universal aren't great either. I need tax breaks and policy support to expand Universal Studios by at least ten times. 


    Our construction plan is massive. Harry Potter's Wizarding World, a project in collaboration between Universal and Warner Bros., will open next year. Can you imagine how many jobs that will create? 


    By then, theme parks like water parks, SeaWorld, Marvel Universe, and other Capet Holdings' intellectual properties will create massive job opportunities."


    Scott Richard was stunned. The person in front of him was Charles Capet, who controlled NBC TV, Universal Pictures, and the Miami Dolphins.


    With Charles Capet's support, Scott Richard's backing would be qualitatively different.


    "Charles, the current environment leans a bit left."


    "So what?" Charles looked at Scott Richard and smiled, "Regarding immigration, Democratic policies won't work here. This isn't California. Of course, you shouldn't go overboard either. After all, Florida is one of the states with the most chaotic immigration issues. And we both know, what funds American elections?"


    Scott Richard smiled, reached out and shook hands with Charles, "Well then, here's to a successful partnership!"


    As the CEO of a company valued at over $10 billion, Scott Richard knew this was a game of money.


    How could he refuse Charles Capet's olive branch?


    A capital giant holding a global media empire entering the fray guaranteed rewards, and the candidate could be changed anytime.


    Charles also smiled and shook hands with Scott Richard; the deal was done.


    No matter who supported Scott Richard from behind, it didn't matter to Charles. Capet wanted a vast land near Orlando, Orange County, Florida!


    But the White House's attitude made Charles uncomfortable. He controlled top capital forces like NBC, Universal Pictures, and Twitter, and they wanted to use him as a consumable in their opposing agenda?


  




  Chapter 530: Disney and Universal


  

    Los Angeles, Burbank, Disney Headquarters.


    Robert Iger, CEO and President of Disney Group, was meeting with Thomas Staggs, Chairman of Disney Parks and Resorts, in his office.


    "Was the problem at Disney World in Florida easy to resolve?" Robert Iger asked.


    Thomas Staggs nodded, "Not much of an impact, probably because the governor's election is coming up soon. However, in the past few days, Charles Capet was seen inspecting the construction at Universal Studios Orlando, the Wizarding World of Harry Potter is nearing completion!"


    Robert Iger frowned, "Since acquiring Universal, Capet has focused heavily on the theme park sector of Universal Studios. Capet is now in talks with Blackstone and Goldman Sachs to repurchase the equity of Universal Studios Orlando and Universal Studios Japan in Osaka. With Capet's IPs joining, the competitiveness of Universal Studios has clearly increased!"


    Thomas Staggs responded, "Although Universal Studios partnered with Warner Bros to build the Wizarding World of Harry Potter, didn't we also partner with Lucasfilm to build the Star Wars Experience?


    We have Mickey Mouse, Winnie the Pooh, Donald Duck, and the Disney Princess series, plus Pixar's animation IPs. What can Universal compete with us? Jurassic Park, Waterworld, and even the recently added Marvel Entertainment and Transformers cannot outpace us!"


    Robert Iger looked at Thomas Staggs and reminded him, "Don't underestimate Capet. Hasn't Charles proven his vision and capability? Now that Capet is restarting the project negotiations with Universal Studios, it's a dangerous signal for us!"


    Disney was currently in a period of turmoil, and the restructuring of its film and entertainment divisions required considerable effort.


    ...


    South Beach, Miami, Charles and his mother were sitting at an open-air cafe at the SLS Hotel, enjoying the Atlantic sunset.


    "The Super Bowl will be hosted at the American Airlines Arena early next year, right?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles nodded and smiled, "Both the All-Star Game and the Super Bowl are at the American Airlines Arena, why else would I have renovated the arena earlier this year?"


    "The Paranormal Activity has been out for a month and a half, going from 50 cinemas to more than 2,700 theaters now," Evelyn smiled "A mockumentary horror film, and the North American box office has already exceeded $90 million. It'll cross $100 million by next week!"


    Charles waved his hand, "Just like The Blair Witch Project, it needed luck and tactics. This movie was very cheap, production costs can be ignored. But Matrix Pictures spent over $10 million on marketing. Now that it's released overseas too, everything has paid off!"


    "Alright, we know you're impressive," Evelyn took a sip of coffee. "You met with Scott Richard a few days ago, supporting his run for Florida governorship just for the land near Orlando?"


    Charles nodded and didn't hide it: "That's the main goal, the rest is for the White House to see. He really thinks that becoming president means he can control everything, how naive!"


    "Maybe he thinks you're young, easy to manipulate," Evelyn, as an observer, saw it clearly. Obama thought Charles was young and gullible.


    "Huh, that's why I say he's dumb," Charles looked at his mother. "Mother, I think it's time to act. Ari Emanuel should be ousted!"


    "So soon? Weren't we supposed to wait until the acquisition was complete?" Evelyn asked in confusion.


    Charles shook his head, "No need to wait. The person handling Florida affairs from the White House is Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel. Someone has to pay the price if things go south, and this guy plans to run for Mayor of Chicago next year. I don't want Ari Emanuel using Hollywood's power to fund him!"


    Evelyn nodded, "Alright, I'll call a board meeting at the year's end. Ari Emanuel doesn't hold much stock. Even though he has connections, I don't think anyone will dare oppose me!"


    Evelyn Capet was the major shareholder, CEO, and Co-Chairman of the company, essentially sidelining Ari Emanuel.


    Once Ari is ousted, it will be Evelyn's domain entirely!


    Charles smiled, "Hollywood isn't as simple as these politicians think."


    "When are you heading back to LA?" Evelyn asked again.


    "Tomorrow. Lately, my focus has been on Universal Studios," Charles smiled.


    "Universal Studios. Are you really confident in competing with Disneyland?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles shook his head, "Not sure. The gap is huge. It depends on product licensing. Universal Group's total licensing fees don't even match Disney's Mickey Mouse and Winnie the Pooh. Not to mention Disney's Princess series and Pixar animations!"


    He continued, "Don't be fooled by Disney's current market value of around $53 billion. Capet's unlisted valuation exceeds $60 billion, but Disney Group's added value is high. Acquiring Disney would be far harder than acquiring Capet now. Disney wouldn't even look at an offer below $80 billion. If someone offered $80 billion for Capet now, how many can resist the temptation?"


    Evelyn sighed and comforted him: "You've already done well enough. Disney's product development is world-leading; their IPs are countless. As for Universal Studios, aren't you catching up quickly? Harry Potter, the Marvel series, Transformers, all great IPs!"


    Charles pursed his lips, feeling a bit frustrated. These IPs like Transformers and Harry Potter weren't theirs. By integrating them into Universal Studios, the main profit from product sales went to Hasbro and Warner Bros.


  




  Chapter 531: Chapter 531


  

    After returning to Los Angeles, Charles Capet established the Universal Studios Hotel Group. He prepared to build new resort hotels operated by Universal Studios within the theme parks of Universal Studios Hollywood and Universal Studios Orlando.


    "The Wizarding World of Harry Potter began construction in 2007 and is a feature in the Islands of Adventure in Universal Studios Orlando," said Tom Williams, clearly excited about the attraction.


    "The entire Wizarding World has a lot of attractions, like Hogsmeade, the Forbidden Forest, Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, and Platform 9 3/4. Plus, there are numerous shops and pubs. I'm confident that opening this next summer will draw in many visitors!"


    "We need to focus on our own IP as well. The Fast & Furious series could also be developed, and we should finalize the resort hotel plans quickly." Charles was familiar with the attractions at Universal Studios, though it didn't quite match the allure of Disneyland.


    The star attractions were Jurassic Park and Waterworld, with the rest of Hollywood Studios offering more typical entertainment options.


    The infamous box office flop Waterworld led Panasonic to indirectly sell Universal, but it had surprisingly become a popular attraction within Universal Studios.


    "I understand. With the Marvel series, we have more product diversity. Spider-Man and X-Men are staples, and Iron Man and Thor merchandise sell very well," Tom Williams acknowledged Universal's previous lack of in-house series.


    "How are negotiations with Goldman Sachs and Blackstone going?" Charles asked.


    "Goldman Sachs is still considering selling Universal Studios Osaka, but Blackstone is willing to sell. They are asking for a billion dollars and want it paid within 20 months."


    Tom Williams had already met with them several times in New York.


    Charles thought for a moment. "Agree to Blackstone's terms."


    Charles understood that once the Wizarding World of Harry Potter opened, it would instantly become the top attraction at Universal Studios.


    It was unclear whether to be happy or not. On one hand, the increased visitors would likely boost other projects at Universal Studios. On the other hand, the rights to Harry Potter belonged to Warner Bros. and J.K. Rowling, so much of the merchandise revenue wouldn't go to Universal Studios.


    It was frustrating that the most popular attraction in their park wasn't even their property.


    Look at Disneyland, where most products are based on their own IP. Even though they were working with Lucasfilm to develop Star Wars attractions, Charles knew that by the time the Star Wars attractions opened in Disneyland, Disney would have acquired Lucasfilm.


    "Shall we sign the acquisition agreement with Blackstone now or wait?" asked Tom Williams, President of Universal Studios Resort Group, aware that the group was purchasing land near Universal Studios Orlando for expansion.


    Charles shook his head. "No need to wait. Complete the acquisition by the end of the year."


    After Tom Williams left, Charles took a pack of cigarettes from his drawer and lit one.


    Universal Studios' IP fell short in the children's market and lacked the overarching influence to keep up. Many of its projects were still adaptations of early Steven Spielberg movies like Jurassic Park, E.T., and Jaws.


    Spielberg held partial rights to these films, and Universal Studios paid millions in royalties to Spielberg's Amblin Entertainment annually. Now, with the opening of the Wizarding World of Harry Potter and Transformers in design, it was clear that the most popular attractions at Universal Studios were all other people's IPs. How could they compete with Disneyland?


    Charles tapped his desk, contemplating the acquisition of Lucasfilm and DreamWorks Animation.


    Unfortunately, George Lucas had always maintained a good relationship with Disney, leaving Capet with no advantage in competing with Disney for Lucasfilm. However, DreamWorks Animation wouldn't join Disney. Yet, Jeffrey Katzenberg's ambition to build DreamWorks Animation into a second Disney made him unlikely to sell prematurely. Otherwise, NBCUniversal's acquisition of DreamWorks Animation wouldn't have happened so late in the previous timeline.


    Soon, Charles received a message from Senator Gavin Newsom, stating that Speaker of the House Barbara Boxer had gone to meet with the President.


    ...


    In Washington, D.C., at the White House.


    Speaker of the House Barbara Boxer and President Barack Obama were sitting in a small conference room.


    "Do you think someone under 30 would be just an ordinary person?" Barbara Boxer said, shaking her head and handing a file to President Obama.


    "Scott Richard, chairman of Columbia HCA Healthcare Corporation, a strong contender for the next governor of Florida. The conservative forces in Florida have always been strong. With Charlie Crist switching to the Democratic Party, his chances of re-election are slim."


  




  Chapter 532: Banks Shares


  

    Los Angeles, Financial District, headquarters of West Pacific Union Bank. As the chairman of this regional bank, Charles rarely managed day-to-day affairs but made a special trip today for an important matter.


    Dona Williams looked at her boss in surprise, "Are we selling all of these?"


    At the beginning of the year, Charles had made a significant profit by selling U.S. Treasury bonds and had used $2 billion to purchase shares in several major Wall Street banks.


    In just 8 months, the stock prices of these banks had risen substantially!


    Goldman Sachs: Initially bought 6 million shares at $85 per share, costing 510 million; now, the stock price had surpassed $170, amounting to 1.02 billion.


    JPMorgan Chase: Purchased 6 million shares at an average price of $25 per share, costing 150 million; now, the stock price had reached $42, amounting to 252 million.


    Citibank: Initially bought 5 million shares at $30 per share, costing 150 million; now, the stock price was $40 amounting to 200 million.


    Wells Fargo: Bought 10 million shares at $14 per share, costing Charles 140 million; now, the stock price had reached $26 amounting to 260 million.


    Bank of America: Purchased 200 million shares at a 5.25 dollar price, accounting to 3%, costing 1.05 billion; now, the stock price had risen to $13 per share amounting to 2.6 billion, making it the biggest gainer.


    Charles shook his head, "Sell everything except the Bank of America's shares." He was a director of Bank of America and planned to use it to restructure the California consortium.


    Especially Goldman Sachs, even if it might continue to rise, Charles did not want to hold onto it anymore. "I'm tired of dealing with Universal Studios Osaka and their endless delays!"


    Dona Williams nodded. West Pacific Union Bank had almost become the stronghold of AC Capital and Capet Capital.


    AC Capital and West Pacific Union Bank had been collaborating to invest in Starbucks and Lululemon, while Capet Capital and West Pacific Union Bank had even closer financial ties.


    However, Dona Williams still reminded, "Boss, selling the shares of these four banks will yield over $1.7 billion in cash. Excluding Bank of America, we've made over $780 million on our investments in these four banks!"


    Charles stood up, patted Dona's shoulder with a smile, "Handle it as soon as possible. I have other plans for that money."


    Dona Williams nodded, "There's been a lot of trading volume in bank stocks recently. I'll sell the shares as soon as possible. And Lily Ying has also come to the U.S. I will consult her too!"


    Lily Ying had come to the U.S. with Lin Chi-ling and Gao Yuanyuan to purchase imported movies and enjoy a few days off.


    ...


    In the evening, when Charles returned to his Malibu Dume Point Estate, Lin Chi-ling and Gao Yuanyuan had already gone back home.


    "How long are you planning to stay here in the U.S.?" Charles asked with a smile, as he had been quite busy lately.


    "Don't you want us here?" Gao Yuanyuan kissed Charles on the cheek, "Capet recently acquired Universal Pictures. That's huge international news. Congratulations are in order; Universal is one of the seven major film companies in the world!"


    Charles smirked. Capet had been strong in recent years, but it couldn't compare to these century-old giants. Capet was more like a supercharged DreamWorks!


    "Acquiring Universal was indeed necessary. The brand's influence on our future films is invaluable," Charles admitted the brand's value.


    In North America, Capet could stand shoulder to shoulder with the big six; they were all giants. However, in the international market, Capet couldn't compete with these seasoned companies, especially as Hollywood became more crucial to the global market.


    "I'm still shooting Painted Skin 2 and need to return soon," Gao Yuanyuan was genuinely busy. "Zhi-ling has more time and will stay a few more days."


    "By the way, you're interested in European wineries, right? A lot of vineyards are up for sale these days. I checked out a few good ones near Bordeaux, France," Charles didn't lack money now, with another huge paycheck on the way. Liu Yifei had even gifted him a vacation villa in Saint-Tropez, France.


    Gao Yuanyuan and Lin Chi-ling also didn't mind either!


    "Yes," Gao Yuanyuan was very happy and gave Charles a kiss on his cheek.


    Then, Charles flipped over and kissed the woman passionately...


    ...


    The next morning, when Charles got up, he found that Gao Yuanyuan had already left the villa.


    In the living room, Lin Chi-ling came out of the kitchen smiling, "Yuanyuan said she was going to take a chance at the film market."


    "Breakfast is eggs and ham, it'll be ready soon," she said, returning to the kitchen.


    Charles nodded, noticing Chi-ling wore a black silk low-cut camisole that showcased her sexy figure.


    Following her into the kitchen, he hugged Lin Chi-ling from behind, resting his chin on her fragrant shoulder, "Yuanyuan said she had to return soon. How long can you stay?"


    Lin Chi-ling leaned into his embrace, turned off the stove, and smiled, "I'm going to Japan soon to shoot a TV drama, to be aired next year; but, I've got enough time this year as I've reduced many advertising commitments to focus on improving my acting skills!"


    "Improving your acting, huh? That's good," Charles just listened. Acting requires either talent or dedication, which is quite difficult.


    "Oh yeah, I need to go to Vancouver for a magazine shoot," Lin Chi-ling said, looking up and giving Charles a kiss on the cheek. "Do you want to go and play for a few days?"


    "These days are a bit busy. You go ahead. See if you find a house you like, I'll buy it for you. You can vacation in Vancouver anytime," Charles really had matters to attend to, needing to go to San Francisco to meet the chairman of West Pacific Union Bank.


    Subsequently, Lin Chi-ling put down the kitchen tools, embraced Charles.


    Charles smiled, his hands moving up to Chi-ling's chest, "Your eggs might get burned!"


    "I already turned off the heat," Chi-ling said, brushing her cheek against his, "Is there still a fire this morning? Yuanyuan left early."


    "What do you think?" Charles kissed the woman, who responded enthusiastically...


    It was 40 minutes later when they left the kitchen. Lin Chi-ling settled for breakfast in the kitchen while Charles waited for his breakfast made by the woman!


    ...


    Three days later, Charles bought a 10-hectare winery, Chateau Monlot, for Gao Yuanyuan in Saint-Emilion, Bordeaux. The vineyard covered about 7 hectares and cost 3.3 million euros.


    Lin Chi-ling went to Vancouver for a magazine shoot and Gao Yuanyuan left to check the winery.


    He had received news from the company that Goldman Sachs had agreed to sell their 50% stake in Osaka Universal Studios. Could it be that his sale of 6 million Goldman Sachs shares had an impact? How did they suddenly become so agreeable?


    It shouldn't be. 6 million shares of Goldman Sachs were just over $1 billion, quite unlike West Pacific Union Bank, where a sale of its shares would significantly impact.


  




  Chapter 533: Chapter 533


  

    "Goldman Sachs is willing to sell 50% of Universal Studios Osaka for seven hundred million dollars?" Charles sat in his office at Capet Pictures headquarters, listening to Tom Williams' report.


    "Did Goldman Sachs change their tune?" Charles rubbed his chin.


    "Someone must have lobbied them," Tom guessed.


    At that moment, Phyllis Jones came into the office and whispered in Charles' ear, "Boss, Camille sent a message. Senator Gavin Newsom and Mrs. Dianne Feinstein wish to meet with you in Oakland!"


    Gavin Newsom and Dianne Feinstein were both California Senators at that time.


    Charles instantly understood. It was clear to him that Washington D.C. had put in some effort.


    "Tom, you don't need to worry about it anymore. Go ahead and sign the acquisition agreement with Goldman Sachs. Then, replace the management of Universal Studios Osaka as soon as possible; try to find local Japanese management for the park. Enhance the localization of the park's attractions!"


    Tom Williams nodded. Acquiring the studio was what mattered; the specifics were less important.


    "Make arrangements; we'll head over tonight," Charles instructed Phyllis Jones after Tom Williams left.


    He originally planned to visit the San Francisco Bay Area to meet with Bank of America's Chairman Ken Lewis, so it made sense to see these politicians in Oakland as well.


    Charles leaned back in his chair. On his desk was a file about Lockheed Martin.


    Charles wanted to partner with Bank of America to buy shares in Lockheed Martin, the world's largest arms dealer and a major player in the American military-industrial complex.


    Jack Welch, the former chairman of General Electric and Charles' advisor, had suggested it. Investments in finance, technology, and media couldn't compete with energy production and military technology.


    During the financial crisis, Charles had injected over a billion dollars into Bank of America, so he had substantial capital.


    Owning a three percentage of the shares, Charles was already a board member of Bank of America. But to get into Lockheed Martin, he needed more leverage.


    Even though Lockheed Martin's shares were currently undervalued with a market cap of less than $20 billion, acquiring those shares wasn't easy.


    Bank of America, Senators, and Hollywood media moguls, it was becoming more interesting.


    ...


    Oakland, the county seat of Alameda County, East Bay of the San Francisco Bay Area, across the bay from San Francisco, connected by the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge.


    San Francisco on the peninsula, Oakland on the east, and San Jose to the south formed the tech-heavy San Francisco Bay Area (also known as the Silicon Valley).


    In the evening, a car drove to a villa by Lake Merritt in Oakland. "This is the place," Camille reminded Charles.


    Charles and his assistant Camille entered the villa together.


    Gavin Newsom and Dianne Feinstein were already in the study. Charles smiled and shook hands with both.


    "Charles, it seems like Capet is getting busier," said Dianne Feinstein, who had long been supported by Charles but kept a low profile and was aging.


    "Thanks to NBC and Universal, many tasks have become easier," Charles said as he sat on the sofa.


    "Were Goldman Sachs' actions influenced by D.C.?" he asked.


    Dianne Feinstein nodded. "Barbara Boxer met with the President. It was just a small issue," she said, indicating for Gavin Newsom to continue.


    Gavin Newsom smiled, "The President values your friendship and hopes minor issues won't damage it. Lobbying Goldman Sachs was just to save Capet some time. The President is also planning to invite you to a White House dinner later this month."


    Charles nodded. The rift? That had to be about the stuff in Florida.


    "I also wish to maintain our friendship with the President. Hollywood is still very supportive of him," Charles responded, knowing what the other side wanted.


    Gavin Newsom nodded, considering the matter resolved, before looking back at the uninterested Dianne Feinstein.


    He continued, "Charles, there's a growing anti-Semitic sentiment linked to the subprime mortgage crisis and the financial crash. Jewish capital is putting pressure on the President."


    Charles remained calm. "It's been like this for a while. This trend started last year, when Jewish financial capital on Wall Street was exposed. People need to vent, and this is a systemic issue. It's better to let it flow than to block it."


    Charles knew about the anti-Semitic sentiment from last year and had secretly supported it strongly.


    Jewish capital had plenty of baggage, and it didn't take much to ignite the backlash. This year was the peak of anti-Semitic sentiment in America.


    If not for this, it wouldn't have been so easy for Capet to acquire NBC and Universal. Capet's top executives had few Jews, especially at the highest levels, with neither Donna Langley nor Michael Lynton being Jewish.


    Similarly, those fired from Universal, like Ron Meyer, were Jewish, and Phil Griffin, who replaced Jeff Zucker as NBC Chairman, also wasn't Jewish.


    "Hollywood is the main vehicle for cultural dissemination. No one in media beats you guys, and Hollywood has to fulfill its social responsibilities," Gavin Newsom laughed.


    "Relax. Economic recovery will soon allow the Jewish-controlled forces to turn the tide again. This pressure won't seriously harm their influence anyway," said Charles, referring to the Jewish capital's enduring power.


    "Charles, you know the situation in California. Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger seems better suited for Hollywood, don't you think?" Dianne Feinstein suddenly chimed in.


    Charles looked at Dianne Feinstein. "High fiscal deficits, lowered credit ratings, and one of the highest unemployment rates in the country. California has become the poorest wealthy state in the U.S. Next year's gubernatorial election will see him step down. That's a given. Can Republicans even compete in the current California climate?"


    Dianne Feinstein nodded. "We're planning to have Jerry Brown, former Oakland mayor and current Attorney General of California, run for governor next year."


  




  Chapter 534: California Politics


  

    Jerry Brown, 71 years old, served two terms as Governor of California in the late 70s, being the youngest to hold the position.


    If he succeeded in next year's election, he would become the oldest Governor of California. He started serving as Mayor of Oakland at the turn of the millennium, and in 2007, he became the Attorney General of California!


    Dianne Feinstein explained, "Jerry Brown has tried three times to secure the Democratic nomination for president and failed each time. He also attempted to enter the Senate but was unsuccessful!"


    Gavin Newsom echoed, "Jerry Brown's campaign slogans were to revive California's economy, reduce the fiscal deficit, and decrease unemployment!"


    Charles looked at the two, "With a resume like that, and having your support in California, will there be any other competition within the Democratic Party?"


    As for the Republicans, Charles chose to ignore them.


    "This time, the Republican opponent is different," Gavin Newsom laughed, "It's Meg Whitman, the former chair of eBay, who is entering politics. You know, having a billionaire involved can shake things up!"


    "Shake things up?" Charles shook his head. "Look at Arnold Schwarzenegger's support rating now; it's even lower than his predecessor's. If it weren't for the financial crisis, he probably would have been voted out. The Republicans managed to prop up Arnold Schwarzenegger once; do you really think Californians would believe in a second one? Selecting the Governor of California is merely an internal affair of the Democratic Party now!"


    "However, since you both have high hopes for Jerry Brown, I will support him. I'll meet with him tomorrow to discuss it," Charles said, showing a lack of deep concern with who became Governor as long as his interests were met.


    Gavin Newsom nodded, "It's just buying some insurance."


    "By the way, I also arranged a meeting with Ken Lewis, the chair of Bank of America. I want to help Bank of America acquire shares of Lockheed Martin," Charles revealed his plan. "Of course, it would be best if I also owned some shares to become a member of Lockheed Martin's board!"


    "Lockheed Martin," Gavin Newsom shook his head, "Charles, you should understand what this company represents and the dispersed ownership structure. Bank of America's shares in Lockheed Martin are already substantial. What you want is to increase your influence within Bank of America!"


    Charles was well aware of Lockheed Martin's public shareholders, like State Street Global Advisors, BlackRock, Vanguard Capital, Asset Research Management Group, and Wellington Capital.


    But all these large capitals had countless holding funds; Charles wanted to know the people behind these.


    Dianne Feinstein looked at Charles, "Are you aiming to revive the glory of the California conglomerate?"


    Lockheed Martin's famous Skunk Works facility was in California, and before merging, Lockheed had its plant set there.


    Bank of America's early growth hinged on California's munitions companies, forming the California conglomerate!


    "Charles, buying Lockheed Martin's stock is no easy task. Last year, the company's military sales were $40 billion, the highest in the world. And last year, Lockheed Martin secured $36 billion in government contracts, more than any company in history. 


    The company is responsible for projects from twenty-two government agencies, including the Department of Defense and the Department of Energy's work for the Environmental Protection Agency. And they have personnel from the CIA, FBI, DIA, NRO, NSA, DHS, IRS, and the Department of Defense stationed within Lockheed Martin."


    Dianne Feinstein came over and patted Charles on the shoulder, "You and others like you are businessmen who hope the national rules serve you. Where there's struggle, there's sacrifice. You might not feel it, but it's the ordinary Americans who bear the cost. Is influence really that important? The money you've earned could last several lifetimes. I'm old and only want to see California and America stay strong!"


    Charles smiled and patted Dianne Feinstein's aged hand, "Ma'am, I have never been interested in politics."


    Dianne Feinstein sighed, "I know a few people; I'll put in a good word."


    Then, Dianne Feinstein left the villa.


    "Isn't she old?" Charles and Gavin Newsom stood by the window, watching Dianne Feinstein's car drive away.


    "But she does know a lot of people, and her political resources in California are very rich," Gavin Newsom explained. A person who had been a senator for almost twenty years could not be a small fry.


    "In the military-industrial sector, most supporters are Republicans. She just worries you might become one of their representatives," Gavin Newsom, deeply tied to Charles, noted. Without Charles's financial backing, his position as senator wouldn't be feasible.


    "Gavin, I told you, I don't participate in politics."


    Charles emphasized again, "I just want to have a say in California; whether it's Democrats or Republicans, aren't they all for America? A right-leaning Democrat or a left-leaning Republican, there are plenty of people to support either side. Why draw such a fine line?"


  




  Chapter 535: Acquisitions


  

    Charles had met with Jerry Brown and Ken Lewis in San Francisco to support Jerry Brown's campaign for California Governor; however, acquiring shares of Lockheed Martin proved to be far more difficult. Gavin Newsom and Dianne Feinstein took Charles to meet with the Getty and Kennedy families.


    It was decided that Bank of America would buy at least 5% of Lockheed Martin's shares, while Charles spent $1.2 billion in cash to acquire 1.4% of Bank of America's preferred shares. This way, Capet Capital owned nearly 4.4% share of Bank of America, but out of the $1.7 billion gained from selling shares of four banks, only $500 million was left after injecting $90 million into Twitter.


    Due to Charles's identity, he couldn't become a board member of Lockheed Martin, but his position in Bank of America was strengthened. Bank of America already had more than 18% of Lockheed Martin's shares; if they acquired another 5%, they would surpass the largest shareholder, Asset Management Group. The stronger Bank of America's control, the greater its influence in the Federal Reserve.


    Charles understood the alliances within California's political families better now - the Kennedy family, as renowned as the Bush family; and the Getty family, who built an oil empire during Paul Getty's era, rapidly rising in the stock market in the 1950s and becoming the world's richest in the '60s!


    The Getty Museum and Getty Villa in Los Angeles were donations from this guy. Paul Getty's stinginess was legendary - he refused to pay ransom when his grandson was kidnapped, a story often adapted by Hollywood for movies, yet he was very generous with art acquisitions.


    "They're all playing their own games," Charles thought. But this game of politics and capital was indeed interesting.


    ...


    The Capet Group announced a consecutive acquisition spree - the expenditure of $1 billion from Blackstone to acquire 50% of Universal Studios Orlando; $700 million from Goldman Sachs to acquire 50% of Universal Studios Osaka. 


    They also established the Universal Studios Hotels Group, with the first self-operated hotel in Orlando. They will also license the brand and collaborate with other hotel groups.


    In Los Angeles, Century City, at the News Corporation headquarters in Rupert Murdoch's office, COO Peter Chernin was reporting.


    "Peter, do you think Capet will make a move on NBC next?" Rupert Murdoch was most concerned about television stations.


    "NBC's various business directions aren't very strong," Peter Chernin frowned.


    "In entertainment, Syfy and USA Network could become major profit points with Capet TV's support; in news, with Time Warner's CNN and our FNC, NBC's ratings aren't high; in sports, Disney's ESPN and Time Warner's TNT are serious competitors, and NBC Sports is on par with our Fox Sports; the only standout is CNBC."


    Rupert Murdoch nodded, "They don't seem strong, but they cover everything. NBC News has been falling behind us these past few years. Now, Capet seems focused on theme parks, getting back Universal Studios shares. Could MSNBC be next? You understand the importance of a national news network!"


    MSNBC (Microsoft National Broadcasting Company) was founded the same year as FNC (Fox News Channel) in 1996. MSNBC was a cable news channel jointly established by Microsoft and NBC, with each holding half the shares and operated by NBC.


    For a time, CNN, FNC, and MSNBC were the three major cable news networks in the US, but MSNBC's fall was swift.


    "Microsoft is focused on internet news. If Capet buys shares from Microsoft, they probably wouldn't mind," Rupert Murdoch valued Capet highly. 20th Century Fox didn't hope to surpass Universal, but if Fox TV was outdone by NBC again, that would be unacceptable.


    "Charles's strength is in content!"


    With the internet's development, the belief that content is king became even stronger. Rupert Murdoch thought of Sumner Redstone, who nearly had a stroke.


    "I heard from Roger that Charles Capet has been getting closer to California's political circles, and we have another strong competitor in next year's California Governor election!"


    Peter Chernin was helpless; California Republicans seemed hopeless. No wonder FNC's chairman Roger Ailes complained.


    "It will happen naturally," Rupert Murdoch couldn't see the Republicans turning the tide, and it was destined so.


  




  Chapter 536: Movie Studio Operations


  

    On November 18, the premiere of The Twilight Saga: New Moon was held at Universal Studios. 


    As one of the most anticipated movies of the year, The Twilight Saga: New Moon constantly made news headlines.


    The entrance to Universal Theater was packed with fans and reporters. The fan base of New Moon had been eagerly awaiting the appearance of the movie's stars for a long time!


    Charles and author Stephenie Meyer attended the premiere together and gave interviews.


    "The script adaptation for The Twilight Saga: Eclipse is already complete. Now, I'm preparing to adapt the fourth book, The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn," said Stephenie Meyer, who was named one of Time magazine's 100 most influential people in the world after the publication of Breaking Dawn last year!


    The publication of The Twilight Series novels and the high box office performances of the movies brought Stephenie Meyer both fame and fortune.


    Charles smiled and said, "For the final installment, Breaking Dawn, we're planning to split it into two parts. In 2011, we will release Breaking Dawn Part 1, and in 2012, Breaking Dawn Part 2!"


    Stephenie Meyer was a bit surprised and then shocked, "So you're going to do it like Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows by splitting the finale into two parts."


    Charles nodded, "That's because Twilight is so popular. Another movie can keep the fans engaged for another year!"


    "Charles, you guys are amazing," Stephenie Meyer didn't mind at all; an extra movie meant more promotion for her novels and a significant increase in income for herself.


    "Oh, we have no choice, we do everything for the fans," Charles said, looking at Kristen Stewart being interviewed on the red carpet. "Kristen Stewart and Robert Pattinson also want to give the fans another great movie!"


    Stephenie Meyer chuckled, "Indeed, the fans love Twilight. We can't let them down. I'll work with the screenwriters to adapt Breaking Dawn into two movies!"


    Warner Bros. started a trend by splitting the finale of the Harry Potter series into Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 1 and Part 2.


    The Twilight Saga was just following the trend.


    After her interview, Kristen Stewart ran into Charles in the restroom and pulled him into a stall.


    Quickly, they were passionately kissing, and soon Kristen Stewart straddled Charles...


    "Baby, this is way too exciting," Charles leaned against the wall, somewhat helpless.


    Kristen Stewart just sprayed some freshener, straightened her clothes, and said, "Isn't exciting good? I have to promote the movie soon, and I'll be running around a lot, won't see you for a long time," she said, fixing Charles's clothes. "You've been under a lot of pressure lately, with layoffs during the economic downturn and protests at Capet Square."


    Charles waved his hand, indicating it was all routine stuff, "You should hurry out, the movie is about to start!"


    Kristen Stewart nodded and left the restroom.


    Charles washed his face at the sink and then left as well.


    He definitely wouldn't watch the movie. He didn't participate in the fan interaction session or anything like that.


    Instead, he went straight to the headquarters office at Universal Studios, accompanied by Adam Ferguson.


    As a former senior executive at Universal, Adam Ferguson remained one of the highest-ranking retained executives.


    "The difference is really huge. The Twilight series is just too popular," Adam Ferguson said, comparing the movie situations of Universal and Capet. The disparity was evident.


    "Market positioning is very important," Charles smiled and glanced at the movie schedule for the next year in his hand.


    Universal's major films included The Wolfman and Little Fockers. As for those romance or horror movies, Charles didn't bother to pay attention.


    "Is the feedback from The Wolfman test screenings really that bad?" Charles asked.


    Adam Ferguson nodded, "The positive feedback isn't high. The Victorian-style visuals might be a plus!"


    "It seems that developing horror movies in a commercial blockbuster mode is too hard to succeed," Charles said, shaking his head. "Van Helsing was similar, with production budgets of nearly 160 million dollars. The success of The Mummy had a lot of coincidences."


    Then, Charles instructed, "In the future, Universal should focus on producing and distributing big-budget commercial blockbusters and action movies. 


    Youth or female-centric, romance films should be handled by Capet Pictures, and Marvel Studios will naturally be responsible for the Marvel franchise adaptations. 


    Matrix Pictures will handle the market for thriller and horror B-movies. 


    Focus Features will be responsible for distributing foreign films and art house movies."


    Charles had long thought this through. As for labels like Icon Productions, they could shut them down since there were no plans to develop projects under them anymore.


    Adam Ferguson nodded, "With Marvel Studios now, Universal's market share won't be low!"


    Universal's film library had many options, and assigning horror-monster films to Matrix Pictures made perfect sense.


    "What's the news from MGM?" Charles had been busy and paid little attention to MGM.


    "MGM is accepting bids. Apart from 20th Century Fox, Warner Bros, Relativity Media, and Lionsgate, bidders include Comcast, Fortress Investment Group, and thousands of other capital ventures."


    Adam Ferguson kept an eye on MGM, as it had once been one of Hollywood's seven major film studios.


    "Still bidding?" Charles thought Comcast would have already taken MGM by storm.


    "Yes, the deadline is the end of January next year!"


    "I see."


  




  Chapter 537: Chapter 357


  

    In Hollywood, at the MSNBC News office in Universal City, Rick Kaplan, the head of MSNBC News, handed Charles a file.


    "Charles, you should take a look at this and see if this report should be aired?"


    Charles took a glance at it and saw that it was a survey about public opinions on Jewish people. It wasn't anything significant; just selling some anxiety, considering the high unemployment rate, people were indeed complaining a lot.


    Charles flipped through the rest and found a lot of international news, tirelessly promoting the truth, virtue, and beauty of the US.


    "No problem," Charles said as he put down the file.


    Rick Kaplan nodded, "Actually, some foundations are funding this, so it won't greatly affect our earnings!"


    Charles looked at Rick Kaplan, "What I want are the ratings. I don't care too much about politics, whether it's left or right. Try to find an opportunity to talk to Microsoft, see if they are willing to sell their shares in MSNBC. We can still co-manage the website."


    "Don't worry, I know what to do," Rick Kaplan definitely got Charles' point, knowing that ratings would allow for some sensational stuff to be aired.


    ...


    The Twilight Saga: New Moon opened in 4,100 theaters in North America, with a $143 million opening weekend that proved the strength of the series.


    The French film The Intouchables that was a big hit in Europe, however, failed to catch on in the North American market.


    Matrix Pictures also did well with Piranha 3D grossing $86 million worldwide.


    Saw 3D, the seventh in the series, also did well with $45 million domestically and $95 million overseas.


    Paranormal Activity was a huge surprise, with $108 million in North America and an impressive worldwide total of nearly 200 million.


    "Henry, has the sequel for Paranormal Activity started?" Henry Winster had been with Charles for a long time in the production department.


    Henry Winster smiled, "Since the Saw series has concluded, Paranormal Activity will fill in. We are already preparing it with producer Jason Blum. And I think Jason Blum is quite inventive and has deep insights into horror films!"


    Charles understood, "You mean you want to sign a long-term cooperation agreement with Jason Blum, right?"


    Henry Winster nodded.


    "How about this, let's directly let Jason Blum manage Matrix Pictures. With Capet's resources, he will be more effective in developing films," Charles considered, as the previous manager of Matrix Pictures, Nick Marion, had been transferred to CEO of Focus Features.


    Now, Matrix Pictures indeed needed someone.


    "That's viable. Matrix Pictures projects usually don't have high investments. Any budget over $25 million needs approval, so Jason Blum is suitable."


    Henry Winster greatly supported Jason Blum managing Matrix Pictures.


    "When the time comes, seek out suitable films from Universal's library for development. Horror and thriller films aren't fit as models for commercial blockbusters," Charles reminded.


    "How's the post-production of Thor 2 and Captain America?" Charles asked.


    "Thor 2 is estimated to finish all the post-production by January next year, and Captain America should complete its effects by March," Henry Winster kept a close eye on Marvel Studios' blockbusters. "They will be ready for next summer's release."


    ...


    In the afternoon, Donna Langley specially came over to report on the layoff situation to Charles.


    "By next March, we will lay off about 2,500 employees, focusing on Universal's production department and Focus Features. Since Universal will release a lot of films next year, the layoff plan in the marketing department will continue until September!"


    Alright, the layoffs from the marketing department were indeed numerous, mainly from the original Capet Pictures.


    "Alright, the layoffs are necessary to reduce the company's operating costs," Charles knew it wasn't pleasant but required.


    "Charles, with significant projects at Universal cut, is our future direction really focusing on blockbuster effects films?" Donna Langley, as a woman, still wanted to develop more female-oriented films.


    Charles understood, in recent years, Capet developed many female films, also thanks to Donna Langley's dedicated support.


    "Don't worry, Universal's brand will focus on Marvel and all kinds of special effects blockbusters, commercial action movies. Capet Pictures will still focus on romance, comedy, and mid to low-budget productions since we have plenty of experience!"


    Donna Langley nodded, "Charles, I know you don't think much of mid-budget comedies or romance films, but this market supplements the special effects blockbusters and B-movie markets. Special effects blockbusters are the key areas where all major film companies are investing resources."


  




  Chapter 538: The Temptation of the Oscar


  

    In the evening, the annual awards season party blossomed all over Los Angeles at the London West Hollywood Hotel.


    "Charles, thank you for the arrangements. I visited the The Hunt set in Montreal and I think it's a great movie," Michael Jackson chatted with Charles Capet on the sofa.


    Charles smiled. "This movie is based on many real cases, so it's true to life," he said, looking at Michael Jackson's new look and teasingly added, "Michael, it looks like the twenty concerts in London weren't enough to satisfy your fans!"


    Michael Jackson was in good spirits and laughed too, "We'll see if we need to hold more concerts after the new album is released."


    Michael Jackson had to make money quickly through concerts since he wasn't in a small amount of debt!


    Soon after, Michael Jackson stood up to leave. "Alright, Charles, I need to go home now. My kids might be missing me. Enjoy the party," he said.


    Charles nodded, stood up and hugged Michael Jackson, and then watched the King of Pop leave.


    "Charles," Eva Green approached slowly in a sexy low-cut dress.


    "Good evening, darling!" Charles gave the woman a warm hug, "I heard you went back to France after finishing Thor: The Dark World? Did you just get back?"


    Eva Green nodded, "Yeah, after wrapping up Thor: The Dark World, I went back to France. Now, post-production sometimes requires actors to be around, so it's more convenient to be in Los Angeles. Besides, I planned to take more European scripts. My style is a bit unconventional for Hollywood!"


    Eva Green, like most early European actresses, was known for her sexiness before shifting to a darker style; She was indeed a maverick in Hollywood, mainly because competition in Hollywood was too fierce. Being a European actress, she had to appear unconventional to get resources!


    Charles smiled, gently brushing the woman's hair. "You are versatile too, the dark style certainly suits you, it's your signature mark. But you look great in this delicate sexy style too. With enough fame, you won't lack resources!"


    Then, Charles and Eva Green went directly up to a room on the third floor of the hotel.


    On the sofa, Eva Green straddled Charles. "Is Cracks coming out next year?"


    Charles nodded. "Yeah, next year, with Focus Features responsible for distribution." His hands rested on the woman's thighs beneath her skirt.


    "I also shot a European sci-fi thriller Womb earlier this year, which should also come out next year," Eva Green said and kissed Charles on the face several times, "But I still prefer the dark character in Cracks!"


    "It's just a strong female role. Seems like you enjoy playing villains too. Villains are usually dark characters," Charles said before kissing the woman on the lips.


    At the moment, Black Swan was being filmed, and if the lead actress hadn't been set as Natalie Portman, Charles would have given Eva Green the chance; However, Natalie Portman indeed had big advantages. In terms of fame, Eva Green couldn't compete with Natalie Portman, nor could she match her box office appeal!


    ...


    Meanwhile, at a party at The Peninsula Beverly Hills, Evelyn Capet had just finished talking with David Bonderman from TPG Capital. As a major investor, TPG Capital would fully support Evelyn Capet.


    "Evelyn, what's up?" Cate Blanchett hugged Evelyn. "Wanna come over to my place for a spa tonight?"


    Evelyn nodded and took a sip of champagne. "How's Robin Hood coming along?"


    "It's all done, Universal has it scheduled for release next May. But not sure if the date will change, since Universal is mainly focused on Capet now," said Cate Blanchett, starring in this epic war film with Russell Crowe, which Charles wasn't fond of.


    "Ridley Scott is preparing the epic series A Song of Ice and Fire based on the novel for a collaboration between Capet TV and HBO!"


    "Oh, Robin Hood," Evelyn sighed. As Charles's mother, she knew how much he disliked such war blockbusters.


    Before Robin Hood began filming, Charles had predicted Universal would lose $200 million making it. Now, Capet Pictures had acquired Universal, and he had to take over this film himself.


    "Don't worry, Capet hasn't made many changes to Universal's release schedule for next year. The layoffs at Capet aren't completed yet, but there's enough manpower for current film marketing," Evelyn said, patting Cate Blanchett's hand. Who could know Capet's internal affairs better than Evelyn?


    Robin Hood would indeed be released on time, but like The Wolfman, since test screenings had less than ideal results, marketing investment would be reserved.


    Cate Blanchett laughed, "I think it's fine. Robin Hood had a huge investment, so the film company has a lot of pressure to break even."


    "By the way, you've been travelling back and forth between Australia and the US a lot lately. Why not quit managing the Sydney Theatre?" Evelyn suggested, "These two years are critical for your career. Your performances in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button and Elizabeth: The Golden Age received lots of praise. Prepare well, you could aim for an Oscar for Best Actress. Let go of the opera business in Sydney!"


    Cate Blanchett looked at Evelyn, then nodded. "Alright, I'll arrange things at the Sydney Theatre soon. An Oscar for Best Actress is very tempting."


    Cate Blanchett also yearned for the Best Actress Oscar. This year's The Blind Side was a critical and commercial success. 


    Charles Capet's abilities were undeniable. As long as Evelyn asked, could Charles refuse? With the support of Capet Pictures and others, winning the Oscar for Best Actress wasn't that hard!


    "Alright, let's go soak in your hot tub. There have been a lot of things going on lately," Evelyn said as she stood up.


    Cate Blanchett nodded and followed Evelyn as they prepared to leave.


  




  Chapter 539: Namor


  

    In the early morning at a beachfront villa in Pacific Palisades, Santa Monica, Eva Green slid under the covers and lay on top of Charles Capet.


    After some rustling, Charles exhaled heavily, and not long after, Eva Green popped her head out from under the covers, resting it on Charles's chest while breathing heavily.


    Charles ran his hand over Eva's smooth back and joked, "Darling, that was awesome!"


    "Let's get up and shower. There's a ton of work at the company," Eva Green nodded, "Charles, Capet's The Twilight Saga: New Moon is such a hit right now."


    "The newspapers are full of praise for Capet, saying it'll be a leading company in Hollywood," she added.


    "Yeah, that's how it goes. When you're doing well, they praise you. The moment things go south, they'll be the first to tear you apart," Charles chuckled, getting out of bed, "Those reporters can be ruthless."


    Before heading into the bathroom, Charles reminded Eva Green to check out the gift he had prepared for her in the Hollywood Hills - the villa on Mulholland Drive. 


    Charles was sitting on $500 million in cash, so money was no issue anymore. Giving away a house as a gift felt as casual as presenting any ordinary gift.


    After showering, Charles headed to Capet's headquarters in Burbank, while Eva Green went back to sleep.


    ...


    "Sherlock Holmes, don't tell me there's another problem!" Charles exclaimed in his office when he heard Phyllis Jones talking again about Sherlock Holmes. He had developed a reflex for these updates.


    After all, Sherlock Holmes was set to release this year. However, due to some reshoots by director Guy Ritchie, its release was pushed to the following year.


    "No, no," Phyllis waved her hand, "The movie's fine. It's just that there's news about the lead actor Christian Bale having a meltdown on set. There's a recording of him flipping out!"


    "That guy's got a bad temper," Charles shrugged, "Remember the promotional tour for Terminator Salvation? He lost it back then too. Have the producers and PR team handle it so it doesn't affect the movie's release. These stars, they always have some sort of issue."


    Charles shook his head. The public only sees the glamorous side of these celebrities, but their true selves on set are much more interesting - drug use, heavy drinking, soliciting prostitutes, brawling, verbally abusing staff, and losing their tempers. Don't think Hollywood stars have much professional ethics!


    Professionalism might exist before fame, but once they become big stars, problems start cropping up. Denzel Washington, Russell Crowe, Matt Damon, Christian Bale, Johnny Depp - none of them are easy to deal with.


    "Shooting for Transformers 3 has begun, and we're negotiating overseas locations. Marvel Studios is also planning to develop Namor," Phyllis continued.


    Namor McKenzie, also known as the Sub-Mariner, is the son of a human captain and an Atlantean princess. He can breathe underwater and has the mutant ability to fly. He has quite a few similarities with DC's Aquaman.


    "Namor, but we can't use mutants. That's an easy fix. We'll just change his origin since he's the first mutant in the comics anyway," Charles touched his chin, "There should be a hidden storyline involving Namor in Captain America, right?"


    Namor McKenzie became the king of Atlantis after avenging the Atlanteans killed by the Nazis during World War II. He joined Captain America's invaders, an Allied group of super-powered soldiers, and frequently clashed with the Nazi navy, contributing to the Allies' victory.


    "Yes, there's a hidden Namor Easter egg in Captain America, and Marvel Studios is considering developing a standalone Namor movie. He has also been an Avenger," Phyllis explained.


    "Of course, we should develop a standalone movie," Charles said.


    Charles wanted to release Marvel's Aquaman before DC could make their own Aquaman film for the Justice League. The last thing Charles wanted was to make Warner Bros. happy.


    He had even cast Gal Gadot as Agent Carter in Captain America!


    "We can decide after the first Avengers movie is released. For now, we should limit ourselves to two Marvel movies a year to avoid overexposure," Charles commented. He aimed to consistently guide the Marvel Universe's trajectory for longer sustainability.


    "There are talks that Sony has scrapped plans for Spider-Man 4. Sam Raimi is still tweaking the script, isn't he?" Charles asked with a smile.


    "Besides director Sam Raimi, there's no news from Sony about Spider-Man 4, except for the cast - Tobey Maguire and Kirsten Dunst," Phyllis speculated boldly, "If Sony doesn't release a Spider-Man movie by 2012, we can reclaim the film rights."


    Sony's contract with Marvel stated that rights would revert back if Spider-Man wasn't developed within five years, while Fox had a seven-year contract.


    "Even a fool knows that Spider-Man is a golden goose. Sony won't let it slip," Charles sighed, "Even if there's no Spider-Man 4, they'll reboot the franchise. Didn't we reboot our Hulk?"


    When Sony abandoned Spider-Man 4, they rebooted the franchise with The Amazing Spider-Man. Charles was well aware of this. Similarly, Fox had rushed out a poorly received Fantastic Four film to retain their rights.


    "Spider-Man is Marvel's top asset. Sony just got lucky," Phyllis sighed too.


    "Don't worry. Marvel's Spider-Man producer Avi Arad isn't effective. He won't cause too much trouble," Charles reassured. He hoped for Marvel to reclaim the sold rights. Opportunities would arise.


  




  Chapter 540: MGM Bid


  

    At the end of November, Twilight: New Moon had been in theaters for ten days and had grossed 230 million in North America, giving the winter release season a great start.


    At the same time, Stephen Cooper, the new CEO of MGM, officially announced the auction of MGM at the Hilton Garden Hotel in Hollywood.


    This attracted the participation of over 30 investment institutions or companies, and of course, Capet Pictures was among them.


    "Charles, do we really need to go?" Donna Langley and Charles Capet were in the office watching the television conference.


    Charles smiled, "It's all about participating. With so many companies and institutions, only about five or six will actually have real contact with MGM. News Corporation, Time Warner, and adding Capet isn't much of a deal either!"


    Donna Langley responded, "This auction lasts until January next year. Who knows what bids MGM will accept by then. Are we placing a bid?"


    "Of course, we will bid 1.5 billion dollars. Everyone has their eyes on the same parts of MGM, and with MGM's nearly 4 billion dollars in debt, it's hard for anyone to bid much higher," Charles knew this price wouldn't impress MGM, but it was worth a try.


    "I'd like to see what kind of bid Comcast will put up this time," Charles believed that Comcast was the most likely to acquire MGM.


    They had deep pockets and could afford to lose money for a while.


    "Right now, only Time Warner, Lionsgate, and News Corporation have a slight edge. Other investment institutions likely won't be able to compete," Donna Langley, who had been in Hollywood for many years, favored movie studios more.


    "But if Comcast gets into the game, it depends on whether they are truly determined to enter Hollywood!"


    Most major Hollywood movie studios had become part of larger media conglomerates, but few were in as dire straits as MGM. As for other companies like Relativity Media, they had no qualification to participate in such high-level acquisitions.


    "Comcast is very determined to enter the Hollywood content arena. It's all up to how much MGM's over 100 creditors are willing to accept!"


    Charles wasn't too worried about Comcast acquiring MGM. It was common for new entrants to Hollywood to pay a "learning fee."


    "By the way, DreamWorks' Cowboys & Aliens is in the final stages of preparation, funded by Relativity Media," Donna Langley smiled. "The halt of many Universal projects allowed Relativity to pull back some funds. Now it's just a matter of increasing their investment share in Cowboys & Aliens!"


    "It's definitely easier when you have a big name."


    Donna Langley inquired, "Then what about our cooperation with Relativity Media?"


    "Of course, we'll continue, but we'll slightly alter our cooperation model. We won't be bundling many projects together as much; instead, we'll move to a single-film investment model," Charles liked investors. "Now we make big-budget films; a $200 million production plus marketing costs is a lot. Ha, Relativity doesn't have many choices with their amount of capital!"


    Donna Langley seemed a bit troubled, "Relativity Media is now entering the distribution business. They might not want to be just a simple film investor."


    "No worries. Wall Street has money, and now there is plenty of foreign capital, especially from Asia. Didn't Reliance of India want to cooperate with us? There's also CJ Entertainment from South Korea," Charles touched his chin.


    "People have dreams. Institutions like Relativity might think they have mastered Hollywood's industrial process and feel they can succeed. After all, solely being a film investor earns too little profit. Operating your own projects gives you more control!"


    Donna Langley nodded, "I will talk to these two sources of capital. Let Xu Xiaoling, our head of the Asian market, get in touch; she's more familiar.


    By the way, Charles, do you remember your cooperation with CJ on a South Korean disaster movie?" Donna Langley suddenly remembered.


    Charles thought for a moment, "A South Korean disaster movie, it was Haeundae, right? At that time, Capet International had a 30% investment in cooperation with CJ."


    "Right, Haeundae released in the summer with a $15 million production budget and grossed $72 million globally, causing a big sensation in South Korea," Donna Langley smiled. "CJ is very eager to work with us!"


    Well, Charles couldn't remember such details. He only knew that India's Reliance and South Korea's CJ wanted to strengthen cooperation with Capet.


    "South Korea's market is okay, but the situation in India," Charles frowned. "Hollywood hasn't really been able to crack the Indian market!"


    Even though India had opened up some cultural industry policies, the complexity of its culture, languages, and social strata made it difficult for Hollywood films to succeed there.


    "India," Donna Langley was also concerned. It was a unique case in the world of cinema, with a unique cultural model and production processes, too special.


    "Forget it, Hollywood films have never exceeded a 10% market share in India, usually around 5%. To enter, you'd have to focus on local films."


    "Over a billion people, what a shame," Donna Langley was a little regretful.


    Charles smirked, "Bollywood is terrifying, producing nearly 3,000 films a year. I've traveled to Asia so many times, but I've never set foot in India."


    Donna Langley laughed and stood up, "I'll have my team do a market research report on India. The international market is getting larger, and we must stay vigilant; the Asian market should still focus on East Asia's China, Japan, and South Korea."


    Charles nodded, "Sure, next month, Twentieth Century Fox's Avatar is also releasing. The pressure on The Incredible Hulk is high; we need to keep up the promotion!"


    "Avatar is indeed a strong rival!" Donna Langley also became serious.


  




  Chapter 541: Chapter 541


  

    Los Angeles, Beverly Hills Four Seasons Hotel


    Charles ran into Rupert Murdoch at a gala.


    "James Cameron's sci-fi effects film, which he has been preparing for ten years, sure is something else. The level of publicity is truly astounding," Charles said while sitting on a sofa with Rupert Murdoch, looking at James Cameron talking to some people not far away, with a hint of envy.


    "Haha, Avatar is a work that James has been preparing for years. Of course, 20th Century Fox will give full support," Rupert Murdoch laughed calmly.


    "Yeah, a blockbuster with a production and distribution budget of $400 million. It looks like James Cameron will further solidify his place as the King of the World," Charles said, knowing most of the funding for Avatar came from Dune Entertainment and the Ingenious Media, with 20th Century Fox hesitant to invest too much.


    It was like when 20th Century Fox brought in Paramount to handle the overspending while developing Titanic.


    Rupert Murdoch glanced at Charles, "Capet's North American box office is approaching $2 billion this year, a new milestone."


    Who could have thought that Paranormal Activity would gross over $100 million in North America? Judging by the trend of Twilight Saga: New Moon's box office, Capet didn't even need to wait for The Incredible Hulk to release to achieve the $2 billion milestone in North America.


    "Capet's not even ten years old and has reached this level. Besides divine assistance, what other reason could there be?" Rupert Murdoch was genuinely amazed.


    "This year is different. Capet's excellent films come one after another," Charles wasn't being modest. Luck played a part in this too.


    Rupert Murdoch switched the topic, asking, "I heard you had some misunderstandings with Washington D.C. recently? You know, News Corporation has some influence in the U.S. with Fox News, The Wall Street Journal, and The New York Post. Maybe we can coordinate in Florida!"


    Charles looked into Rupert Murdoch's eyes and smiled, "Only in Florida?"


    "Haha, if you are willing, a lot of people in California would appreciate your support. Stagnation is not a good thing," Rupert Murdoch laughed.


    Charles shook his head and said, "California is different. The gap is too big!"


    Supporting the Republican Party without any substantial leverage was wishful thinking. He was already part of the presidential faction and had ties with a Californian senator. Without enough leverage, it wouldn't work.


    After speaking, Charles reminded, "Fox News' opponent isn't NBC. You should focus on CNN. You should target Ted Turner. Time Warner has plenty of promotional channels!"


    Ted Turner, Vice Chairman of Time Warner, founder of CNN, and TNT's parent company TBS (Turner Broadcasting System);


    In 1996, Time Warner acquired TBS, bringing CNN under its wing. Ted Turner became Time Warner's largest private shareholder.


    At the turn of the millennium, Ted Turner was instrumental in the merger between Time Warner and AOL, although it later turned out to be a failed merger.


    But Ted Turner was absolutely a powerful board member among Time Warner shareholders, a true media mogul behind the scenes.


    Rupert Murdoch laughed, "I'm just making a suggestion. After all, we are businessmen. But Charles, Capet merging with Universal indeed shocked many. Once Universal joins, Capet's market share will skyrocket, won't it?"


    Capet's merger with Universal was still in the integration stage. However, the suspension of numerous projects, personnel appointments, and employee layoffs were buzzing everywhere.


    If there were no other media companies involved, not even a dog would believe it, especially Hollywood's two major news stations, Fox News and CNN!


    "Capet's goal is to maintain its share," Charles said, taking a sip of his drink before continuing.


    "Comcast's foray into Hollywood, with MGM as a perfect acquisition target, could make Comcast a new Academy member if they successfully acquire MGM!"


    Would ambitious Comcast allow once-glorious MGM to wander aimlessly?


    "With MGM having a backer, wouldn't our competitive pressure increase?" Charles didn't want other companies to always consider Capet their primary competitor.


    Rupert Murdoch stood up, patted Charles on the shoulder, "But right now, Capet is already something everyone fears!"


    After speaking, Rupert Murdoch leisurely walked away.


    Charles stood up from the sofa, realizing Capet Universal was indeed putting a lot of pressure on everyone.


    Recently, Charles had not only met Ted Turner but also had a good chat with John Malone, Chairman of Liberty Media.


    Ted Turner was the father of American news, with significant influence in the news world.


    And John Malone was even more formidable, known as the father of American cable TV. Liberty Media was Time Warner's largest shareholder and News Corporation's second-largest shareholder, having co-founded numerous cable TV stations.


    These TV media moguls usually stay low-profile, but their influence exceeded that of movie studio moguls.


    Capet was previously dominant in the film industry, which was fine. But after merging with NBC, the competition for media discourse began.


    "Charles," Anne Hathaway suddenly walked briskly to Charles' side.


    "Hmm, you're here too?" Charles hadn't noticed Anne Hathaway earlier.


    "I was attending the promotional event for Valentine's Day with Julia Roberts and just arrived at the gala," Anne Hathaway explained. "Charles, I received an invitation for Spider-Man 4 from Sony. They seem to want me to play a role in Spider-Man 4!"


    "Spider-Man 4, inviting you?" Charles looked at Anne Hathaway. Sony hadn't even sorted out the script yet.


    Moreover, as Charles remembered, Anne Hathaway later participated in Warner Bros' The Dark Knight Rises as Catwoman.


    Seeing Charles' puzzled look, Anne Hathaway shrugged, "Sony currently just has the intention. We're still in talks."


  




  Chapter 542: Black Cat?


  

    In the evening, Charles Capet and Anne Hathaway went back to her Long Beach Villa.


    "Is Sam Raimi hoping to invite you to play Black Cat?" Charles leaned on the sofa, casually loosening his tie.


    In the comics, Black Cat was one of Spider-Man's partners and lovers, a sexy anti-heroine!


    "We just discussed it; the specific plans haven't been finalized. After all, Sony is still refining the script for Spider-Man 4," Anne Hathaway sat on the sofa next to Charles.


    "Don't get your hopes up. The Spider-Man series' producer Avi Arad and director Sam Raimi don't see eye to eye. Though Spider-Man 3 had a high box office, the reviews were highly polarized," Charles said, glancing at Anne Hathaway who was cuddling him. "You have an amazing body, and Black Cat would indeed suit you," he said, then leaned down to kiss her.


    No wonder Warner Bros. decided to cast Anne Hathaway as Catwoman in The Dark Knight Rises later; maybe this was one of the reasons.


    Anne Hathaway lay on the sofa, her gown casually thrown aside, enjoying Charles's playful touch on her chest. "Do you think Sony's Spider-Man 4 will flop?" she asked.


    "It's a high possibility. Didn't you see how Disney only kept Johnny Depp for Pirates of the Caribbean 4?" Charles said, admiring Anne Hathaway's perfectly shaped chest.


    "Really pretty," Charles commented as he gently touched her chest.


    "Stop it, Charles," Anne Hathaway pulled him onto herself, whispering seductively into his ear, "Do you like it?"


    "Of course, I do!"


    Anne Hathaway then wrapped her arms around Charles's neck, kissing him passionately.


    James Cameron's new film, Avatar, was the most anticipated movie of the year. With its release date approaching, the overwhelming promotional campaign was indeed grand.


    Marvel's new version of The Incredible Hulk premiered on December 4th, half a month before Avatar!


    "James is indeed a pioneer in cinematic technology; IMAX's stock prices are going to rise!" Charles sighed as he read the news in the paper.


    The giant IMAX theater hall would receive a huge boost due to Avatar's strong performance. Capet currently had six IMAX theaters in the US and four in Asia.


    As a shareholder in IMAX, Capet supported IMAX considerably, continually releasing some 3D movies to help promote IMAX as well.


    Nowadays, many movies were released simultaneously in 2D, 3D, and IMAX versions.


    "Charles, coffee," Anne Hathaway brought over the coffee she made and glanced at the newspaper headline about Twenty Century Fox's Avatar.


    "Worried that it might affect The Incredible Hulk's box office performance?" she asked.


    Charles shook his head, "There will be an impact, but not too significant. Cameron's movies always need a long-term release. The quality of The Incredible Hulk itself is more crucial; after all, Universal already released a version of it a few years ago."


    Anne Hathaway walked over and sat on Charles's lap, her seductive body barely covered by silky lingerie.


    "Charles, I've got the script for Silver Linings Playbook. I feel the story is really good, and I can't wait to start filming it," said Anne Hathaway. Although she had been nominated for Golden Globes and Oscars, she had yet to win an award.


    Known for her beauty, Anne Hathaway was still often labeled a "pretty trophy," and she was eager to prove she was more than just a star but an actor.


    Previously, if it weren't for Charles stopping her, she nearly took the role in Love & Other Drugs, which would have showcased her famous chest.


    Charles put down his coffee and rubbed the lady's thigh, "Dear, you should know Oscar Academy voters don't like pretty faces. When you film Silver Linings Playbook next year, don't have any idol burden. The lead character's life starts off chaotic and disgraceful; you need to show up with a disheveled appearance!"


    Charles understood that Anne Hathaway carried too much of an idol burden, always appearing glamorous on screen.


    This way, not many would care about your acting skills; just seeing the sexy Anne Hathaway was enough!


    "Like Charlize Theron and Nicole Kidman with their ugly makeovers?" Anne Hathaway asked.


    "That's unnecessary. Charlize Theron's drastic transformation in Monster is something not many actresses can handle. Nicole Kidman's look in The Hours would be sufficient. Just don't focus on enhancing your beauty.


    Charlize Theron won the Best Actress Oscar for Monster due to her transformative performance.


    Nicole Kidman won the Best Actress Oscar for The Hours, but that required a lot of PR. However, your performance at least needs to earn a nomination!


    Anne, you've had an incredibly smooth career, from your perfect debut in The Princess Diaries to your success in The Devil Wears Prada. You haven't faced much failure or setbacks," Charles said, lifting the lady's chin.


    "You're also beautiful and have an amazing body, which can easily cause resentment from ordinary people."


    "Would people resent me for my perfection?" Anne Hathaway seemed confused, then looked at Charles. "In terms of that, who can surpass you, Charles Capet? Your titles are way more impressive than mine!"


    "Pop," Charles gently slapped her thigh, "It's different. I come from East L.A.'s slums, single-parent family, and didn't go to college. A true rags-to-riches story in America. Isn't that an inspiring story for young people?"


    "True," Anne Hathaway kissed Charles's neck several times. "Charles Capet's success is un-replicable. The newspapers compare you to the tycoon families of the 19th century, but you significantly shortened the timeline. Newspapers say you're not just a symbol of the American Dream but also represent the American spirit!


    Okay, I'll listen to you. I won't carry any idol burden then. I don't want to be called an eye-candy forever!"


  




  Chapter 543: The Most Unconfident


  

    Anne Hathaway wanted to win an award to prove herself beyond just a pretty face. Compared to the beautiful Charlize Theron and Nicole Kidman, Anne Hathaway was far luckier.


    After all, both Charlize Theron and Nicole Kidman started as mere "trophy" actresses. It took almost a decade of hard work for them to win their awards.


    "I feel that some people dislike me for no reason," Anne Hathaway said, listening to Charles' explanation. It seemed she also understood some of the reasons behind it.


    "Don't worry. You can appear more genuine on camera in the future. Authentic personalities are really popular," Charles suddenly thought of the future Jennifer Lawrence, who would take the world by storm with her genuine persona.


    "Fans are the foundation of an artist and represent the artist's market value. You should understand that."


    Anne Hathaway nodded. She knew that Hollywood stars in front of the camera and behind it were two different beings. The side fans saw was just what the stars wanted them to see. The other side belonged to Hollywood itself.


    "Charles, are you free today?" Anne Hathaway asked, as she sat on Charles' lap, unbuttoned his shirt, and began to kiss his chest.


    "Nothing specific today, the company will call if there's anything," Charles said, reclining on the sofa as he held the lady. "Don't worry, I'll be staying here for the next couple of days to keep you company."


    Although Charles had lots of things to deal with, Anne Hathaway was also quite busy. With the upcoming awards season in Hollywood, things were slightly less hectic. Next year, Anne Hathaway's movies Valentine's Day and Alice in Wonderland were slated for release. There was a lot of promotional work to do!


    Anne Hathaway smiled, sat up, and pulled off her pajamas, licking her lips. "Charles, didn't you say last night I was good? I want you to feel it again!"


    Without waiting for Charles to speak, Anne Hathaway bent down, and Charles could only enjoy it freely. Anne Hathaway's mouth was quite big, and the feeling was indeed different from others...


    ...


    In early December, the new Hulk movie produced by Capet Pictures' Marvel Studios held a grand premiere at Universal City, as the first release by the newly merged Universal Pictures.


    The lead actors, Mark Ruffalo and Marion Cotillard, attended dressed to the nines, and the event was hosted by Marvel Studios' president, Kevin Feige.


    "Boss, The Hulk opened in more than 4,000 theaters in North America and was released simultaneously in over 60 countries and regions worldwide," Phyllis Jones reported to Charles in the lounge.


    "How's the lead actor for The Green Hornet coming along?" Charles asked. The Hulk's release was well-managed by others, so he didn't need to worry.


    "There are currently two candidates: Ryan Reynolds and Bradley Cooper. Both have comedic elements, fitting our casting requirements," Phyllis Jones responded.


    Ryan Reynolds was the male lead in The Proposal, while Bradley Cooper starred in The Hangover. Both were popular actors in Capet's hit movies this year, with comedic elements but not part of the kind of "Frat Pack".


    "But Ryan Reynolds is set to shoot Warner Brothers' DC movie Green Lantern, so he might not have the availability, right?"


    Charles obviously knew Ryan Reynolds. This guy had expressed interest in Marvel's Deadpool character during The Proposal and hoped to play it.


    After all, since Charles acquired Marvel Entertainment a few years ago, he hadn't sold any more character movie adaptation rights, leaving the Deadpool character with Marvel.


    This meant there wouldn't be a Deadpool character in 20th Century Fox's X-Men Origins: Wolverine!


    "Bradley Cooper is indeed better choice. After all, Ryan Reynolds is already playing DC's superhero Green Lantern," Phyllis Jones laughed.


    Bradley Cooper playing The Green Hornet, partnered with Stephen Chow, made sense. Bradley Cooper's comedic talent in The Hangover was well-displayed.


    The Green Hornet was indeed an action movie with comedic elements. It seemed like a good fit!


    Charles nodded, "Good, start preparing and filming as soon as possible. Let's aim for a 2011 release."


    Phyllis Jones then laughed, "With Bradley Cooper as the lead, the production budget set by the team is $75 million."


    The male lead, Bradley Cooper, female lead Kate Beckinsale, and director/co-star Stephen Chow!


    A $75 million budget was reasonable, and Charles reminded, "Don't exceed $80 million!"


    In the evening, at The Incredible Hulk's premiere banquet, Charles met Marion Cotillard, the French Oscar-winning actress.


    Since winning the award, Marion Cotillard's career had taken off. Her European charm, coupled with her superb acting, was very popular!


    "Marion, long time no see," Charles said, hugging Marion Cotillard with a smile.


    "Charles, thank you," Marion Cotillard said, kissing Charles on the cheek, "I owe all of this to you!"


    "No, no, your talent and hard work are also very important," Charles said, taking two glasses of wine from a tray and handing one to Marion.


    Marion Cotillard shook her head, "There are many talented and hardworking European actresses. My success is mainly due to luck, knowing you, Charles Capet. Audrey Tautou is an example. She wasn't as lucky as I was!"


    Audrey Tautou was the leading lady in the French movie Amelie, which was released in France in 2001 to both critical and commercial success.


    Audrey Tautou had a shining moment in France back then, with immense fame!


    "Not all European actors long for Hollywood," Charles smiled. He really liked European actors like Marion Cotillard, as they were easier to work with compared to American actors.


    "But Hollywood remains the world's movie center. Actors who want to prove themselves hope to gain recognition in Hollywood," Marion Cotillard continued after taking a sip of wine.


    "I've heard about the success of The Intouchables in France. Congratulations on being so well-received internationally!"


    Charles smiled, "The Intouchables didn't do great in North America, with just over $10 million in box office, but globally, it grossed over 425 million dollars, setting a new record for a French film worldwide."


    Marion Cotillard raised her glass, "Here's to The Incredible Hulk being a huge box office hit too!"


    Charles clinked glasses with her. The Incredible Hulk was the movie he had the least confidence in.


  




  Chapter 544: The Incredible Hulk


  

    Since this version of The Incredible Hulk had never been released before, Charles Capet was very attentive and made sure to watch it at the premiere!


    "Boss, have you noticed that both our main actors in The Incredible Hulk worked with Leonardo DiCaprio on a new film this year?" Phyllis Jones, sitting next to Charles Capet in the theater, remarked.


    "Oh, really? I know Marion Cotillard participated in Christopher Nolan's Inception, where Leonardo DiCaprio is the leading actor," Charles mused. "Did Mark Ruffalo also work with Leonardo DiCaprio?"


    "Yeah, in Martin Scorsese's Shutter Island, released by Paramount. Leonardo DiCaprio is the lead, and Mark Ruffalo is one of the supporting actors!" Phyllis Jones quietly explained to Charles, who was focused on the screen.


    "And our script for The Wolf of Wall Street was given to Leonardo DiCaprio's Appian Way Productions for development, and he indeed brought Martin Scorsese on board, but they still need a few million dollars in funding. So, Martin Scorsese teamed up with Leonardo DiCaprio for Shutter Island first!"


    Martin Scorsese had not directed The Departed, and he didn't win the Oscar for Best Director. Although Gangs of New York and The Aviator, which he also worked on with Leonardo DiCaprio, were big projects, they weren't commercially successful.


    Hence, movie companies were cautious about choosing Martin Scorsese for big-budget films over a hundred million dollars.


    "I recall the production department wanted Ridley Scott to direct, right?" Charles asked again.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Yes, but Ridley Scott was busy with Body of Lies and Robin Hood. But we've already talked with Leonardo DiCaprio, and he is very receptive to Ridley Scott directing since they worked together on Body of Lies!"


    Charles smiled. If Ridley Scott were to direct, financing The Wolf of Wall Street would be simpler. Both international pre-sales and television rights would fetch higher prices compared to a Martin Scorsese film.


    Besides, the previous Capet and Ridley Scott collaboration, The Departed, was quite successful. Ridley Scott is also prepping the Game of Thrones series for Capet TV!


    "Originally, Paramount planned to release Shutter Island this autumn, but Viacom had a tough year. Their film fund partners backed out," Phyllis Jones chuckled. "So, Paramount had to delay several movies. Shutter Island is pushed to February next year."


    Indeed, Viacom had a rough year, plagued by financial woes from the financial crisis. They were also losing their battle with Capet!


    "Paramount's threat nowadays comes only from DreamWorks Animation," Charles no longer saw Viacom as a major competitor. Sumner Redstone was nearly having a stroke; what more could he do?


    Inception, Christopher Nolan's project, is one to be cautious about. Charles didn't underestimate Christopher Nolan.


    "Boss, rumors have it that Inception was inspired by Japanese animator Satoshi Kon's work Paprika," Phyllis Jones added.


    "Copying is still copying, no matter what you call it," Charles was indifferent, "Does Hollywood not copy from Japan and Europe often?"


    Even Capet's Black Swan was said to be inspired by Requiem for a Dream, but it mostly borrowed ideas from Satoshi Kon's anime Perfect Blue.


    Christopher Nolan had talent, but Charles disliked how he wouldn't admit to his inspirations. Inception and Paprika had many similarities, not just in the dream themes, but several scenes were directly replicated.


    Paprika, a Japanese animated film from 2006, won numerous international awards. Christopher Nolan started preparing Inception after filming The Dark Knight in 2007.


    Even his future Interstellar borrowed scenes from Doraemon.


    However, Charles didn't mind. Hollywood's commercial prowess was unparalleled, and their adherence to contractual spirit was selectively enforced.


    Hollywood owned the most powerful propaganda media globally; they defined right and wrong.


    "Japan has undeniably produced many talents in film creativity and ideas," Charles had to admit. Disney's hand-drawn 2D animation pinnacle The Lion King was a copy of Japan's Kimba the White Lion.


    Furthermore, Japan produced top-tier filmmakers like Akira Kurosawa, whose influence on Hollywood filmmakers and creative works was significant.


    As The Incredible Hulk concluded, applause erupted in the theater. Mark Ruffalo's portrayal of Hulk didn't delve into deep themes or human nature. It was a pure popcorn movie focusing on action and spectacle.


    "Is today the board meeting?" Charles asked again.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Yes, I spoke with Mrs. Capet's assistant today. It's the day to elect the chairman!"


    Charles nodded, then got up and left the theater, calling his mother.


    At that moment, Evelyn Capet, dressed in a white business suit, was smoking in the chairman's office.


    "Charles, what's up? The Incredible Hulk premiere over?" Evelyn Capet answered her son's call.


    "Not yet. I won't stay long, just checking things out. What about your end?" Charles responded on the phone.


    "Ari Emanuel has stepped down, but he still holds some shares. I've already made an offer to purchase them as chairman. Nancy Josephson and Patrick Whitesell have become the company's co-presidents, and I'll merge with Texas Pacific Group (TPG) to acquire the shares. Ari Emanuel's shares will soon be diluted. I think he'll sell off his shares quickly to cash out, and I'll take over his shares!"


    "Got it," Charles hung up. His mom was ruthless, aiming to drive Ari Emanuel out completely.


    Ari Emanuel, one of the founders, but in business, it's never about right or wrong!


  




  Chapter 545: The Incredible Hulk's Opening


  

    Late at night, Charles sat in a chair before his desk, staring blankly at his computer.


    "Charles, what are you waiting for? Why aren't you resting yet?" Anne Hathaway, wearing a robe, walked in and saw Charles in his pajamas, pondering something with a lit thin cigar in an ashtray on the table.


    "Waiting for The Incredible Hulk's opening results," Charles smiled, taking a puff of his cigar and exhaling the smoke.


    "The Incredible Hulk's box office?" Anne Hathaway walked over, Charles pulled her into his lap, and she looked at the computer screen. "Marvel films have been doing well at the box office recently, right? Oh, are you worried because Ang Lee's Hulk failed a few years ago?"


    Anne Hathaway hugged Charles and kissed his cheek. "Marvel has found its way to success now. Both Iron Man films did so well. The box office for Thor wasn't bad either!"


    Anne Hathaway took a puff from Charles's unfinished cigar. "Capet's doing great now. Even if one or two films fail, it won't affect you much."


    Charles smiled, "I can't sleep anyway, so I might as well wait for the results. After all, Marvel is now Capet Entertainment's ace!"


    When one talks about Capet's Marvel, it's evidently more potent than Disney's Marvel from the past. Disney pursued the idea of family-friendly movies strictly.


    In the past, Marvel Studios had a distribution deal with Paramount. Iron Man was distributed by Paramount, but even though Iron Man 2 and Thor were under Paramount's name, they were practically controlled by Disney.


    After Disney acquired Marvel, they negotiated with Paramount to take over the movie distribution. However, the contract still named Paramount as the distributor, with commissions paid to them until their five-year deal expired in 2013.


    Only then did Disney start to distribute Marvel movies under its own name.


    But the first Iron Man, led by Paramount, had the highest reputation.


    Anne Hathaway put the cigar back into Charles's mouth and said, "Papers are saying that Capet is trying to compete with Disney in the movie-themed parks market through Universal Studios. The buyback of shares in Orlando Universal Studios and Osaka Universal Studios is big news!"


    "You follow this stuff too?" Charles put the cigar in the ashtray and smiled, "Disney is ahead of us in that area."


    The thing about Disney films is that whether the movies make money doesn't really matter. It's about the promotion power and expanding Disney's influence.


    It helps Disney parks attract more visitors and boosts their merchandise licensing fees.


    Compared to the scale of Disney merchandise, movie profits are negligible. Disney's film library, excluding Miramax, has only around 800 animated and live-action movies.


    Disney's hundreds of film rights are so valuable in the era of successful movie-themed parks that even if you combine all other Hollywood studios' libraries, it's not worth as much.


    Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, Winnie the Pooh, and Disney Princesses - they all print money!


    Actually, Universal Animation has always worked with Mattel. Every year two or three Barbie animation films are released to keep the Barbie brand alive.


    Currently, Universal has around 30 Barbie animated films released, though they haven't been very successful. Mattel only hopes to maintain Barbie's popularity.


    Suddenly, Charles glanced at Anne Hathaway in his arms, and an idea popped into his head. Anne Hathaway was once called a real-life Barbie.


    "What's up?" Anne Hathaway asked, touching her face as Charles stared at her.


    "What do you think about us making a live-action Barbie Princess?" Charles knew the idea was bold since Barbie wasn't like Transformers.


    Although Barbie has her own life and stories, they're not very exciting. Barbie's appeal lies in her looks and figure.


    "You want me to play Barbie?" Anne Hathaway was stunned for a moment and then laughed, "There were rumors after the success of the live-action Transformers, you know. The script is tough to adapt. I also received an invitation."


    Charles wouldn't care about entertainment industry gossip. The success of Transformers had many toy companies itching to adapt their toys into live-action films, but not many toys are suitable for such adaptations.


    Charles nodded, "True. As a female princess, Barbie would definitely bring up issues like feminism. It's not a good fit for now."


    Immediately, a somewhat aroused Charles kissed the lady.


    "Hmmm, an email's here," Charles heard the notification while kissing the lady, glancing at his computer and seeing an email had indeed arrived.


    The Incredible Hulk opened in 4012 theaters in North America, grossing 69 million dollars in its first weekend.


    This performance was decent. Charles remembered that Thor's opening was 66 million dollars.


    However, Thor's scale was not as grand as this The Incredible Hulk. It was the first major film after the merger of veteran giant Universal and the new giant Capet, with high expectations!


    The Incredible Hulk's production cost was 150 million dollars, with an additional 75 million dollars for marketing. Charles's expectations were low; global earnings of 400 million dollars would be enough to develop a sequel.


    After all, it's a crucial part of the Avengers storyline.


    "How did it open?"


    "Less than 70 million dollars," Charles said, pointing at the screen.


    "That's a good result, this week's box office champion!"


    Seemingly a bit tired, Anne Hathaway yawned.


    Charles smiled, rubbing the lady's hips, "Alright, let's go rest. It's past two in the morning!"


  




  Chapter 546: Jeffrey Katzenberg


  

    Los Angeles, Burbank, Capet Headquarters.


    "Boss, good news! The Council of Orange County in Florida has passed the proposal to expand the Universal Orlando Resort," Phyllis Jones said excitedly as she entered Charles's office. "The county council granted us a nearby swamp and hill area, 2100 acres of land!"


    Charles calmly nodded, "I already knew about this. Ms. Huffington informed me in advance."


    Regardless, neither party in Florida was going to offend Capet. It was no surprise that a beneficial proposal for Florida could pass.


    2100 acres were roughly 8.5 square kilometers in size, nearly four times the current area of Universal Orlando Resort, but unfortunately, it was mountainous and swampy land.


    "Tom Williams has reached China, right?" Charles asked, already aware that Disney and Universal Studios were both negotiating with the Chinese government to build new theme parks in Shanghai, with Disney taking the lead.


    Obama hadn't shown his value, so Charles had directly sent Tom Williams, Chairman of Universal Parks & Resorts and Consumer Products Group, to China.


    Charles's specific words were, "Defeat Disney at all cost to secure the project for building Universal Studios Resort in Shanghai!"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Yes, he has arrived and started negotiations with the Chinese government."


    "Got it!"


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles met Jeffrey Katzenberg, Chairman of DreamWorks Animation, at the Chateau Marmont Hotel in West Hollywood.


    Jeffrey Katzenberg, with his shiny bald head, and Charles sat in the coffee lounge.


    "Building DreamWorks Animation's area inside Universal Studios?" Jeffrey Katzenberg was undoubtedly interested in Charles's proposal but hoped for the development of his own DreamWorks movie theme park.


    "Charles, I need to think it over," Jeffrey Katzenberg didn't want to become a subsidiary of the media conglomerate; he wanted to build his own entertainment empire.


    Charles nodded, "Sure, take your time. Contact us anytime when you're ready; Universal Studios will be our key development focus, and DreamWorks Animation is an IP we value very much. Jeffrey, to beat Disney, not even DreamWorks alone can do it, even if we team up I can't be entirely confident!"


    Everyone knew about Jeffrey Katzenberg's feud with Disney, and the obstacle to bringing DreamWorks Animation under Charles's control was Jeffrey Katzenberg himself.


    Jeffrey Katzenberg nodded, "I'll thoroughly consider your proposal. If DreamWorks Animation is ever for sale, Capet will be my first choice!"


    Watching Jeffrey Katzenberg leave, Charles sighed inwardly. DreamWorks Animation was doing quite well now, giving Jeffrey the confidence.


    Next year, DreamWorks Animation would release Shrek Forever After and How to Train Your Dragon; it might be when DreamWorks Animation starts declining that Jeffrey Katzenberg would consider selling.


    Not long after, Gal Gadot sat next to Charles with a questioning look, "Done talking?"


    Charles nodded, put his hand on her thigh, and asked, "Is Captain America finished shooting?"


    "All done, and Fast & Furious 5 is also planned, shooting will start next year!" Gal Gadot said, kissing Charles on the cheek.


    "Let's go, let's grab a drink," Charles said, wrapping his arm around her waist and heading to the bar.


    "Charles, look," Gal Gadot pointed at two people not far away.


    "Oh, that's Tom Cruise and J.J. Abrams," Charles also looked over.


    "I just played a role in Tom Cruise and Cameron Diaz's action comedy Knight and Day," explained Gal Gadot.


    Charles thought about something else, the connection between J.J. Abrams and Tom Cruise, which was the Mission Impossible series.


    J.J. Abrams had directed Mission Impossible III a few years ago, though it didn't achieve great acclaim or box office success.


    But now, with J.J. Abrams proving his directing capabilities through the Transformers series and Star Trek, Paramount and Tom Cruise had reconciled last year and started preparing Mission Impossible: Ghost Protocol, with J.J. Abrams as one of the producers!


    "Let's go say hi," Charles felt they were surely discussing Mission Impossible: Ghost Protocol.


    "Hey, Charles," J.J. Abrams spotted Charles coming over, got up, and greeted him.


    Tom Cruise stood up, smiling, "Charles, oh, and Gal!"


    Charles smiled and shook hands with them, "I just saw Jeffrey Katzenberg from DreamWorks Animation and then ran into Gal. I wanted to check on Captain America with her, but she spotted Tom. It seems Hollywood's heartthrob charm is still intact!"


    Tom Cruise chuckled, "I just collaborated with Gal in Knight and Day," and then called for two glasses of champagne, inviting Charles and Gal to sit down.


  




  Chapter 547: Skydance


  

    Tom Cruise's Mission: Impossible series and the Star Trek series were some of the few super IPs that Paramount had.


    Charles Capet had initially planned to get involved in the Mission: Impossible 4 project because the failure of Mission: Impossible 3 made Paramount hesitant to invest heavily in the series.


    Moreover, Paramount often collaborated with other film companies on movie projects. As for the conflict between Capet and Viacom, when there's profit to be made, even great enmities can become alliances!


    Unfortunately, Paramount partnered with a rich second generation, David Ellison from Skydance Media.


    Teaming up with Skydance Media came with fewer expenses than collaborating with other film companies.


    In the Capet mansion on Beverly Hills, Charles called Donna Langley to inquire about Skydance Media.


    Charles had known for years that David Ellison founded this film company and that the first film they prepared, Flyboys, was a colossal failure.


    However, there hadn't been much news about Skydance Media and David Ellison in recent years!


    "Megan Ellison, Larry Ellison's daughter, also wants to get into the film industry. It's no surprise that David Ellison is returning to Hollywood," Donna Langley said casually over the phone.


    "Hollywood definitely welcomes such hot money, but Paramount's bid was higher than usual," Donna Langley continued, "Not every deep-pocketed investor has the same standards. Are you interested in David Ellison, Charles?"


    "Hehe, if he's willing to spend money, it's not bad for Universal to have an extra investor. However, these rich kids also have dreams of their own. We'll see how things go," Charles wasn't overly concerned. The shareholders of Capet Pictures included many investment funds.


    With Charles Capet's golden reputation, they never lacked funding for movies!


    "So, how are the Universal Studios Resort bonds performing?" Charles asked.


    "They've reached $2.5 billion. Anne plans to raise at least $3.5 billion this time. We'll need funds for buying back shares from Universal Orlando and Universal Studios Japan, as well as for expansions," Donna replied.


    Chief Financial Officer Anne Depp was in New York overseeing the bond issuance.


    "Oh, that's fine. There are indeed a lot of places that will need money in the future," Charles supported the idea, as Capet Group's current debt was low, and the potential was significant.


    "By the way, how are your talks with George Lucas? I've already met with Jeffrey Katzenberg of DreamWorks Animation," Charles asked.


    "George Lucas has a good relationship with Disney CEO Robert Iger, who has long proposed acquiring Lucasfilm," Donna replied. "And George Lucas has promised Robert Iger that if he retires, Lucasfilm would only be sold to Disney."


    To develop Universal Studios, Charles needed a lot of hit IPs, and Star Wars' influence in America was undeniable.


    "Promised?" Charles scoffed. "Can't he see the future of Capet Universal? It's all about profit. Maintain a good relationship with George Lucas, and when the time comes, we'll offer him a higher price than Disney. Let's see what he chooses!"


    After hanging up, Charles poured himself a glass of wine. As he took a sip, Gal Gadot walked in after taking a bath.


    Her loose robe and long hair, along with those long legs, were quite the sight.


    He poured the lady a glass of wine. Gal Gadot accepted the glass, adjusted her hair, and said, "Thanks!"


    "So, how does shooting in Hollywood feel different?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Gal Gadot took a sip, put down the glass, and wrapped her arms around Charles' neck. "I've shot three movies in Hollywood: Fast & Furious 4, Captain America, and Knight & Day. I've been to over 12 countries!"


    "Hollywood movies are way more advanced than Israeli ones!" she continued.


    Charles slid his hand under her robe and felt the softness, whispering, "Fast & Furious 5 is already in the works. It's my favorite IP at Universal. With this series, you're pretty much guaranteed a spot in Hollywood!"


    The Fast & Furious series was the IP Charles valued the most at Universal, but Universal had more than just this IP now.


    Marvel Productions and Capet Pictures' films were distributed by Universal, so the resources allocated to the Fast & Furious series weren't as generous as before!


    Although Gal Gadot wasn't the lead in the Fast & Furious series, she was an important member of the main cast.


    Now that Capet owned Universal, Charles planned to increase her importance appropriately. Having a beautiful woman in the series shouldn't be wasted!


    Vin Diesel was one of the producers of Fast & Furious, but Charles wouldn't let him take the reins without supervision.


    As for Paul Walker, since he loved racing, Charles figured it was best to prepare a replacement in advance!


    "Charles," Gal Gadot, feeling aroused by the teasing, kissed his neck.


    "Mhm," Charles leaned over her, parted her robe, and started kissing her chest.


    Lying on the couch, Gal Gadot felt the sensations and smiled, "And there's Captain America. Marvel's films are getting a lot of attention right now, so I'm pretty lucky."


    "You deserve it," Charles said before kissing her lips...


    ...


    In Burbank, at Disney headquarters, CEO Robert Iger's office.


    "Robert, Capet's Donna Langley visited Lucasfilm headquarters in San Francisco the day before yesterday. They're very interested in Lucasfilm," George Lucas said over the phone from San Francisco.


    Robert Iger wasn't surprised. Capet's next strategy was to promote Universal Studios, and everyone knew it.


    It would have been surprising if Lucasfilm, with its Star Wars IP, hadn't gotten Capet's acquisition notice!


    "George, I've always believed Disney is the best home for Star Wars. When it comes to commercializing IPs, no one does it better than Disney," Robert Iger said confidently. "Not even the Favored Son of Hollywood!" His confidence was backed by the fact that Star Wars' main profit came from commercial licensing of the IP.


    "Don't worry, I've already made it clear that Disney would be the home of Star Wars after my retirement, but it seems Capet won't give up easily," George Lucas replied.


    "They're heavily investing in Universal Studios. It must be putting pressure on Disneyland, right?"


    Facing George Lucas' question, Robert Iger just smiled, "Don't worry, George!"


    ...


  




  Chapter 548: Chapter 548


  

    On December 16, 2009, Roy E. Disney, former vice chairman of Disney, passed away from stomach cancer at the age of 79.


    Roy E. Disney was the son of Roy O. Disney, one of Disney's founders, and the nephew of Walt Disney.


    The Disney Group held a grand memorial service at Disneyland in Anaheim, California, to commemorate this man's contributions and sacrifices for the Disney Group.


    In the Bahamas, on Charles Capet's private island, Evelyn Capet was vacationing with some people.


    Charles was also accompanying Evelyn with Megan Fox on Bonds Island, which could host a vacation team of about 30 people at once.


    The environment was beautiful, and the scenery was pleasant. The location was also very private and secluded.


    "Where's Charles?" Evelyn asked Megan Fox who was getting ready to go surfing.


    "Oh, he's in the room watching TV news!"


    Evelyn nodded and went directly to the suite where Charles was.


    Charles was sitting on the sofa in the room, watching Disney news on the TV. Oren Aviv, the co-president of Disney's film division who managed the production department, had also resigned.


    Now, Sean Bailey took over as the president of Disney Films!


    "Disney's film division has changed leadership, CEO Dick Cook, co-president Mark Zoradi, and Oren Aviv have all resigned," Charles explained. "Now, Disney's film division is led by the lesser-known Rich Ross as CEO and Sean Bailey as president. It's quite interesting!"


    Evelyn was aware of this news after entering the room.


    "Maybe it's just a transitional phase. If Disney Films' performance doesn't improve, they'll probably choose someone more suitable," Charles explained, implying high-level executives from other major film companies.


    Anyway, the executives of major Hollywood film companies often rotated around.


    "Roy E. Disney passed away, do you have any thoughts?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles shook his head and smiled, "Not much, his era is too far from mine, but his two actions to save Disney are commendable!"


    Perhaps the most successful event in Roy E. Disney's life was taking on the responsibility of reviving Disney's hand-drawn animations after his uncle Walt Disney and his father Roy O. Disney passed away in the '60s and '70s.


    In the mid-'80s, when Disney was in turmoil, he advocated challenging Disney's CEO and president Ron Miller at the board of directors' meeting, bringing in Michael Eisner and Frank Wells to become CEO and president.


    Michael Eisner brought his friend Jeffrey Katzenberg into Disney to lead the animation division, starting Disney's rise to dominance, which was Roy E. Disney's first rescue of Disney!


    The second rescue was in 2005 when Roy E. Disney persuaded the board to oust Michael Eisner, who had ruled Disney for 20 years.


    The executive and presidential positions at Disney were taken over by former COO Robert Iger!


    "Yeah, Roy E. Disney supported Michael Eisner back then and Disney's performance skyrocketed," Evelyn Capet affirmed his foresight, "Twenty years later, he also coordinated the effort to oust Michael Eisner from Disney!"


    Charles knew that Disney's successor, Robert Iger, was no less capable than Michael Eisner. If not for his own plans, Disney's future might truly be unstoppable.


    "Disney might not have a Disney family member anymore," Evelyn sighed.


    Charles smiled, "But it made the whole world remember the Disney family!"


    Evelyn smiled too, "Why did you come for vacation this time? Isn't there good news from Universal Studios in Orlando? And aren't you interested in 20th Century Fox's blockbuster Avatar? It seems to be released today!"


    Charles waved his hand, "I'm interested in Lucasfilm and DreamWorks Animation, but George Lucas and Jeffrey Katzenberg are hard to deal with. I just came to relax, only staying for two or three days before going back. As for Avatar, it's James Cameron's decade-long effort. Paying attention to it is quite normal!"


    "Lucasfilm and DreamWorks Animation?" Evelyn's eyes widened, "Hey, you sure have a big appetite..."


    ...


    While Charles was on vacation in the Caribbean, Disney in Los Angeles was somewhat troubled.


    In Burbank, at Disney's headquarters, Disney CEO and President Robert Iger was chatting in his office with Disney Chairman John Pepper Jr.


    John Pepper Jr. furrowed his brows, "The $175 million production cost A Christmas Carol, has only grossed 130 million dollars in North America, and less than 200 million dollars overseas. Capet's Twilight Saga: New Moon grossed nearly 300 million dollars in North America alone after a month of release, and has already broken $300 million overseas!"


    John Pepper Jr. looked at Robert Iger while speaking, "Besides Pixar's one animation film Up, Disney's only entry in the top 20 of North America's annual box office chart is A Christmas Carol..."


    John Pepper Jr. took over as chairman of Disney in 2006, succeeding George Mitchell who had taken over the position after Michael Eisner stepped down in 2004.


    As a transitional chairman, after George Mitchell stepped down, John Pepper Jr. succeeded him.


    Meanwhile, Robert Iger also took over the CEO position from Michael Eisner in 2005!


    According to Disney's tradition, the chairman and CEO were often the same person, and Robert Iger was basically the next chairman.


    Robert Iger sighed, "In the media and entertainment business, Disney's performance is very poor. Don't even compare with Capet, Paramount, 20th Century Fox, Warner Bros., all outperform us! Right now, Capet is vigorously promoting Universal Studios Resort, and they've been contacting DreamWorks Animation and Lucasfilm. Their intention to recruit is very clear."


    Ever since Capet merged with Universal, Disney's Robert Iger had been keeping a close eye on them, although he wasn't interested in Capet's innovations in other areas.


    But now that Capet had begun promoting Universal Studios, it couldn't be ignored. Capet had bought back shares of Universal Studios Orlando to own it fully and also acquired half the shares of Universal Studios Osaka to operate it themselves.


    Especially after learning that Charles Capet had been in contact with George Lucas and Jeffrey Katzenberg, Robert Iger worried Capet might acquire Star Wars and DreamWorks Animation.


    Robert Iger knew too well about the significance of Star Wars in Americans' hearts, and he was also aware of the impact Pixar characters had in Disney Parks.


    Even though DreamWorks Animation leaned more towards adult content, it was not to be underestimated!


    As for the 2100 acres of land that Universal Studios Orlando received from the county council, Robert Iger wasn't too concerned. Instead, he remained focused on the Wizarding World of Harry Potter in Universal Studios Orlando.


    With franchise series like Marvel and Transformers, Capet held numerous IPs that would become attractions in Universal Studios.


    Additionally, Capet had established the Universal Studios Grand Hotel brand, emulating Disney's hotel group to operate themed hotels. All these moves pointed to Capet prioritizing the development of Universal Studios Resort Group in the future.


  




  Chapter 549: Chapter 549


  

    Los Angeles, Four Seasons Hotel at Beverly Hills.


    Charles, who had come back early from a Caribbean vacation, attended the celebration party for The Twilight Saga: New Moon.


    As one of the most commercially influential super IPs in the market, the Twilight series was enviable by everyone.


    It could even compete with Warner Bros' Harry Potter series at the box office!


    In a suite at the hotel, Charles was kissing the sultry Kristen Stewart on the sofa.


    "Mmm," after a passionate kiss, Kristen Stewart leaned in Charles' arms and asked, "Weren't you on vacation in the Caribbean? It's not even Christmas yet, why are you back so soon?"


    "I went with my mother, I just got back early," actually, Charles was supposed to return with Megan Fox, but she went home to spend Christmas with her family.


    "Oh," Kristen Stewart stroked Charles' chest, "Is Breaking Dawn really split into two parts?"


    Charles nodded, "Of course! Next year you'll film Eclipse, and then it'll be the two-part finale of Breaking Dawn!"


    As he spoke, Charles slid his hand to the woman's chest, feeling its softness, "I know you like to make indie films, but you understand the importance of the Twilight series to you; Lots of money, lots of fame, it's pretty great!"


    Kristen Stewart nodded, "I know, but commercial films are always shot according to a strict schedule. When shooting indie films, there's more room for creativity, you can meet a bunch of interesting people, and the crew is always flexible, never rushed or dragging behind!"


    Charles chuckled, "No wonder you always take up indie films every year. But your choice in films, it's a bit low-tier, no?"


    "Not at all! I think the films I choose are quite challenging," Kristen Stewart immediately leaned into Charles' ear, "The latest film Capet released, A Single Man, is quite good. It's Tom Ford's directorial debut, quite bold!"


    Tom Ford made that film for him and his boyfriend.


    "Alright, I'll keep an eye out for you. Capet receives a lot of indie film scripts every day," Charles withdrew his hand from her chest, "Go on, go get the applause and congratulations you deserve!"


    "I'll tidy up my makeup first, come to my place tonight," Kristen Stewart lazily got up from Charles' lap.


    Afterward, Charles left the room first and headed to the banquet hall.


    "Charles, congratulations! Capet made history in Hollywood this year, grossing over 2 billion dollars at the North American box office," Warner Bros' COO and Co-CEO, Alan Horn, appeared at the party.


    "Thanks, it's because of the many sequels this year," Charles shook hands with Alan Horn with a smile, films like Transformers 2 and Iron Man 2 contributed significantly, along with the perfect performance of low-budget films like The Hangover and The Blind Side.


    Though Charles didn't know why Alan Horn was here, he treated guests well.


    "Warner Bros has been the king of Hollywood movies these past few years, especially after merging with New Line. Not to mention the Harry Potter series, DC Entertainment is also very enviable, plus New Line's The Hobbit!"


    Charles didn't underestimate Warner Bros; Time Warner's strength was not to be taken lightly.


    "We do have some issues with The Hobbit now, with MGM's current troubles," Alan Horn said as he glanced at Charles and laughed. "Capet has also bid for MGM, who knows, maybe our two companies will collaborate on The Hobbit project!"


    Charles understood, keeping his expression the same, "We'll see if MGM gives us that chance!"


    "Hahaha," both men laughed after this exchange.


    Trying to probe my stance on MGM, huh? Was this beating around the bush necessary?


    At that time, the two chairs of Warner Bros, Barry Meyer and Alan Horn, were advocates of high-concept films.


    Big productions, extensive marketing, and grand scenes had indeed made Warner Bros. thrive in the market over the past few years!


    Everyone knew that The Hobbit project was a shared effort between New Line and MGM. It had already started the preparatory work but was put on hold due to MGM's debt crisis.


    Currently, the most enticing properties MGM had were The Hobbit and the 007 series. Sony had held a stake in MGM for several years, and Columbia Pictures had released two 007 films, which made them quite happy.


    Alan Horn tested Charles on his attitude toward MGM, worrying they might compete with Capet in acquiring MGM.


    After all, Capet's approach to acquiring NBC Universal was quite straightforward and brutal!


    "MGM's film library is indeed tempting. The 007 series is the crown jewel," Charles said, glancing at Alan Horn. "But it looks like Comcast is quite keen on acquiring MGM now!"


    The real contenders with substantial contact with MGM were Comcast, Time Warner, News Corp, and Lionsgate. Capet had barely dipped its toes in, just placing a bid.


    Alan Horn's eyes brightened. "It seems like Capet isn't focusing on MGM," he speculated, perhaps because Universal Studios' operations were draining Capet's resources. Charles' mention of Comcast was a clear reminder.


    "Comcast Group, they're definitely not low-key," Alan Horn understood Comcast's eagerness to break into the content domain.


    "The shrinking DVD market has reduced the profits from movies, making their share of media group profits increasingly small. But the development cycle for movie merchandising is getting longer, making movie IPs more valuable!"


    Alan Horn knew why smaller movie companies couldn't shake the Big Six. It's because the Big Six had a more comprehensive film industry!


    Movie losses could often be recouped through merchandising like toys and theme parks.


    Smaller movie companies had singular revenue streams and couldn't handle losses of tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars from a single film!


    Charles held up two fingers and said with a smile, "Firstly, the production rights for The Hobbit are with New Line. With MGM in this state, would Warner Bros. give up the distribution rights for The Hobbit?"


    "No," Alan Horn shook his head, with no attempt to hide anything. He explained, "If MGM had the funds, it would handle The Hobbit's domestic distribution, while Warner Bros. would take care of international distribution. If MGM lacks the funds, Warner Bros. would fund and take over The Hobbit's global distribution directly!"


    Of course, if 20th Century Fox or Universal actually bought MGM, with New Line holding production rights, at most they'd get the North American distribution rights for The Hobbit. Warner Bros. certainly wouldn't give up the international distribution rights.


    Otherwise, Warner Bros. wouldn't green-light New Line's production of The Hobbit. Conversely, Warner Bros. wouldn't get the global distribution rights because neither 20th Century Fox nor Universal would abandon their distributor position for The Hobbit.


    After all, News Corp or Capet Group behind them wouldn't lack the funds!


    "So," Charles continued, "the only thing worth chasing at MGM now is the 007 series. MGM only has a domestic distribution network. They rely on us Big Six for the overseas market. If one of the Big Six acquires MGM, there's no problem. But if a non-Big Six company buys MGM, then the international distribution rights for 007 would again go to a bidding war!"


    After MGM was acquired by Kirk Kerkorian and turned into a hotel brand, it shut down its massive distribution department.


    And after MGM merged with United Artists, it had been using United Artists' domestic distribution channels!


    "But would MGM's creditors accept our Big Six's bids? Hollywood insiders are very familiar with MGM's situation," Charles said, stroking his chin. "Horn, how much is Warner Bros. willing to pay? Your company has quite a history with MGM!"


    Alan Horn shook his head. "MGM is a sinking ship, although it has some gems. But if they ask for too much, it's definitely a no-go."


    Charles puckered his lips. That's stating the obvious.


    "Alright then, your biggest competitor for MGM is Comcast. They definitely aren't short on cash," Charles said, snapping his fingers to a nearby waiter, who brought over two glasses of champagne.


    "20th Century Fox's Avatar made $77 million in its first weekend and has received high praise," Charles said, taking a sip of his champagne. "James Cameron's creations are always extraordinary!"


    "Does Charles Capet have anyone he fears?" Alan Horn asked with a big smile.


    Bored, Charles shook his head, "One film every 10 years, how much difference can it really make?"


    "Alright, let's just enjoy the party," Charles said as he spotted a familiar face in conversation with the Twilight crew across the room.


    Jennifer Lawrence. No one knew if she'd still become famous without Harvey Weinstein.


    Suzanne Collins' The Hunger Games novel, published last year, was named the number-one bestseller by The Wall Street Journal, Publishers Weekly, The New York Times, and USA Today.


    This year, The Hunger Games: Catching Fire was published, receiving even more awards and honors.


    And by next year, Suzanne Collins would be publishing The Hunger Games: Mockingjay!


    Suzanne Collins had sold the film adaptation rights to Capet even before the first novel was published last year.


    With the Twilight series not yet concluded, the next big hit, The Hunger Games, was already on the horizon, ready to go.


    Charles mused that playing by this strategy, Hollywood wouldn't have any real competition for the next decade!


    Then, by properly managing Netflix and Universal Studios, establishing a strong foothold in streaming, and heavily promoting the theme park resorts, he couldn't even imagine what Capet would look like in the future.


  




  Chapter 550: A Quiet Christmas


  

    In 2009, Charles purposely went to London for Christmas. With the Premier League season halfway through, Arsenal was only one point behind Chelsea, sitting in second place in the standings.


    The UEFA Champions League group stage was over, and Arsenal's opponent in the Round of 16 was Porto from the Portuguese league. Despite Arsenal suffering from a wave of injuries, they certainly had the depth to handle Porto.


    "Eden Hazard from Lille, last season's Ligue 1 Young Player of the Year, 19 years old. His contract with Lille is about to expire, isn't it? They should be negotiating a renewal," Charles was talking to Arsenal chairman David Dein over the phone from his manor on Bishop's Avenue in Hampstead, North London.


    "That's right, they should almost be done. If we want to buy him in the winter, Lille has set the price at 10 million pounds," David Dein reminded him over the phone.


    "Fine, he's young and easy to develop. 10 million pounds is reasonable," Charles agreed, knowing Eden Hazard's talent was undeniable, even if some Belgian players had questionable character; their ability was without a doubt.


    "Once he proves himself, we can sell him off and let another team take over."


    "By the way, the work on forming Miami FC needs to speed up. They must be ready to join the MLS in 2011," Charles mentioned. After all, he had spent 25 million dollars just to secure a spot the previous year, and now even the stadium issue was resolved!


    "Don't worry, we're looking into signing a high-profile player from Europe."


    Miami FC was officially established earlier this year, but hadn't fully prepared yet. They definitely wouldn't be ready for next year's league.


    "Wait, you're talking about Henry, right?" Charles got excited.


    "Yes, the Arsenal legend. Looks like you're keeping up, Charles," David Dein chuckled over the phone. "You know, Barcelona achieved an unprecedented sextuple this year. Henry is getting older, and his playing time at Barca is decreasing."


    "Next summer, Henry's contract with Barcelona will expire. Given the situation, Barca probably won't renew it. He's not part of their future plans, so we're planning to persuade Henry to join Miami!"


    "Great, Henry is an Arsenal legend, and Miami FC is like a branch of Arsenal," Charles felt very pleased. Although Henry joining MLS wouldn't be as big as Beckham, he was still a star player.


    ...


    In the afternoon, Keira Knightley came over to Charles's manor and noticed how quiet his Christmas was.


    "Charles, is this how you're planning to spend Christmas?" Keira Knightley asked as soon as she stepped in, noticing the lack of holiday atmosphere. "You've been here for three days and haven't prepared anything?"


    "Come on, Christmas happens every year. There are celebrations everywhere. I came to the suburbs to have some peace. Otherwise, I'd have stayed at Knightsbridge," Charles replied as he helped Keira Knightley take off her coat and hung it up.


    He led her to the sofa, "Would you like something to drink?"


    Keira Knightley shook her head, pulling Charles to sit beside her and said with a smile, "I've spent most of these years in England. I can't believe you've done so much in America. It's impressive!"


    With that, Keira Knightley gave Charles a peck on the cheek.


    Charles smiled and said, "I've always been impressive, but you've done well yourself. Your performances in art films have become more refined. And I heard you have three films coming out next year!"


    Keira Knightley nodded, "All art films: Last Night, London Boulevard, and Never Let Me Go!"


    Charles held her hand, "You've been winning awards left and right. You should pick more commercial films. Commercial films have bigger influence; art films should complement them."


    To Charles, Keira Knightley was incredibly talented and fortunate; she rose through the ranks from being a child star. At 17, she starred in the Pirates of the Caribbean series, which was a global blockbuster, and then solidified her status with critically and commercially successful films like Pride & Prejudice and Atonement!


    Now focusing purely on art films seemed unwise to Charles, so he gently stroked Keira Knightley's cheek, "Keira, people say you're the epitome of British classic beauty!"


    Keira Knightley licked her lips and whispered in Charles's ear, "Should I try to be like Scarlett Johansson and do more commercial films?"


    Charles smiled, his hand moving to her chest, "And learn from her in other ways too!"


    Then, Charles kissed her, noting with surprise how small and bony her chest felt. Keira Knightley, aware of what Charles meant, responded passionately, despite her own slender frame and A-cup chest.


    Soon, Charles was carrying Keira Knightley into the bedroom...


    Before long, the icy rain in London hit the ground with the cold wind, and the raindrops pattered against the window.


    In the bedroom, Charles lay on top of Keira Knightley, their fingers intertwined. Hearing the rain, Charles glanced at the misty window, "No wonder the rich always go to the Mediterranean during winter. This weather is really unpleasant!"


    Keira Knightley turned her head with a nonchalant attitude, pulling Charles closer, "You come to London often, you should be used to it. Tonight, I'll take you to a great restaurant. It's a small place, but the food is fantastic. Interested?"


    Charles nodded, "Of course, Christmas needs to be celebrated somehow," and then kissed her on the chest.


    "Keira, what do you want for a Christmas present?"


    "A present?" Keira Knightley whispered seductively in his ear, "I want to see Scarlett Johansson begging in bed. Can you make it happen? She always teased me about my figure before!"


    "Wow, that's intense!" Charles was momentarily stunned. Women sure held grudges.


    "Ok, I'll call her and ask her to fly over tonight," Charles thought about it, "Or better yet, let's invite her to join us for a Mediterranean vacation. Sun, sand, blue sky, white clouds, much better than London!"


    Keira Knightley rolled her eyes at Charles, "Aren't you missing bikini girls too?"


  




  Chapter 551: Chapter 551


  

    Palma, a tourist city in Mallorca, Spain, Charles and Keira Knightley came from London to meet up with Scarlett Johansson from the US for a vacation.


    Under the blue sky and the emerald Mediterranean Sea, in the holiday villa of a seaside spa hotel, Scarlett Johansson and Keira Knightley started arguing as soon as they met.


    "Typical American blonde bimbo," Keira Knightley, in a plaid skirt, stood with her hands on her hips, looking at Scarlett Johansson with disdain.


    "Hey, you flat-chested British kid are just jealous of my figure," Scarlett Johansson countered, stepping closer and pressing her voluptuous 34D chest against Keira Knightley. "Wanna touch? Maybe yours will grow..."


    "Hmph, what's so great about that, silicone..."


    Charles, sitting on the sofa, massaged his temples. They had been arguing since yesterday, and they seemed to be getting along so well?


    He shook his head slightly, pretending not to see, and picked up a newspaper. Another scandal about Tiger Woods?


    Since last month, the well-known American golfer Tiger Woods had been the hot topic on many newspapers and magazines due to a car accident where he crashed into a tree, which exposed his numerous affairs.


    With every major and minor paper, radio and TV station, and internet blog digging and searching comprehensively, Tiger Woods' mistresses spanned from party girls, single moms, models, neighbors, nightclub waitresses to fervent female fans; one mistress after another, one scandal after another, inadvertently turned into a nationwide entertainment affair during the end and start of the year!


    "Charles, I'm going for a swim," Keira Knightley suddenly said.


    "Huh," Charles looked up, "Oh, okay!"


    "No, I want to sunbathe," Scarlett Johansson had a different opinion.


    Seeing the situation, Charles walked between them, putting an arm around each. "Tiger Woods has another mistress, a barmaid. The newspaper also published their steamy chat logs, wanna see?"


    Then, Charles led the two to the sofa, diverting their attention with gossip news. Scarlett Johansson had no issues getting along with Eva Green or Kate Beckinsale, so why was she like this with Keira Knightley now?


    "Charles, he's just like you," Scarlett Johansson pouted. "A player!"


    "Unlike him, I'm not married," Charles replied.


    "That's probably why you won't get married," Keira Knightley added, pinching Charles' waist.


    Charles smiled, kissing both girls on their cheeks. "It's different, different!"


    Scarlett Johansson in a sexy bikini, flipping through the newspaper, exclaimed, "Avatar's North American box office has broken $200 million, and it has surpassed $500 million in overseas markets. It's only been out for 10 days!"


    Charles leaned on the sofa, letting Keira Knightley snuggle into his arms, and sighed, "Gotta hand it to James Cameron, he's a powerhouse. The Incredible Hulk has been out for over three weeks, and it's only made 150 million in North America and another 150 million overseas. The gap is huge!"


    "Ten years ago, Titanic held global box office records, now he could break his own record?" Keira Knightley was amazed.


    "You know, in North America, Europe, and Asia, Avatar is killing it, practically every IMAX 3D theater is showing it."


    Capet has 10 IMAX theaters, all showing Avatar, and getting a ticket is tough. IMAX ticket prices are higher than regular theaters!


    Scarlett Johansson looked at Charles, "How much do you think Avatar will make?"


    "Heh, more than $2.5 billion globally," Charles said enviously, "The budget for Avatar is around $400 million, the ticket sales are skyrocketing!"


    "$2.5 billion? Titanic's total is just $1.8 billion globally!"


    Charles' words stunned both Scarlett Johansson and Keira Knightley.


    Ordinary 2D films, IMAX 2D films, ordinary 3D films, and IMAX 3D films, everything IMAX-related is going to see a rapid growth spurt.


    Currently, there are just over 400 IMAX theaters globally, spread across 44 countries and regions, but more than 160 are educational theaters in science museums. There are less than 250 commercial IMAX theaters globally. With 180 IMAX theaters, the United States is obviously the largest IMAX market. The success of Avatar has made many film companies eager to create IMAX 3D versions of their films!


    Charles stood up from the sofa, walked to the huge floor-to-ceiling window, and smiled, "Because of Avatar's release, IMAX's stock price jumped 20% this month. By the end of next year, when Avatar finishes its run, IMAX's stock price might triple. James Cameron's film has advanced IMAX's promotion a great deal!"


    Turning back, he saw the two sitting on the sofa, wide-eyed in disbelief, "Don't believe this film can make $2.5 billion? 20th Century Fox themselves prepared $200 million just for marketing, add to that IMAX's strong push. Avatar's marketing effort is unprecedented!"


    To say Avatar is great isn't quite right compared to a lot of films, but it has enough hype and plenty of promotion, and the movie itself isn't bad.


    "Oh my god, is James Cameron always this brutal when he makes a movie?" Keira Knightley covered her mouth in disbelief, $2.5 billion is outrageous!


    "Alright, let's go swimming, after all, we are here on vacation, no need to think too much," Charles didn't want to think more about it, couldn't help feeling a twinge of inexplicable envy; James Cameron's collaboration with 20th Century Fox on Avatar is truly intimidating. Charles knew it would make $2.7 billion worldwide!


    "I'm going to change into my swimsuit," Keira Knightley smiled and hurried into her room.


    "Why do you need swimsuit?" Scarlett Johansson asked.


    Charles came over, hugged her, and whispered, "She has decision paralysis. Choosing an outfit takes ages..."


  




  Chapter 552: Thankless Efforts


  

    Keira Knightley had just walked out of her room in a bikini when Scarlett Johansson ran over and suddenly kissed her.


    Feeling something from Scarlett Johansson's mouth, Keira Knightley, who was very familiar with it, forcefully pushed Scarlett away and stared at her wide-eyed, "You..."


    "Holy cow," Charles Capet, who was fastening his pants, saw it clearly and exclaimed silently in his heart. Then, he rushed out of the room and headed towards the private beach.


    Scarlett laughed loudly at Keira Knightley's reaction, "Serves you right for ganging up on me with Charles last night!"


    She licked her lips, showing she hadn't fully enjoyed the moment.


    Keira stood with her arms crossed, "Hmph, it's not like I haven't tried before. What's the big deal?" She said and then swallowed down.


    "Let's go swimming, and tonight, let's team up and teach Charles a lesson," Keira proposed.


    "Charles is really good!" Scarlett reminded her.


    "Then show your skills. Can't the two of us handle one of him?"


    Scarlett nodded in agreement and took Keira by the hand. "Let's go surfing!"


    Mallorca is the largest island in Spain's Balearic Islands and is called the "Mediterranean Paradise." Palma is the capital of Mallorca, located on the southwest coast. The picturesque Palma Bay is a great harbor.


    Lying on the beach and sunbathing, it was no wonder that a few years ago, Marion Cotillard had bought a vacation villa here. It was indeed a great place!


    ...


    However, at this moment, Hollywood was buzzing due to the emergence of Avatar, which, with its enormous box office successes, posed a threat to the award-sweeping The Hurt Locker.


    James Cameron and Kathryn Bigelow, the former couple, were about to clash over box office and artistry at the awards ceremony!


    Los Angeles, Burbank, Capet Headquarters.


    In Donna Langley's office, Kevin Feige of Marvel Studios had arrived.


    "So, you're saying that Robert Downey Jr. came to you hoping Capet would give Mel Gibson a chance?" Donna Langley frowned.


    Kevin Feige nodded. "Robert Downey Jr. was once notorious, and Mel Gibson helped him out; The Edge of Darkness is about to be released, and he hopes Mel Gibson can participate in promotional activities to redeem his image! Of course, he also hopes Marvel could give Mel Gibson an opportunity to work!"


    Donna Langley paused for a moment. Robert Downey Jr. had made a huge comeback thanks to Iron Man and was now incredibly important to Marvel; But Mel Gibson was still in his period of being boycotted, and any film he starred in wouldn't be widely released or do well at the box office.


    The Edge of Darkness was financed by Mel Gibson himself. Before Capet Pictures acquired Icon Productions, they couldn't find a distributor. Capet bought Icon Productions just to expand their library, as The Passion of the Christ's rights were partially owned by Capet, and they never saw much value in The Edge of Darkness. Focus Features, their division, didn't plan to spend many resources promoting it either.


    "We can let him bring The Edge of Darkness to some film festivals, but in North America, theatres are still boycotting him strongly, internationally it might be different. As for Marvel Studios, we can't be associated with him. Right now, appearing in some low-budget movies is good enough for Mel Gibson," Donna Langley flatly refused to allow Mel Gibson to appear in Capet's major films.


    "Robert Downey Jr. is very important, but don't forget that Marvel made him, and his multi-million dollar salary for Iron Man 2 is proof!"


    Kevin Feige nodded, "Understood, and he has a full contract with Marvel. I'm sure he understands the importance of this."


    Robert Downey Jr. wouldn't even dare behave arrogantly in front of Capet, especially given his previous scandals.


    ...


    In Malibu, at Mel Gibson's luxury villa, Robert Downey Jr. had just answered a phone call and returned to the living room.


    In the living room, Mel Gibson and Jodie Foster were sitting on the sofa. "What did Capet say?" Jodie Foster asked anxiously.


    Robert Downey Jr. responded, "Capet's Focus Features will distribute Edge of Darkness and allow Gibson to participate in its promotional activities. However, according to Focus, many theaters still won't show it!"


    Since his DUI in 2007, Mel Gibson had been subject to an unspoken boycott that no one wanted to break. Capet was one of the largest studios in Hollywood and clearly didn't want to set a precedent for Mel Gibson!


    Mel Gibson stayed silent; he knew the difficulty of the situation. His good friend Jodie Foster continued to ask, "Will Focus be willing to distribute The Beaver?"


    Robert Downey Jr. shook his head, "Even though Focus has changed heads, they showed no interest in The Beaver."


    The Beaver is an art film directed by Jodie Foster herself, starring both Mel Gibson and Jodie Foster.


    An Oscar-winning director and a two-time Oscar-winning actress collaborating on a film couldn't find a distributor?


    Everyone knew the reason: despite the low $19 million budget for The Beaver, it was the funding Jodie Foster managed to secure to cast Mel Gibson. Now, The Beaver wasn't getting interest from major studios or even independent distributors.


    "Forget it," Mel Gibson stood up from the sofa, shaking his head, looking disheartened.


    This April, Mel Gibson had started divorce proceedings with his wife of nearly 30 years, facing high alimony payments that already annoyed him. Now his comeback was full of difficulties!


    "Let him calm down," Robert Downey Jr. stopped Jodie Foster as she tried to comfort Mel.


    "These things take time for people to forget," Robert Downey Jr. was very grateful for Mel Gibson's help in the past. Now, after finding great success with Marvel's Iron Man, he wanted to help Mel Gibson make a comeback.


    Jodie Foster sighed, "Charles Capet is the most capable of helping him right now, but unfortunately, they've had conflicts before!"


    During The Passion of the Christ, they had a cooperative relationship and made money together;


    But later, Mel Gibson viciously insulted Capet's film Brokeback Mountain, which created a rift. Now, why would Capet bother to help him with these thankless efforts?


  




  Chapter 553: Too Much Personality is Not Good


  

    The arrival of 2010 continued Hollywood's fiery momentum, led by the hottest movie at the time, Avatar.


    In 2009, the robust performance of the North American movie market seemingly made people forget about the economic downturn, with an annual box office record of $10.6 billion.


    Capet Pictures, with an annual box office of 2.7 billions, unhesitatingly became the record-breaking number one, astonishing everyone with a market share of more than 25%. Combined with Universal's 850 million, they have crossed 3.5 billion, accounting to 33%!


    After New Year's, Charles Capet returned to New York from Europe and met with Arianna Huffington from The Huffington Post at the Capet Building.


    "Charles, you chose to support Jerry Brown's campaign for California governor!" Arianna Huffington inquired with some uncertainty.


    Charles nodded, "Yes, he has considerable support within the party!" He then laughed and said,


    "Michael Bloomberg has been elected as the Mayor of New York City for the third time. This guy is something else."


    Arianna Huffington laughed, "If you wanted to run for Mayor of Los Angeles, it would be no problem!"


    Wouldn't someone on the Forbes billionaire list have an easy time getting into politics?


    "During Christmas, Meg Whitman and I met, and she wants your support in her campaign for California governor. What do you think?" Arianna Huffington asked.


    Charles laughed, "Meg Whitman, the former chairman of eBay, huh? Forget it. She's better off staying in business!"


    Given California's current situation, Arnold Schwarzenegger had already ruined the Republican Party's reputation.


    Charles suddenly remembered that back in 2003, Arianna Huffington had also run for governor of California!


    "Do you want to get into politics?" Now that Arianna Huffington had Charles's support, she could make a bid.


    Arianna Huffington shook her head, "It's not the right time yet. External factors are the main things in political campaigns. The current job suits me well, and Capet's media influence is growing stronger every day, which is great!"


    During lunch, Charles overheard Phyllis Jones mentioning Mel Gibson.


    "Hmm, what's up with that guy?" Charles wiped his mouth and asked with a smile.


    "Robert Downey Jr. recommended him to Marvel!"


    "Pfft, looks like Mel Gibson's social circle isn't that bad after all. Quite a few celebrities are speaking up for him," Charles shook his head. For the past few years, Mel Gibson has been constantly apologizing and repenting. His desire to survive is strong.


    Phyllis Jones laughed, "But Mel Gibson is also in a lot of trouble. Domestic violence scandals have been mentioned by some newspapers, and last year's divorce lawsuit isn't over yet. I heard he has assets worth $850 million. If he divorces directly, he'll have to give up half!"


    "$850 million, that's a lot of money," Charles now had a clear understanding of the financial strength of these Hollywood stars. Those who had a knack for managing their finances were indeed very wealthy.


    "Forget about him. Mel Gibson still has a considerable influence, and his extreme right-wing views have a decent market among America's white population. If it weren't for his careless anti-Semitic remarks, this wouldn't have happened," Charles knew well enough that there were many right-wing forces among Jews as well. Despite everything, Mel Gibson was still a centi-millionaire.


    He was still living a good life, just his acting career got derailed.


    "It seems like Jodie Foster has always been campaigning for him," Phyllis Jones added.


    "Heh," Charles scoffed, "I used to have some respect for Jodie Foster, but now she's just like everyone else."


    "Mel Gibson, Jodie Foster, Robert Downey Jr., and Sean Penn, they're all very close friends," Phyllis Jones was always keen on Hollywood news.


    "They're quite a bunch, indeed! Birds of a feather flock together. Each is riddled with scandals. I just don't understand why Jodie Foster would mix with this crowd."


    Although talented people indeed have personalities, this group has too much personality.


    Drinking, violence, marijuana - these are their daily staples!


    "Focus Features is distributing Edge of Darkness, originally Aiken Pictures' work, with Mel Gibson starring. Should we..."


    "No, let's not," Charles shook his head, "It's a low-budget film, no big deal. The theaters don't want to screen Mel Gibson's movies now. Just make sure our major films stay clear of this minefield. Do we need his scandals to boost our publicity and attract attention?"


    Mel Gibson was still a mega-star. He didn't lack roles in independent films.


    "But remind Marvel to caution Robert Downey Jr. I don't want Mel Gibson's issues affecting Marvel Studios' plans. People can have their own thoughts and personalities, but they shouldn't impact the company. Marvel's series is mainstream entertainment, and public perception is vital. Constantly defending an alcoholic, domestic abuser only makes audiences angry!"


    Marvel films were a quick way to fame; actors flocked to join the Marvel family.


    It's not you who chooses Marvel, it's Marvel that chooses you, giving you fame and fortune!


    Phyllis Jones nodded. The importance of Marvel Studios within Capet Pictures was self-evident. It was undoubtedly the cornerstone for Universal's future dominance in Hollywood and had to be taken seriously.


    "By the way, boss, Mrs. Capet wants Nicole Kidman to go for her second Oscar for Best Actress for her role in The Blind Side. Any strategy?" Phyllis Jones smiled.


    "Strategy?" Charles rubbed his chin, "I'm one of the top Hollywood moguls now, and I still have to think about such small matters? Just have the company spend more on PR. The Capet team is more professional than I am!"


    Charles no longer bothered with the Oscars. Earlier, he promised to help Anne Hathaway compete for the Best Actress Oscar on a whim.


    Nevertheless, these were minor issues, hardly a distraction for Charles. A casual instruction was enough.


    "The Blind Side is an inspirational film with a great box office. We can start from the public's standpoint. It's politically correct enough that I believe the Academy's judges won't ignore it," Charles reminded, as his mother's suggestion needed to be respected!


    "When did my mother return?"


    "Two days after Christmas, Mrs. Capet returned from the Caribbean because she wanted to successfully merge i this year. There's a lot to do."


    "The previous attempt to merge i wasn't successful?"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "It was rejected!"


    "Let's go," Charles said, now full from his meal.
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    New York, Manhattan, Plaza Hotel.


    Charles and Ivanka Trump were attending a small business gathering. "By the way, my father is interested in the new World Trade Center project, how about you, care to join?" Ivanka asked.


    Listening to Ivanka, Charles shook his head and laughed, "I'm not a real estate company, no need to get involved in such projects! Vornado, Forest City, Kushner, Trump - these East Coast real estate companies have already made it quite crowded here. The Capet Group owns plenty of properties. We have enough for our use."


    The reconstruction of the World Trade Center was divided into several phases, making it a colossal undertaking. Various companies were employing all sorts of tricks to grab a slice of the action.


    "Yeah, that's true. Now you're a big shot too," Ivanka smiled, "but are you satisfied with just the Capet Center Building?"


    Charles glanced at Ivanka, "Universal has a theater on Leonard Street in Tribeca. I plan to demolish it and build a new Universal Building there. It will serve as the New York headquarters for Universal Entertainment!"


    Not just NBC Tower in Burbank, Los Angeles needed to be built, but the Entertainment Center Building in Manhattan, New York, also needed to start construction.


    Capet Records, Universal Entertainment, and Netflix were all crucial assets of the group, which they needed to develop vigorously!


    ...


    In a suite at the Plaza Hotel, Rupert Murdoch was conversing with his second son, James Murdoch.


    "A full acquisition of Sky TV would significantly boost our media operations in Europe, almost as much as the Dow Jones acquisition did," said James, who had been named Chairman of News International Group in 2007, overseeing the company's activities in Europe and Asia, including Sky TV and The Times.


    "Some recent newspapers have mentioned the hacking scandal involving News of the World. You need to handle it carefully, or it could jeopardize the Sky TV acquisition," Rupert Murdoch cautioned.


    News Corp currently owned 40% of Sky TV and managed it, but they aimed for full ownership to strengthen their media presence in the UK and Europe.


    "Don't worry, we signed a memorandum of understanding with News of the World last year. Without evidence, they can't do much," James Murdoch wasn't too concerned. The Times, News of the World, The Sun, and Sky TV had all engaged in information hacking.


    As long as no loose ends were left, News Corp, with its absolute media power in the UK, was unafraid. Could any political party running for Prime Minister afford to miss the support of the News Corp?


    "Avatar has been a huge hit. 20th Century Fox performed really well this time," James Murdoch, groomed as Rupert Murdoch's successor, wielded significant power in News Corp.


    Originally, the heir being groomed was the eldest son, Lachlan Murdoch.


    However, after a series of conflicts with Rupert Murdoch over the stepmother Wendi Deng issue, Lachlan resigned as Deputy Chief Operating Officer of News Corp and returned to Australia with his family.


    Rupert Murdoch sighed, "Relying on just one movie isn't a long-term solution. James Cameron takes too long to make a movie. All of Hollywood was under Capet's spotlight throughout 2009. Now with Capet's acquisition of NBC Universal, their influence has grown even stronger!"


    James Murdoch remained silent for a moment, "That young man is indeed impressive," said James, who had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth and originally looked down on someone like Charles Capet.


    Unfortunately, Charles Capet had risen so quickly in the last few years it was almost unbelievable!


    "I can't believe Capet acquired NBC Universal," James Murdoch said, shaking his head.


    "Never mind, Capet is surely our competitor. No matter how formidable he is, he won't surpass News Corp's media power worldwide! Don't underestimate him. His achievements have already surpassed what our family has accomplished in three generations!" Rupert Murdoch frowned. Underestimating a competitor was rash, and it made him miss Lachlan even more.


    "Let's go, we should go down and meet some friends," Rupert Murdoch said, since moving News Corp's headquarters registration to the U.S. in 2004, it had been because most of their profits came from the U.S.


    As Rupert Murdoch and James Murdoch came down to the banquet hall, they saw Charles chatting and laughing with Ivanka.


    "Hi, Charles, Ivanka," Rupert Murdoch introduced his second son to the two.


    "James, long time no see," Charles greeted James Murdoch, having met him a few times in London where James spent most of his time.


    "Yes, long time no see," James Murdoch shook hands with Charles and exchanged cheek kisses with Ivanka.


    "Good that you know each other. You young folks should chat. I need to go rest," Rupert Murdoch smiled and left.


    Feeling that James Murdoch had something to discuss with Charles, Ivanka said, "I'll get you guys some drinks."


    "Thanks, Ivanka," James Murdoch nodded politely.


    After Ivanka left, James Murdoch smiled, "Charles, still such a ladies' man, huh?"


    "Haha, it would be better if The Sun and the New York Post published fewer of those boring stories," Charles also smiled, as he was fed up with those low-standard newspapers of News Corp.


    "Youth is for dating," James Murdoch said, steering away from the subject, "The Premier League broadcast contract is up for renewal this year. Your Arsenal is one of the hottest teams in the league. Any thoughts?"


    Charles squinted. The last Premier League broadcast contract was for the 2007-2010 period and worth a billion pounds in the UK region.


    "With the rapid development of the Premier League, the new broadcast fees will definitely increase. This is not just my idea, but the league's," Charles said, wondering why James was asking him this, as it was the league that handled the negotiations.


    "You seem to have good relationships with the owners of Chelsea and Manchester City. The owners of Liverpool and Manchester United are also Americans," James Murdoch said, scrutinizing Charles, "If you can help expedite the negotiations between the league and Sky TV, both Sky TV and News Corp will be in your debt. At the very least, there will be fewer tabloid stories about you."


    "Hmm," Charles looked up at James Murdoch in disbelief, patted him on the shoulder, and smiled, "Are you threatening me?"


    No wonder Rupert Murdoch chose this guy only after his eldest daughter, Elisabeth Murdoch, and eldest son, Lachlan Murdoch, left the company.


    Among the second-generation rich kids, some were true airheads. Charles just hadn't encountered many of them!
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    "Are you threatening me?" James Murdoch stared at the person 10 years younger than him, who patted him on the shoulder with a handsome face carrying an undisguised mocking smile.


    James Murdoch's heart seemed to stop beating, "Charles, you..."


    "Shh," Charles raised a finger to his lips to stop him, "James, think carefully about what you're going to say next. What you just said, even Rupert Murdoch wouldn't dare say to my face, or maybe you should give your father a call and ask about the consequences?"


    With that, Charles just smiled at James Murdoch, waiting for his response.


    James Murdoch, who was staring at Charles Capet, turned pale from anger. The fury almost showed on his face, but he held it in. Capet Pictures now owned Universal, NBC, and Netflix, not to mention the power Capet Capital had revealed in sports entertainment with the English Premier League's Arsenal, NFL's Miami Dolphins, and NBA's New Jersey Nets...


    The young man before him had grown to a height he could no longer surpass!


    Taking a deep breath, James Murdoch forced a smile, "Charles, enjoy yourself. I'm not feeling well, so I'll head back."


    Without looking back, James Murdoch left the Plaza Hotel. Watching his retreating figure, Charles shook his head.


    No wonder Rupert Murdoch would eventually sell 20th Century Fox to Disney in the future; even if he passed it to this successor, it would be soon ruined.


    Rupert Murdoch was 79 years old this year, younger than the 87-year-old Sumner Redstone, but still considered a senior, close to retirement!


    "Hmm, did young Murdoch leave?" Ivanka asked as she returned to find only Charles remaining.


    Charles nodded, "He left. These Aussies are just so rude," he grumbled, leaving Ivanka puzzled, before taking a lady to the rest area.


    "Haha, Charles, did James Murdoch offend you?" Ivanka, who had known Charles for some time, tried to understand his temperament.


    "That guy dared to use the newspapers to threaten me to do something for him. I don't know who gave him the courage to talk to me like that," Charles, who already had a poor opinion of News Corporation, now outright disliked it.


    Ivanka took a breath, "It seems he doesn't understand you at all, or does he not know how influential you are in America?"


    "Plants grown in a greenhouse, how would they know the storms of the outside world? News Corp has a great media presence in the UK," Charles smiled. "James Murdoch spends most of his time in the UK, which probably shaped his personality and led him to the illusion that America operates the same way!"


    ...


    Leaving the Plaza Hotel, James Murdoch returned to his Upper East Side residence in New York, his inherently irritable and fragile nature unable to be controlled. He smashed many things at home to vent his anger.


    James Murdoch becoming CEO of News International was only because of his father, Rupert Murdoch, which already made him ostracized by the higher-ups.


    The Murdoch Family Trust owned 38% of the voting rights in News Corporation, with Rupert Murdoch always controlling the company as chairman and CEO. People often said behind his back that he wouldn't be in such a position if his last name wasn't Murdoch.


    Rupert Murdoch had six children. With his first wife, he had a very low-profile daughter who never worked in News Corp. With his second wife, he had three children: Elisabeth Murdoch, Lachlan Murdoch, and James Murdoch. Wendi Deng, the third wife, also had two daughters.


    Initially, the Murdoch Family Trust shares were to be divided into four parts for Rupert Murdoch's four children. However, after Wendi Deng gave birth to two daughters, she requested shares for her daughters as well, facing unanimous opposition from the four adult children.


    In the end, Wendi Deng won, and Rupert Murdoch assigned shares to her two daughters, though without voting rights, only dividend rights. He also provided an additional billion dollars each in compensation to the four adult children.


    This strained the relationship between Elisabeth, Lachlan, and their father further, causing Lachlan Murdoch to return to Australia!


    While Elisabeth and Lachlan remained on the News Corp board, along with James, only James held a high-level position at headquarters. His siblings managed partial duties and had their own ventures.


    Desperate to prove he wasn't riding on his father's coattails, James Murdoch was indeed furious today. Charles Capet's disdainful gaze felt like a knife slicing through his heart!


    After venting his frustration, James Murdoch opened a bottle of whiskey, took a deep gulp, "Charles Capet, what an absolute jerk!"


    Born in the UK, James Murdoch already had disdain for some people in the New World, considering them nothing but nouveau riche.


    James Murdoch picked up his phone, about to call his father, but smashed it instead.


    Could he really do nothing without his father? Almost every day, the higher-ups at News International in the UK reported their work to the American headquarters, making James feel like a puppet. If he called his father over this small issue with Charles Capet, wouldn't it prove how useless he was?


    ...


    Charles and Ivanka returned to the Capet Tower penthouse. Charles immediately called Phyllis Jones, instructing her to closely monitor News Corp papers for any unfavorable news about him.


    Of course, James Murdoch's disrespect needed retaliation. He had planned to call David Dein in London, but given it was likely early morning there, decided against it.


    Considering James Murdoch's high regard for the Premier League broadcast contract, Charles felt he needed to raise the stakes; given the substantial American investment in Premier League clubs and his good relations with Manchester City and Chelsea, he certainly could influence some internal discussions!


    "Charles!" Ivanka, having had a few drinks, seemed quite emotional, sitting on the sofa with her clothes disheveled, looking seductively at Charles as he finished his call...
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    Manhattan, noon, Capet Tower, Charles sat in his office.


    "Boss, James Murdoch just boarded a flight to London," Phyllis Jones reported.


    Charles glanced at his watch. It was just 2 PM. They had met last night, and the guy already flew back to London today?


    "Send Molly Bloom to London to keep an eye on News Corporation's papers, especially News of the World and The Sun. The phone hacking scandal isn't going away that easily," Charles wasn't going to wait for others to make a move before retaliating.


    "Go collect information on News of the World's phone hacking scandal?" Phyllis Jones asked.


    Charles nodded, "Hire private detectives or employees from the newspaper, whatever it takes. As long as Molly Bloom finds evidence, that's a major win!"


    Molly Bloom, who had collaborated with Colombian drug lords, Russian mobsters, and the Italian Mafia, was daring, meticulous, and thorough. Handling this would be a breeze compared to laundering money, and it wasn't as dangerous. Charles rewarded her generously, so this fit her well.


    She is a talent! Is this the privilege of being a Harvard grad turned criminal? High IQ really makes even crimes seem grand!


    [Note: In the original novel, there is sub plot of Molly Bloom working with Charles to send Richard Gere to jail and then to film pornography. Same with Sharon Stone as well. This was done because they gave interview against China, Richard Gere against the Olympics and Sharon Stone at the time of Earth quake.]


    "Go ahead, let her go to England ASAP. Give her whatever funds she needs," Charles liked smart and composed talents like this.


    "I'll arrange it," Phyllis Jones said as she left the office.


    The Murdoch family and News Corporation had only one near-retiring Rupert Murdoch managing things. But Charles, in his prime, wasn't any less capable in America. Internationally, he just couldn't compare in the UK and Australia. Charles's influence in Europe wasn't weak, especially since France was about to become Capet Pictures' European stronghold!


    After a while, Ivanka came in with a document, "Charles, here is some information on the Premier League broadcast contract!"


    "Thanks," Charles took it and started flipping through it.


    The Premier League broadcast contract was still mainly based on domestic broadcast fees. It consisted of six packages plus pre-season and highlight packages; The main broadcaster was Sky Sports, with secondary broadcasters being Ireland's Setanta Sports, BBC Sports, and ESPN.


    Sky Sports had secured four of the six main packages. This time, Charles called David Dein to ask for a price increase and united other club owners to apply pressure.


    However, David Dein indicated that the estimate for the three-year domestic broadcast deal would max out at PS2 billion, but the overseas broadcast contract would directly increase more than double, going from PS1 billion to over PS2 billion!


    The overseas three-year deals had already been negotiated separately!


    But for the domestic broadcast deal, Charles had contacted the Glazer family of Manchester United, Liverpool's Tom Hicks and George Gillett, Manchester City's Khaldoon Al Mubarak, and Chelsea's Roman Abramovich. They unanimously agreed that the domestic package shouldn't go for less than PS2.2 billion. Clearly, this decision would get support from other Premier League owners too!


    If Sky Sports didn't want the Premier League domestic broadcast rights, BBC Sports, ESPN, Setanta, and ITV Sports were ready to compete for it together!


    "You really are something..." Ivanka knew exactly what Charles was up to; he had made several calls since waking up that morning.


    "What's wrong with me?" Charles laughed, pulling Ivanka onto his lap and sliding his hand into her blouse. His hand roamed over her 32D chest, and he casually removed her nipple covers.


    "Why don't you like wearing bras? Is silicone comfy?" Charles glanced at the nipple covers and tossed them onto the desk.


    "Of course, it's most comfortable without a bra or nipple covers, but it makes points, and you always say it's ugly, so I wear covers!" Ivanka  naturally found bras uncomfortable and preferred the convenience of nipple covers.


    "Points definitely aren't attractive," Charles held Ivanka, feeling her 32D chest, enjoying himself.


    "Charles, a bit softer. You left so many bite marks last night, and they haven't faded!" Ivanka reminded him softly as she leaned into his massage.


    "Bite marks, huh?" Charles whispered in her ear, "You were wild last night too, leaving lots of marks on me, especially there..."


    Ivanka didn't speak; she just lifted her head and started kissing Charles!


    Suddenly, the phone on the desk rang. Charles looked at Ivanka and smiled, "Let me get this call first."


    He picked up the receiver with his left hand while his right hand continued fondling Ivanka's chest, "Boss, someone wants to see you."


    "Who?"


    "John Henry, the owner of New England Sports Ventures. He's preparing to buy Liverpool Football Club and wants to consult you!"


    "John Henry, owner of the Boston Red Sox, right," Charles remembered. Liverpool was a mess right now, and New England Sports Ventures hadn't yet renamed to Fenway Sports, making Charles almost forget them.


    "Sure, arrange a time."


    After hanging up, Charles squeezed Ivanka 's chest again and asked, "The owner of the Boston Red Sox, John Henry, is pretty familiar with your dad, right?"


    "The Red Sox, huh, maybe. I've watched a few games with my dad, but I don't know much..." Ivanka shook her head.


    John Henry buying Liverpool now? Too bad Javier Alonso and Luis Suarez are at Arsenal, and even with Torres, Liverpool's not doing great!


    In 2007, when American businessmen George Gillett and Tom Hicks bought Liverpool for PS220 million, the club only had PS45 million in debt. Now, under their management, Liverpool's debt exceeded PS200 million, and there was no news on the promised new stadium project!


    John Henry was clearly coming to seek advice on managing a Premier League club. If Charles hadn't bought Arsenal before, Liverpool would have been his target;


    After all, it was an old, prestigious club with a good reputation and influence!
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    In a cafe inside the Capet Tower, Charles met with John Henry, the chairman of New England Sports Ventures, who had specially come from Boston to New York.


    "Mr. Henry, are you interested in the English Premier League?" Charles asked with a smile as they both sat on the sofa.


    John Henry, who was 61 years old, shook his head and smiled after hearing Charles' question. He said, "I don't know a thing about English soccer; it was Joe Januszewski from the company's top management who suggested it. And besides, we are merely toying with the idea at this point. Who could compare to CSE in terms of achievements in sports entertainment?"


    Charles laughed, "I believe you've evaluated the development of the Premier League. You guys are definitely more professional in management than I am. I can only offer some business advice. 


    But I've heard Tom Hicks wants to buy George Gillett's shares in Liverpool and then take out another loan to run the team. 


    And Liverpool's status in the Premier League is special. You will definitely face competition. I heard India's richest man, Mukesh Ambani from Reliance Industries, is also interested in Liverpool..."


    Charles didn't really have much experience in this field, after all, New England Sports Ventures owned the Boston Red Sox, the most successful baseball club after the millennium.


    New England Sports Ventures also had a controlling interest in the Boston Bruins hockey team and the Roush Fenway Racing NASCAR team!


    Well, although New England Sports Ventures wasn't as large as Capet Sports Entertainment, they knew how to run their business well.


    "Thank you, Charles. I am very optimistic about the prospects of the Premier League," John Henry said as he stood up to thank Charles with a smile. "I think New England Sports Ventures will assemble a team to acquire Liverpool now!"


    "Hope you get what you wish for," Charles blessed John Henry and shook his hand.


    After John Henry left, Charles almost forgot him and the matter.


    "Boss, it's time to head to the airport," Phyllis Jones reminded as she walked over.


    Charles nodded.


    Later, Charles's group arrived at Teterboro Airport in New Jersey and boarded his other private jet, the Dassault Falcon 7X, returning to Los Angeles.


    ...


    At that moment, in the News Corporation headquarters building on Sixth Avenue in Manhattan.


    Rupert Murdoch's assistant handed over an article for him to review, "This is from The Sun!"


    "About whom?" Rupert Murdoch only glanced up without much expression; there were too many similar matters.


    "Some gossip reports about Charles Capet that The Sun in the UK dug up. Now, even many American tabloids such as our Chicago Sun-Times and New York Sun have reprinted it. This is reported in the New York Post!"


    Hearing it was about Charles Capet, Rupert Murdoch took the article and read it quickly. The more he read, the more his brows furrowed.


    "Over the line," Rupert Murdoch quickly scanned it. Some sensational news had obvious bias.


    The Chicago Sun-Times and New York Sun were just city tabloids and didn't care much about boundaries.


    Although the New York Post was also a tabloid, it was a nationwide newspaper with significant influence and extensive coverage!


    "Suppress it, don't publish," Rupert Murdoch also had some guesses. A few days ago, James Murdoch hurried back to the UK. Although the specifics of what happened at The Plaza Hotel the night before were unclear, he had heard that the chat between James Murdoch and Charles Capet was unpleasant, and James Murdoch's face was bad when leaving the hotel!


    "Now is a critical time in the negotiation of the domestic broadcast contract between Sky TV and the Premier League. Arsenal is an important Premier League team. Why create conflict with Charles Capet now," Rupert Murdoch sighed inwardly.


    As Rupert Murdoch grew older, he found many things increasingly beyond his control.


    Just like Sumner Redstone; despite his strong desire for power, age prevented him from competing with the younger and more vigorous Charles Capet!


    ...


    Los Angeles, Beverly Hills area.


    In Evelyn's office, co-president Nancy Josephson poured two glasses of champagne and handed one to Evelyn. "Congratulations, you've secured Ari Emanuel's shares. Is it time to fully acquire IMG?"


    Evelyn smiled, "Thank you," then shook her head, "However, TPG Capital doesn't seem to have much capital to support us now!"


    "Maybe we need to find a new investment institution to collaborate with," Nancy suggested. Evelyn indeed did not want TPG to be the main funder in the acquisition of IMG again.


    Nancy Josephson nodded in agreement. With the current promising prospects, many investment institutions were eager to cooperate. Introducing a new strategic cooperation fund would be beneficial for I's development.


    "Teddy Forstmann, the boss of IMG, doesn't seem willing to sell now?" Nancy Josephson frowned.


    "A Wall Street hedge fund guy, does he really want to develop I himself?" Evelyn didn't take it to heart. "After acquiring four sports agencies, Teddy Forstmann should know we're serious. Combining sports and entertainment can create the greatest benefits. He will agree to the acquisition. The main issue is the price."


    Nancy Josephson laughed, "Now, many tabloids are reprinting Charles's gossip. Are you aware of this?"


    Evelyn rubbed her forehead, "I know, it was first published by The Sun in the UK. News Corporation always had a good relationship with him. I don't know the reason behind it. He can handle it himself!"
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    "What's going on? Weren't you collaborating with the News Corp?" Charles Capet's mom, Evelyn, asked him as soon as he returned to the Capet Estate on Beverly Hills.


    She was inquiring about why a tabloid under News Corp published those scandalous stories.


    Charles sat on the sofa, seemingly unconcerned, and recounted his meeting with James Murdoch in New York.


    "It's probably that guy playing tricks. Anyway, I'm teaming up with other Premier League club owners to raise domestic broadcast fees," Charles smiled, "No big deal!"


    "News Corp's TV channels, radio stations, newspapers, and magazines are still quite influential. You better watch out," Evelyn reminded her son.


    "Don't worry. News Corp has enough trouble with the phone hacking scandal in the UK. If they really mess with me, I'll hit back hard," Charles had already sent Molly Bloom to stir up some trouble for them, otherwise, he would handle it himself.


    "It's just a few tabloids, no biggie. As long as the major newspapers don't start talking nonsense," Evelyn was familiar with these situations, especially now given Charles Capet's status. Many newspapers would think twice before reporting anything frivolous.


    "Let's go to the cocktail party at the London West Hollywood Hotel. Lorenzo Soria, the president of the Hollywood Foreign Press Association, will be there," Charles said as he stood up and straightened his suit.


    Award season was the busiest time for talent agencies; agents would hustle between stars, judges, reporters, production companies, and media outlets.


    Unlike major studios like Universal, which had a cooler attitude towards awards due to their focus on commercial value.


    Evelyn nodded and then rode with Charles to the London West Hollywood Hotel.


    Charles's luxurious G-class business vehicle was accompanied by security cars both front and back, ensuring top-notch safety.


    The head bodyguard in the lead car, Larris Burke, received a radio call, "Boss, there's a Toyota following us since we entered Sunset Boulevard. Should we stop them?"


    Larris Burke replied, "Ignore them. They're just reporters. Keep an eye on them; let's get to the London Hotel without wasting time!"


    Inside the G-class, Evelyn was puzzled by the extravagant security detail, "Isn't this too many bodyguards?"


    "Well, it's Larris's idea. I won't stay long at the London Hotel," Charles laughed, "I've drawn some media attention lately. Making a big scene will attract more eyes, and then I'll quietly leave the hotel."


    Charles typically had 2-4 bodyguards, sufficient for safe locations. For long trips or places with potential risks, more security was needed.


    The bodyguard team, responsible for Charles and Evelyn, consisted of 20 people working in shifts around the clock.


    "Besides, mom, you know the economic downturn means a higher unemployment rate; you can't be too careful in the U.S. with its gun problem. I'm worried about running into a shooting or something," Considering the crime rates, Charles's focus on safety was justified.


    Last year, just a few days before Christmas, Hollywood actress Brittany Murphy was found dead in her home bathtub. It was a bizarre case.


    Brittany Murphy, 32, a blonde bombshell of Hollywood, just died suddenly, and her death was definitely linked to her mom and husband!


    "Larris is very professional," Charles had always valued security. Larris Burke, a retired Delta Force operative, had been protecting Charles for several years without any incidents.


    "Alright," Evelyn had no objections, being more concerned about Charles's safety.


    ...


    At the London West Hollywood Hotel, Charles attended a reception and ran into Paramount Chairman Brad Grey, Tom Cruise, and billionaire David Ellison chatting together.


    "Hi, Charles, good evening," Brad Grey greeted quickly.


    "This is David Ellison. He really admires you!"


    "Hi, Charles, you're so cool," David Ellison, who was only a few months younger than Charles, said as a peer.


    "We were just talking about Tom's next big action movie, Mission: Impossible 4!"


    "Good evening, everyone," said Charles, a bit surprised by David Ellison's enthusiasm, smiling. "The Mission: Impossible series is a hot property in Hollywood. It's great that Sky Dance Productions can be a part of it and learn too!"


    "Have you already decided on a director for Mission: Impossible 4?" Charles asked casually.


    Tom Cruise shook his head and laughed. "The first person we reached out to was J.J. Abrams, but he's busy shooting Transformers 3. I then invited David Fincher, but he's tied up directing Sony's remake of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. We're still looking for a new director!"


    J.J. Abrams was indeed unavailable. Bad Robot Productions had another film, Super 8, and he had no time to shoot it until after he finished Transformers 3 next year.


    As for David Fincher, he was busy filming The Social Network, based on Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg's life, and afterward, he also needed to direct The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. He was definitely tied up!


    "From the looks of it, Mission: Impossible 4 can start shooting at the earliest by the end of this year," Tom Cruise said with some helplessness.


    "Don't worry, Tom. You're a globally renowned superstar. Mission: Impossible 4 will definitely be a big hit," Charles smiled.


    "Alright, I'll walk around for a bit," he said as he departed.


    ...


    After watching Charles leave, David Ellison looked on enviously. "So young and already a Hollywood entertainment tycoon. Being a Hollywood son is terrifying. My first movie, Flyboys, lost tens of millions of dollars!"


    "Don't worry, David. Working with us at Paramount, you'll also get to enjoy the flowers and applause," Brad Grey reassured, making sure to take care of the sentiments of this rich investor.


    "We were just talking about Tom's role in Top Gun back then. You should know, Tom also has a pilot's license."


    "Really, Tom, you have a pilot's license?" David Ellison, an air force enthusiast, perked up with great interest upon hearing this.


    "That's right, I learned to fly specifically to better shoot Top Gun..." Tom Cruise, himself the producer of the Mission: Impossible series, of course, knew how to win over an investor, recounting various interesting tales of flying.


    Brad Grey looked at David Ellison, who was now deeply engaged in conversation with Tom Cruise, and thought that Sky Dance's billion dollars were in the bag.


    However, he couldn't help but feel a pang thinking about the currently hot James Cameron film Avatar.


    Back then, 20th Century Fox had teamed up with Paramount to complete Titanic after running over budget.


    This time, James Cameron's epic Avatar also went over budget, but 20th Century Fox didn't partner with Paramount again!


    Avatar had already grossed 450 million in North America alone in less than a month, with overseas earnings breaking $1 billion, at 1.3 billion!


    ...


    "Hey, Charlize, long time no see!" On the other side of the room, Charles ran into Charlize Theron, whom he hadn't seen in a while.


    "Oh, Charles," Charlize Theron chirped, warmly embracing Charles.


    Last year, Charlize Theron frequently participated in charitable activities in Africa and was now the ambassador for this year's South African World Cup.


    She was also a guest at last year's World Cup draw ceremony - being the "South African Diamond" after all!


    "Charlize, you've become even more mature," said Charles, wrapping his arm around her waist. Indeed, Charlize Theron had a unique charm; at 35, she was still stunning.


    "Mature!" Charlize Theron teased, "I can't compare to those young starlets you're always seen with in the tabloids."


    Charles kept his composure. "Ah, those young girls can't compare to your mature charm now!"


    With her voluminous loose hair, a sexy deep V-neck halter dress paired with loose-fitting straight pants, Charlize Theron exuded both sensuality and coolness.


    Charlize Theron kissed Charles on the cheek and smiled, "Congratulations, you're now a Hollywood behemoth!"


    "Hollywood is still challenging, and it isn't all up to me, am I right?" Charles showed a bit of pride but not excessively.


    "You didn't seem to shoot much last year?"


    Charlize Theron nodded. "I visited many places in Africa, worked on some World Cup tasks, and participated in various United Nations humanitarian activities. I haven't spent much time in Los Angeles. Are you planning to enjoy the World Cup this year?"


    Charles chuckled, "We'll see. Even if I go, I won't stay long. You know, now that I own a Premier League club, international games mean the squad calls up my players," he said with a shrug.


    Charles had no choice; the World Cup was a major event in sports, and soccer's most influential match.


    Look at LA Galaxy's David Beckham, who was loaned to AC Milan until the end of the Serie A season last year.


    This year, AC Milan loaned David Beckham again. He still hoped his European performances would earn him a spot in England's national team for South Africa!


    "By the way," Charles leaned closer to the lady, "many reporters are watching me. Help me slip away later, and I'll spend the night at your place!"


    Charlize Theron nodded, gently touching Charles's hand, "Then you better perform well tonight. I haven't had a boyfriend in a long time."


    Charles paused, remembering Charlize Theron had a several-year-long relationship with Stuart Townsend and had been single since their breakup.


    "Weren't you satisfied with my performance before?"


    "Satisfied, but can you still be as good? You've had lots of flings in the tabloids..."


    Charles laughed, "You're wrong. I'm even better now. Let's see if you can keep up tonight!"


  




  Chapter 559: Osaka Universal Reform


  

    At night, Charlize Theron took Charles back to her villa in Simi Valley, Ventura County.


    As soon as they entered the living room, Charles started kissing Charlize Theron.


    "Charles, shouldn't we take a shower first?" Charlize Theron asked after responding for a bit, while helping Charles take off his coat and tie.


    "No rush," Charles replied, and after Charlize hung his coat on the rack, he hugged her from behind and directly grasped her chest.


    The simple, sexy halter dress Charlize wore did little to cover her. She leaned into Charles's embrace, and as his hand caressed her chest, she turned her head for a kiss.


    ...


    The Golden Globe Awards were held at the Hilton Hotel in Beverly Hills in mid-January. The highly anticipated The Hurt Locker lost the Best Drama Film to the box-office hit Avatar.


    The Best Musical or Comedy Film was unsurprisingly awarded to Capet's The Hangover, and Nicole Kidman won the Best Drama Actress award for her role in The Blind Side.


    "This is the script Danny Boyle sent, 127 Hours, based on the true story of hiker Aron Ralston who had an accident during a canyon adventure and successfully saved himself," Charles said. "Let Focus Features handle the distribution!"


    Danny Boyle's previous film, Slumdog Millionaire, was critically acclaimed and commercially successful. He had a foundation of cooperation with Capet.


    127 Hours is based on the true story of Aron Ralston, whose arm got stuck between a rock in a canyon in Utah. Over five days, he tried different methods to free himself, ultimately deciding to amputate his own arm with remarkable courage.


    Awards like the Golden Globes or Oscars weren't really Charles's concern.


    "By the way, I want to meet with Jeffrey Katzenberg from DreamWorks Animation in the next couple of days," Charles knew DreamWorks Animation also aspired to build its own theme park but lacked the capability.


    Joining Universal Studios could work well, especially since Charles planned to acquire DreamWorks Animation in the future. 


    Adding the Transformers series and Marvel Entertainment IPs to Universal Studios would help, and Capet Lighting's animated film Despicable Me was also set to release this year.


    ...


    At night, Charles went straight to Charlize Theron's villa in Simi Valley.


    On TV, a breaking news story about a shooting at a restaurant in North Hollywood detailed 4 dead and 2 injured!


    "Land of the free, everyday a shooting spree," Charles commented nonchalantly while holding Theron on the sofa.


    "America should ban guns," Charlize Theron shook her head. Such events were so frequent they barely surprised anyone anymore.


    Charles lifted her long legs, "What beautiful legs," and began to caress them while kissing her.


    "Wait a sec," Charlize pushed Charles away in a bit of a panic, "No, I'm not recovered yet!"


    "That won't do," Charles chuckled.


    Before long, Charlize was bent on her knees in front of Charles...


    ...


    Next week, Charles went to Osaka to inspect Universal Studios Japan with his assistant Phyllis Jones.


    "Boss, Apple is about to launch a large-screen product," Phyllis Jones suddenly approached, holding a laptop and pointing at the news on the screen.


    "Hmm, iPad, a bigger Apple phone!" Charles observed. Steve Jobs was set to hold the iPad release event at the end of the month at the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts in San Francisco.


    Steve Jobs seemed a bit worn out. He didn't look like he had much time left.


    The Osaka Universal Studios Charles took over from Goldman Sachs was actually a mess. In 2007, at Goldman's request, Universal Studios Japan was listed in Japan.


    But it delisted after the financial crisis in 2008. Goldman Sachs, Osaka municipal government, and dozens of Kansai financial groups couldn't manage Universal Studios Japan effectively.


    After Capet acquired NBC Universal, they bought back 50% of the shares from Goldman, becoming the controlling shareholder of Universal Studios Japan.


    However, because Capet Group was still undergoing internal resource integration, there was no concrete plan for Universal Studios Japan yet.


    The CEO of Universal Studios Japan, Glen Campbell, poached from Procter & Gamble in 2004, had been managing it for a few years, encountering issues like park water safety and explosive hazards.


    Universal Studios Japan had been continuously losing money, which was the main reason Goldman Sachs sold its shares.


    In Universal Studios Japan's conference room, Charles sat at the head of the table, listening to the operations director talk about upcoming project plans.


    Operations Director Akira Mori bowed, "Universal Studios Japan currently has an annual visitor count of about 7.4 million, which is not even a third of Disney's. We need more attractions for children to increase family visitors. 


    The project for transforming the Universal Wonderland is ready. New attractions like Sesame Street, Hello Kitty, and Snoopy will replace outdated ones like Jaws and E.T. Adventure. 


    I was part of the team that constructed The Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal Orlando. I think Universal Studios Japan should also build a Harry Potter World. We've calculated; the budget for The Wizarding World of Harry Potter is 40 billion yen!"


    "What, 40 billion yen? Do you realize the most expensive ride here, the Amazing Adventures of Spider-Man, costs only 13 billion yen?" a board member stood up excitedly.


    "Universal Orlando's Harry Potter World hasn't even opened yet; who knows if such a big investment will pay off?"


    Akira Mori knew the number was intimidating and felt a bit unsure, saying, "We've analyzed it. This would attract visitors from Kanto, and possibly even Korea and China."


    "You do know that upcoming projects also include the Marvel Universe Section and the Universal Studios Japan Grand Hotel, right?" asked Steve Blount, Vice President of Universal Parks and Resorts, sitting next to Charles.


    Akira nodded, "Now that Universal Entertainment is directly managing it, we have many film and TV properties to use."


    "Transformers and Marvel Universe are highly influential IPs. Universal Studios shouldn't just be a movie-themed park; it should be a comprehensive entertainment provider."


    Charles's eyes lit up. Glen Campbell had left after Capet took back the controlling shares of the park, and now Steve Blount was managing. Blount was Charles's candidate for replacing Tom Williams to manage the U.S. headquarters.


    This Akira Mori seemed promising!


    "Quiet, quiet," Charles knocked on the table, getting the shareholders to calm down. He looked at Akira Mori, "40 billion yen, can you guarantee the completion of The Wizarding World of Harry Potter?"


    "Yes, definitely. If the funding is sufficient, I can ensure it's completed within three years," Akira Mori bowed excitedly.


    "Prepare a detailed plan as soon as possible and send it to headquarters along with the Universal Wonderland project. Everyone else, fully support this reform - land purchase, safety hazards, and old facility demolitions. Funding for this, Capet will handle. I'll negotiate with several Japanese banks; they should support us!"


    After speaking, Charles left the conference room with Steve Blount, amid the bows of the staff.


  




  Chapter 560: Nomura Securities


  

    After spending a few days in Osaka, Charles returned directly to Tokyo. The Japanese economy had fully recovered since the global stock market crash in 2009.


    Japan had strong high-end industrial manufacturing capabilities, financial strength, and technological advantages. These were the three pillars supporting Japan's dominance in the world economy.


    Previously, the U.S. had turned on the money printing machine to cope with the financial crisis, leading to an excessive devaluation of the dollar.


    The strong euro made the U.S. uneasy, leading it to create the Eastern European crisis and the energy crisis to undermine the euro and boost the dollar's credibility.


    As the final step to maintain dollar hegemony, the Wall Street financial group, led by Goldman Sachs, used the Greek debt crisis as a trigger to short the euro drastically, sparking the European debt crisis.


    The euro, as the dollar's greatest rival, had entered a bear market. The yen, one of the world's important safe-haven currencies, gained favor from foreign capital and continued to appreciate!


    In Tokyo's Ginza, inside an upscale private club, Charles met with Nomura Securities' CEO Junichi Fujie.


    These kinds of clubs and nightclubs were popular venues for business negotiations in Japan. Charles met with Junichi Fujie to discuss the financing plan for Osaka Universal Studios Resort.


    Although Capet Pictures had just issued $3.5 billion in corporate bonds, it was used to acquire shares of Orlando Universal Studios, Osaka Universal Studios, and to finance new projects in American Universal Studios.


    Sitting on the sofa in a private room, Charles, with Nozomi Sasaki and Haruna Kojima beside him, was drinking, while Junichi Fujie was having a good time with a few hostesses on the other side.


    "Big Brother, it's been a long time since you came to Japan. Our AKB48 is really popular now," Haruna Kojima said in a coquettish voice while leaning on Charles.


    "Is that so?" Charles smiled, whispering in her ear, "I want to watch your performance when I have time." Saying this, he rubbed Haruna Kojima's chest.


    Compared to Nozomi Sasaki, Haruna Kojima had a much better figure, though she wasn't as voluptuous as Kyoko Fukada or Aya Ueto.


    "Well, Mari Okada and I can perform for you alone, Big Brother," Haruna Kojima said, giving Charles a peck on the cheek.


    "Big Brother, have a drink with us!" Nozomi Sasaki poured Charles a glass of wine.


    Charles took it, sipped, and then started caressing Nozomi Sasaki's thigh. Looking at the two beauties beside him, he chuckled, "Do you know who that man over there is?"


    Nozomi Sasaki and Haruna Kojima shook their heads in confusion, obviously not knowing.


    "The CEO of Nomura Securities, Junichi Fujie!"


    "Oh, Nomura Securities," Nozomi Sasaki expressed surprise; it was the largest securities investment company in Japan.


    Charles checked his watch, "Alright, you two go to the next room and rest for a while. I need to talk business."


    Nozomi Sasaki and Haruna Kojima quickly got up, not daring to delay the important matters.


    Junichi Fujie noticed this and also asked the women around him to leave the room.


    "Mr. Fujie, it's been a few years, and you look even more vigorous," Charles raised his glass, sharing a drink with Junichi Fujie. It was Junichi who had offered the loan for the construction of Capet's Japan headquarters building.


    "Mr. Capet, Nomura Securities suffered a significant loss in this financial tsunami and also took a hit from the Madoff scandal," Junichi Fujie said with a wry smile, taking a sip.


    Charles shook his head, "Apart from the dollar, the yen is the strongest now. More and more people are buying yen as a safe-haven fund."


    "Nomura Securities also acquired Lehman Brothers' assets in the Middle East, Europe, and Asia," he continued, "Now, Nomura Securities isn't far behind Goldman Sachs or Morgan Stanley."


    Junichi Fujie smiled, "The continuous appreciation of the yen isn't all good news. It impacts export trade significantly." Nomura Securities had done a thorough analysis of Charles Capet. His insight was sharp, with no failures in the entertainment or financial circles.


    "Mr. Capet, the Osaka Universal Studios Resort Group is now self-operated by Capet Global. Nomura Securities is confident and can finance almost 400 billion yen for the Osaka Universal Studios," Junichi Fujie said.


    With the current exchange rate between the dollar and yen at around 1:90 and the yen continuing to rise, it wouldn't be long before it breaks 90.


    Four hundred billion yen was equivalent to a bit more than 4 billion dollars now.


    "The renovation of Osaka Universal Studios will cost at least 650 billion yen," Charles shook his head. "The Wizarding World of Harry Potter, Universal's Fantasy Adventure World, Marvel Universe, and a newly built self-operated Universal Studios theme hotel..."


    "650 billion yen?" Junichi Fujie couldn't help but repeat.


    "This level of financing isn't worth wasting so much time on," Charles poured himself another drink. "I came to you mainly for the euro."


    "The euro? Mr. Capet, do you want to short it?" Junichi Fujie got serious.


    "Last week, more than a dozen Wall Street hedge fund bosses, led by Steve Cohen and John Paulson, had a meeting," Charles smiled slightly. "You know about Greece's fiscal deficit. The new government can only seek financial support from the EU to address this big hole. Many EU member states have significant debts."


    Junichi Fujie was well aware, as Japan was also affected. However, if they could collaborate with Capet Financial Group on Wall Street, Nomura Securities could act more freely.


    However, Capet Financial Group wasn't a charity. Nomura Securities could get a slice of the pie, but they couldn't openly compete with Wall Street. Partnering with Capet Financial Group as a front would make things easier.


    "Mr. Capet, Nomura Securities is willing to raise funds for Capet Capital to control, paying 25% of the expenses," Junichi Fujie stood up and bowed.


    "Too low," Charles shook his head. "Think of me as a private equity fund manager. At least 40% of the profits should be mine, and I expect Nomura Securities to provide no less than $2 billion."


    "I need to go back and discuss this first," Junichi Fujie couldn't make the decision alone.


    Charles nodded, "As soon as possible, the euro is rapidly depreciating."


    "Understood," Junichi Fujie quickly left.


    Soon, Charles called Haruna Kojima and Nozomi Sasaki back in.


    "Big Brother, it's snowing outside," Nozomi Sasaki smiled, reminding him.


    "Snowing?" Charles poured himself another drink and finished it.


    The snow, still too light for his taste. Unless there was another financial tsunami like last year.


  




  Chapter 561: Chapter 561


  

    At night, the streets of Tokyo were dazzling under the neon lights, and with large snowflakes falling like goose feathers from the sky, it added a magical feel to the streets of Tokyo!


    In the Roppongi Hills Tower in the harbor district, in Charles's high-rise penthouse, Charles and Haruna Kojima were soaking in a large, warm bath, enjoying the snowy night view outside the window.


    Nearby, Nozomi Sasaki was resting against the edge of the bath, breathing heavily and seemingly too tired to appreciate Tokyo's beautiful snowy night view!


    "Oh, Oni-chan," Haruna Kojima couldn't help but call out...


    After an unknown amount of time, Charles hugged the exhausted Haruna Kojima, both leaning against the edge of the bath, noticing that Haruna Kojima's bust size seemed to have increased from a C to a D.


    "Oni-chan, how long are you planning to stay in Japan this time?" Nozomi Sasaki leaned over to ask.


    "For a while," Charles said and then leaned down to kiss Nozomi Sasaki. After a passionate kiss, Charles, feeling content, continued, "Didn't you both want to go shopping in Europe? You can go anytime, I'll arrange it!"


    "Really?" Nozomi Sasaki hugged Charles's neck excitedly, and Haruna Kojima also showed an interested expression.


    "Of course," Charles, who hadn't been to Japan for a long time, felt it was time to give some sweet rewards. Anyway, he wasn't short of money.


    ...


    In Shibuya, Capet Tower, the headquarters of Capet Group in Japan, Universal International (Japan) Pictures, and Capet Records Japan were all located in the building.


    In the office, Charles was asking Steve Blount, "What do you think of Mori Takeshi's idea?"


    Steve Blount thought for a moment, "The idea of a Universal Fantasy World composed of Sesame Street and Hello Kitty has my support because the investment is not large; However, the cost of the Harry Potter Wizarding World for Universal Studios Osaka seems too high. Mori Takeshi's idea seems a bit radical."


    Charles shook his head, "It's fine, Universal Studios Osaka can't focus only on tourists from Kansai; tourists from Shikoku Island and Kanto in Honshu are also targets. Most of the attractions in Universal Studios focus on adults and are far less attractive to children and teenagers than Disney. The Universal Fantasy World and the Harry Potter Wizarding World are means to attract younger children. Otherwise, why would Kanto tourists travel all the way to Kansai?"


    Charles said, standing up, "Most of Universal Pictures' IPs are horror and thriller types, unsuitable for children, which must be changed. Movies like Jaws and E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial are decades old, with no appeal to today's audience. Our innovations at Universal Studios are really lacking; Local cultural integration is the key to theme parks' survival and development. Universal Studios Osaka should incorporate more elements of Japanese anime, Nintendo game shows, and similar projects!"


    For example, there was no need to invest too much in the Marvel Universe at Universal Studios Osaka, just ensure that related products were launched when the movies premiered.


    Then Charles sat down again, "I've already talked with the CEO of Nomura Securities. They will provide at least 50 billion yen in financing for the reform of Universal Studios Osaka Resort;


    The group will also invest some funds to build a new hotel at Universal Studios Osaka!"


    Steve Blount nodded, "With investors' support, we can start quickly. In July, the Harry Potter Wizarding World at Universal Studios Orlando opens, and I will send a team from Universal Studios Osaka to learn from them!"


    "By the way, current Japanese Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama plans to meet with the management of Universal Studios Osaka. Represent Capet and negotiate for some benefits since the reform efforts at Universal Studios Osaka are significant," Charles reminded again.


    "No problem, I will arrange the work at Universal Studios Osaka first and then head to China to assist," Steve Blount had no objections.


    The frequency of changing Japanese Prime Ministers was too high. Yukio Hatoyama was elected in September last year; Before him, Taro Aso served for a year, and before Aso, Yasuo Fukuda also served only a year!


    After Steve Blount left, Haruna Kojima entered Charles's office. As a member of AKB48, Haruna Kojima spent most of her time in Tokyo.


    "Oni-chan, Ayase Haruka and Kyoko senpai are back at the office, over at East Asia Agency. Should I go now?" Haruna Kojima was specially kept by Charles.


    "We'll talk about it in the evening," Charles said as he picked up Haruna Kojima, placing her on his lap. "Nozomi Sasaki is planning to travel to Europe. Aren't you going?"


    "I have to stay with the team for performances, so I probably can't travel far," Haruna Kojima hugged Charles's neck intimately, saying, "Staying with you is better!"


    Charles smiled, his hand sliding under her sweater, reaching up to her bra to feel the softness, "Don't worry, I'll treat you well too!"


    Then, Charles took a check for 10 million yen from the table, "Here, have a great time, shopping, gourmet food, whatever you want!"


    "Thank you, Oni-chan," Haruna Kojima took the check, the amount greatly pleasing her. She kissed Charles passionately on the face, teasing him, "Haruna also wants to thank you!"


    "Oh, and how will you thank me?" Charles asked, feeling her 32D chest, his excitement rising.


    "Haruna, along with the two senpais tonight, and right now it's my turn," Haruna Kojima whispered in his ear, blowing softly.


    Quickly, Haruna Kojima slid off Charles's lap to the floor, crawling under his desk.


    Soon, Charles was leaning back in his chair, fully experiencing Haruna Kojima's way of expressing gratitude, truly an irresistible manner...
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    At the headquarters of East Asia Japan, Charles directly called Lily Ying, "Junichi Sijima from Nomura Securities agreed to invest 300 billion yen. My account also has over 200 million dollars in cash. Short the Euro entirely. The exchange rate now is favorable. I bet we'll make some pocket money in just a few months."


    "Haha, pocket money? 300 billion yen is about 3.3 billion dollars. If the Euro depreciation is at least 20%, how much are the fees?" Lily Ying laughed on the phone.


    "40%. I'm an easy-going guy," Charles laughed too.


    If the Euro dropped by 20%, Nomura Holdings would gain over 600 million dollars. The 40% fee would be nearly 240 million, plus Charles' own investment of 200 million, resulting in almost 36 millions more in profit.


    Well-executed, this could easily bring in 300 million dollars. As for why Nomura didn't do it themselves, if Nomura directly shorted the Euro with 300 billion yen, the EU would politically pressure Japan the next day!


    Using a Wall Street partner was the best move, and Capet's fees were really reasonable. In Wall Street funds like Goldman Sachs, at least half the profits go to Wall Street anyway.


    "Got it!" Lily Ying put down the phone. She had no doubts about the timing Charles mentioned for Wall Street's move against the Euro.


    However, this was a scheme set by the Goldman Sachs consortium and Washington. Lily Ying herself didn't want to get involved. She wasn't too keen on shorting the Euro.


    When the EU settled scores later, Wall Street bigwigs wouldn't be touched, but Asian capitalists like her could be easily manipulated!


    But, since Charles had her invest under Capet Corporation's name along with Wall Street, and the amount wasn't large, it didn't really matter. Moreover, Nomura Securities, one of Asia's top securities investment companies, was backing it up.


    Also, with Capet Corporation's status on Wall Street and in America, there was no need to worry. Capet never took the lead anyway!


    "Really thrilling," Lily Ying couldn't help but rub her face with her hand. Shorting US real estate, playing with US treasuries, investing in bank stocks, and now directly shorting the Euro.


    Each move was more thrilling than the last!


    "Junichi Sijima, that old fox, really acts fast," Charles thought, leaning back in his chair, pleased that the recent trip with Sijima to the club paid off.


    With the yen appreciating, it wasn't easy to get loans from Japanese banks, especially with Universal Studios Osaka's previous poor performance.


    Nomura Holdings' 50 billion yen financing saved Charles quite a bit of time.


    ...


    "Boss, I'm in the UK right now. Molly Bloom has some info on the News of the World, under News Corporation. Should we reveal it to the media directly?" Phyllis Jones was calling Charles from Capet Japan Tower.


    "Is there sufficient evidence?" Charles inquired, knowing that flimsy accusations wouldn't mean much.


    "Uh, not that strong evidence, but it could tarnish their reputation!"


    "Not enough," Charles thought. Mere reputation damage wouldn't faze News Corporation. "Keep an eye on Rupert Murdoch's wife. There might be unexpected gains. Britain is holding a Prime Minister election, and News Corporation's support matters. Find out who is opposing their candidate and pass the evidence to them."


    If Charles remembered correctly, Wendi Deng and former UK Prime Minister Tony Blair had some history...


    "Got it," Phyllis Jones, in London at that moment, admired her boss's shrewdness. Candidates clearly had a lot of political resources.


    Taking down News Corporation was indirectly attacking their supported candidate.


    "Keep an eye on Wendi Deng, and if it involves former Prime Minister Tony Blair, there might be a big story," Phyllis thought, eager to discuss with Molly Bloom.


    ...


    Charles Capet went back to his room, took a shower, and then checked his emails. It was already late February, and he wanted to see if there was anything important.


    Universal's The Wolfman was released, but it only made $31.5 million on its opening weekend in North America. After half a month, the North American box office was just $57 million, with both reception and ticket sales plummeting.


    It's predicted that The Wolfman would only make around $60 million in North America. For a big-budget film costing hundreds of millions to produce, it was a flop big time.


    Edge of Darkness, released by Focus Features and produced by Icon Productions, had been in theaters for over a month, but its North American box office was just $15 million. Mel Gibson's situation was indeed grim.


    It seemed Jewish investors were coming down hard on Mel Gibson, discrediting him relentlessly, making it impossible for him to promote the film. Focus Features didn't invest much in promoting it either, mainly giving Robert Downey Jr. a nod due to his long-term contract with Marvel Studios.


    The MGM bidding process had been extended. MGM's creditors were not satisfied with the current bids and were waiting for better offers.


    Moving to the window, Charles admired the snowy landscape of Hokkaido, considering the impending Universal releases like Green Zone and Robin Hood, which were also expected flops.


    There weren't even backers willing to take over. Reshooting or extra filming would only cost more money.


    "Hey, Oppa," Son Ye-jin walked in, having showered and made a call to East Asia Korea staff to negotiate for the Korean remake rights of The Devotion of Suspect X.


    Her long hair draped over her shoulders, dressed in a kimono, Charles put his arm around her waist and asked with a smile, "All done?"


    Son Ye-jin nodded, "Korea's entertainment industry has recovered well. If possible, I'll continue signing artists."


    "East Asia Korea shouldn't lack funds now, right? Why can't they sign artists?" Charles wondered.


    Even now, East Asia Korea had the capacity to move into the film industry, and they had a partnership with CJ Entertainment.


    "Oh, I'm considering an elite approach, not seeking quantity," Son Ye-jin explained, "Since we can invest and develop works ourselves, both films and TV should focus on quality, the same for the artists!"


    Before the success of the T-ara group, East Asia Korea only had Davichi to represent them, but after T-ara's debut success, Son Ye-jin considered having them appear in TV and film projects.


    "Alright, it's up to you," Charles said, hugging her from behind, sliding his hand into her kimono to feel her softness, whispering in her ear, "I know you like investing in real estate, so I prepared $2 million for you to buy a villa in the Gangnam district of Seoul!"


    The exchange rate of USD to KRW had dropped a bit to around 1:1300, making $2 million about 2.6 billion KRW.


    "Oppa, the T-ara group won't be in Japan for too long, you need to seize the time," Son Ye-jin said, turning her head to kiss Charles, her kimono falling off...
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    At Universal Studios Osaka, Charles, who had just attended the groundbreaking ceremony of Universal Fantasy World, was chatting with Takeshi Narita, saying, "When the Wizarding World of Harry Potter opens in July at Universal Studios Orlando, we can start officially preparing for the Wizarding World area at Universal Studios Japan. With financing from Nomura Holdings, funding won't be an issue. To attract visitors, the theme park must innovate!"


    "Yes, I understand. I promise not to disappoint headquarters," Takeshi Narita responded with a bow.


    Charles nodded.


    ...


    At Osaka International Airport, Charles boarded his private jet with Son Ye-jin, heading straight to Seoul, South Korea.


    After more than a year, Charles Capet stepped on Korean soil again. In a villa halfway up Itaewon Hill, located on the eastern slope of Namsan in Yongsan District, Seoul, Charles was looking at at the Han River scenery.


    In the afternoon, Charles visited a club in the Gangnam district for a meeting with CJ Group's Chairman Lee Jae-hyun and Vice-Chairman Sohn Kyung-shik.


    "You guys want NHN shares?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Sohn Kyung-shik, Lee Jae-hyun's uncle, and the brother of Lee Mong Hee's wife, Son Bok-nam, had been an influential figure in the group since its First Sugar era.


    Within the CJ Group, Sohn Kyung-shik's status was on par with Lee Jae-hyun's!


    "Yes, NHN is developing well now. CJ's entertainment sector could really use it," Sohn Kyung-shik smiled. "CJ's offer will certainly satisfy Mr. Capet, around 5% should do."


    Charles nodded, "I'll think about it."


    The meeting between Charles, Lee Jae-hyun, and Sohn Kyung-shik wasn't long, but Charles understood the underlying motive - it certainly involved the Samsung family.


    Besides the Korea National Pension Service and Dawn Investments, one of the major shareholders of NHN was Samsung Electronics!


    "This is getting interesting," Charles couldn't help but laugh. Last year, his large purchase of NHN shares had been a strategic move.


    ...


    "Oppa," suddenly, T-ARA members Lee Qri and Park Hyomin walked in and sat on either side of Charles.


    "Had fun?" Charles asked, hugging Park Hyomin and Lee Qri. It seemed Park Hyomin had a better figure.


    "Yes, we had a great time," Lee Qri, who was more familiar with Charles, replied freely.


    "Hyomin, you're beautiful," Charles said, pulling Park Hyomin onto his lap.


    "Oppa..." Park Hyomin kissed Charles on the cheek.


    "Mmm," Charles started kissing Park Hyomin, his hand wandering over her chest. Park Hyomin responded passionately.


    That night, Charles took Lee Qri and Park Hyomin to the Shilla Hotel.


    ...


    Seoul, early morning, in a suite's bathroom at the Shilla Hotel, Park Hyomin leaned with her back against Charles Capet's chest, looking very pleased.


    Charles held Park Hyomin's chest, which was between a C and D cup. This 21-year-old was perhaps the sexiest member of the T-ara group, with long legs, a thin waist, and curves in all the right places.


    "Hmm," Park Hyomin shivered, then turned and kissed Charles.


    After a few breaths, she leaned against Charles and asked, "Oppa, who do you think has a better figure, me or Kyuri?"


    Charles smiled, "Of course, Hyomin's figure is the best," he said, giving her a little squeeze.


    "Really?" Park Hyomin smiled slightly.


    "But," Charles whispered into her ear, "Kyuri has some other skills, and they're not bad either..."


    Upon hearing this, Park Hyomin quickly turned around and squatted down...


    A few minutes later, Lee Kyuri also walked into the bathroom from the bedroom. As she was about to leave, Charles pulled her into his arms and kissed her, gesturing for Hyomin to continue!


    Around ten in the morning, Charles, Lee Kyuri, and Park Hyomin finished breakfast. 


    ...


    In the afternoon, Lee Kyuri and Park Hyomin left the hotel for shopping. Despite March temperatures in Seoul still being below 10 degrees Celsius, nothing could dampen a woman's enthusiasm for shopping!


    Charles went home to discuss Korean NHN stocks with Lily Ying.


    "The current market value of NHN is 19 trillion won and is still rising. Holding on to it would preserve value. Yet, if you want to sell a portion, CJ might offer a tempting price too. The won is slowly appreciating, probably one could make a profit from that too!"


    Charles smiled, "You're probably uninterested in this now, the Euro's depreciation rate is what matters."


    In just a month, the Euro-USD exchange rate dropped from 1:1.42 to 1:1.36.


    Lily Ying suggested, "Alright, perhaps exchanging some CJ stocks would work too. After all, CJ is Korea's largest food and entertainment company now!"


    "Never mind, I'm not interested in CJ's First Sugar, CJ Home Shopping, CJ Development, CJ Seafood, CJ Entertainment," Charles pondered, "Let's see what Lee Jae-hyun and Sohn Kyung-Shik offer first. NHN is Korea's number one internet company now; it won't be cheap!"


    As a holding group, CJ Group has CJ First Sugar, CJ Home Shopping, CJ Investment Securities, CJ Development, CJ Seafood, CJCinema, CJSyste, CJGLS, CJ-Foodvill, CJ Entertainment, CJDIA, ONDIA, and ETDia, among various subsidiaries.


    CJ Group, although not comparable to Samsung from the same Lee clan, still has plenty of merits. At least CJ First Sugar is formidable in the food industry. Their series of entertainment subsidiaries also involve film and TV production distribution, TV stations, new media, music performances, movie theaters, and game development among many areas!
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    The performance of the Hollywood blockbuster The Wolfman in North America was indeed disappointing. It was taken off screens after a month, earning only $62 million domestically and $77 million overseas, failing to reach even $150 million globally. This shut the door on Capet Pictures' commercial attempts at horror monster movies.


    Meanwhile, the Oscars ceremony successfully concluded with Kathryn Bigelow's The Hurt Locker defeating her ex-husband James Cameron's globally popular special effects blockbuster Avatar to win Best Picture.


    Nicole Kidman, with her outstanding performance in The Blind Side, won the Oscar for Best Actress again after 8 years.


    Avatar, which was a hit worldwide, grossed over $700 million in North America and more than $1.9 billion overseas markets, piling up a series of box office champion titles in various countries and regions. 


    "Did you send her to the airport?" Charles asked when he saw Son Ye-jin return.


    Son Ye-jin nodded, "Yeah, she said there were too many things to do, so she couldn't stay long."


    Gao Yuanyuan didn't stay long in Seoul either, spending much of her time studying the Korean idol trainee system within East Asia Korea. It seemed she was curious about the trainee system in Korea.


    "Hollywood's Alice in Wonderland premiered in Korea. Did you see it?" Charles asked again.


    "Not yet, but I heard it's very popular," Son Ye-jin replied as she sat next to Charles.


    "Yeah, it grossed over $115 million its opening weekend in North America," Charles said, pursing his lips. It seemed Disney found a money-maker, adapting animated features into live-action films.


    Just look at The Wolfman, with a production cost of over $150 million, and grossing only about the same amount, globally!


    "By the way, we're going to the banquet at Shilla Hotel tonight. Lee Jae-hyun invited me," Charles said, lifting the woman's chin.


    "There should be quite a few Korean entrepreneurs attending. It's good for you to network," he added.


    Son Ye-jin nodded. Now, as a president, Son Ye-jin was different. She used to be just an actress.


    Although some top actors in Korea formed their own talent agencies, they mostly participated in their own projects.


    "Alright, change clothes. We're going to the banquet at Shilla Hotel," Charles said, standing up. Lee Jae-hyun was probably already waiting. The NHN shares were quite attractive.


    In the evening, Charles and Son Ye-jin arrived at the Shilla Hotel. Lee Jae-hyun personally received them. 


    "Charles, good evening. Ye-jin is getting more and more beautiful. CJ wants you to be the leading actress in their projects," Lee Jae-hyun greeted with a smile.


    Following Charles' cue, Son Ye-jin smiled and replied, "Thank you, Chairman Lee. I'll carefully read the scripts!"


    Currently, Son Ye-jin no longer accepted TV drama scripts and had requirements for movie projects, avoiding intimate scenes.


    "Charles, regarding NHN, CJ is willing to buy a 5% stake at a valuation of 26 trillion won, for 1.3 trillion won. How about it?" Lee Jae-hyun offered an attractive price.


    NHN's current valuation was 19 trillion won, approximately $14.6 billion. CJ offered a 36% premium, but Charles wouldn't accept it.


    In a few years, NHN's valuation could surpass 60 trillion won.


    "Chairman Lee, you're offering without sincerity. Look at the stock prices of Alibaba and Tencent; how much have they risen?" Charles shook his head. Even if Korea needed the overseas market, a 36% premium was too little.


    ...


    "1.45 trillion won, and CJ can offer shares in its entertainment companies as a return," Lee Jae-hyun added.


    The 1.45 trillion won for the 5% stake valued NHN at 29 trillion won, a premium of about 53%.


    Charles' desired valuation was around a 60% premium. Considering CJ's numerous entertainment companies, and East Asia Korea needing a talent agency to cultivate idol artists, it could be considered.


    "Let me discuss this with others," Charles shook hands with Lee Jae-hyun.


    "Alright, no rush. Take your time, Charles," Lee Jae-hyun said, leaving the room.


    "Call and find out which CJ entertainment companies meet our requirements," Charles patted Son Ye-jin's thigh.


    "Oh, okay," Son Ye-jin responded, realizing they were talking in trillions now!


    ...


    "Charles, the CGV chain, which is a subsidiary of the CJ Group, can be a good choice. Capet Cinema operates high-end multi-functional theaters, which match our CGV model perfectly. We can work together!" Li Zai-hsien and Charles stood upstairs, overlooking the crowds in the lobby while chatting.


    Previously, they had already discussed that CJ would acquire 5% of NHN's shares, although there were still some details left to finalize.


    "I have no interest in low-end theaters in small cities. Capet Pictures' plan in Asia is to have 150 multi-functional cinemas and 20 IMAX theaters by the end of 2012, with a total of over 1,500 screens," Charles smiled. "Capet Cinemas isn't a franchise; it's a joint venture!"


    "CGV also pursues a high-end model," Li Zai-hsien nodded.


    "Cooperation would be great. We can discuss this with the Asia-Pacific region head of Universal International," Charles added, thinking this would accelerate the renovation of multi-functional theaters with CGV's involvement.


    "By the way, we at CJ are planning to integrate all our entertainment industries, including broadcasting, movies, music, cultural performances, and gaming, to form CJ ENM," Li Zai-hsien suddenly suggested, "How about we swap 5% of NHN's shares for 1.3 trillions of won plus 5% of CJ ENM's shares?"


    Though CJ's entire entertainment industry intrigued Charles, he was particularly interested in ETDIA, the holding company for the music television station and artist management firm. However, 5% of CJ E&M wouldn't suffice.


    "CJ owns 16% of YG's shares, right? Include that in the deal," Charles proposed.


    Currently, the three major entertainment companies in Korea were SJE, YP, and YG, with YG seeking to go public in Korea. East Asia had considered investing in YG earlier, after advice from Lily Ying, and knew CJ acquired around 16% of YG's shares in 2008 for about 30 billion won. An increase wouldn't impact them much.


    Li Zai-hsien didn't hesitate, "Alright, the YG shares can be included in the deal," figuring CJ could buy more YG shares if needed.


    "Cheers!" Charles clinked his glass with Li Zai-hsien.


    "Cheers, to a successful collaboration..."


    After finishing the chat with Li Zai-hsien, Charles thought about leaving, as he wasn't in the mood to stay.


    "Oppa, I asked already, CJ's music TV station has the most..." Son Ye-jin, seeing Charles return, hurried to remind him.


    "Relax, it's settled," Charles said, wrapping an arm around Son Ye-jin's waist, "CJ Group will merge all its entertainment sectors into CJ E&M. I sold 5% of NHN's shares to CJ Group for 1.3 trillions of won, and CJ Group will also give East Asia 16% of YG's shares and 5% of CJ E&M shares!"


    [Note: Valuations in USD:


     NHN: About 23 billion dollars. 5% stake is 1.15 billion.


    CJ E&M: About 2 billion dollars. 5% stake is 100 million.


    YG: CJ E&M bought 16% for 23 million in 2008.


    So, 5% stake in NHN is nearly a billion dollars + 100 million + 16% stake in YG.


    ]


    As for the YG shares and 5% of CJ E&M, Charles planned to inject them directly into East Asia Korea, since East Asia Korea's major shareholder was its parent company East Asia Media.


    East Asia Media owns subsidiaries Red Fruit Entertainment, East Asia Korea, and East Asia Japan, with Red Fruit Entertainment being the most valuable. Lily Ying had also orchestrated a move for Red Fruit Entertainment to hold reverse shares in East Asia Media!


    1.3 trillion won translated to nearly a billions of dollars, giving Charles a large cash flow.


    "CJ E&M, YG?!" Son Ye-jin was momentarily stunned, "YG is really impressive, and CJ E&M will surely be even more impressive!"


    Charles bent down to whisper in her ear, "These shares belong to East Asia Korea, and you will become a director in both YG and CJ E&M. Even though your shares in East Asia Korea will be diluted after the merger, they will become more valuable!"


    In East Asia Korea, East Asia Media held 51% as the controlling shareholder, Son Ye-jin held 30%, the manager had 10%, and the remaining shares were reserved for future employee incentives.


    Charles didn't personally hold shares but held them through East Asia Media. Now, he planned to exchange some of his personal shares for future gifting.


    Not many, just 30% personal shares in East Asia Media, making East Asia Media the largest shareholder and Charles the second-largest shareholder with 30%, while the local Korean side would hold the rest including the share pool.


    "Oppa, can I... can I really do this?" Son Ye-jin hesitated, although as the representative of East Asia Korea, the main management was still done by her manager partner.


    "Of course you can," Charles smiled, giving her a kiss on the cheek.


    Son Ye-jin nodded, her excitement making her tremble a bit.


  




  Chapter 565: Shanghai Universal Studios Resort


  

    Charles received the approval for the construction of Shanghai Universal Studios Resort. The Shanghai government had planned a 20 square kilometer Shanghai International Tourism Resort Area.


    Shanghai Universal Studios would begin construction on a 4 square kilometer area within that region.


    He couldn't wait and flew directly from Seoul to Shanghai. Meanwhile, the Transformers 3 production team had also arrived in Shanghai for filming.


    Capet Pictures specifically sent people to attend the unveiling ceremony of the Shanghai International Tourism Resort Area.


    At a villa in Pudong Jiugen Hall, Megan Fox, who had followed the crew to China, took a bath and saw Charles sitting on the sofa.


    "Charles, Shanghai Universal Studios won against Disney this time," the sultry Megan Fox directly sat in Charles's lap.


    "Disneyland," Charles also laughed. Capet Pictures collaborated with the Shanghai International Tourism Group to establish the Shanghai Universal Studios Resort Group.


    For the real estate company shares, the ratio was 60:40 in favor of the Chinese side, while for the operating company's shares, the ratio was 45:55 in favor of Capet.


    Compared to Disney's demand for at least 70% operational control, Capet Studios was much more sincere. Moreover, Capet Universal charged only one-seventh of the high design fees of Disney's Imagineering, and Capet Universal was more willing to employ local workers and prioritize sourcing materials from China.


    Otherwise, with Disney's world-renowned reputation, Universal Studios would have had a hard time getting Shanghai's favor.


    Megan Fox embraced Charles's neck and kissed him, "How long will you stay here?"


    "Not long, need to head back soon," Charles replied. He was still concerned about MGM, with the auction ending on May 1, and wanted to see if MGM would undergo bankruptcy reorganization this time.


    While saying this, Charles slipped his hand under her nightrobe, feeling the softness and thinking clearly:


    Shanghai Universal Studios Resort would start construction next year. 


    Tokyo Disneyland in Japan was strong, but it was a franchise with authorized operation, and its profits weren't Disney's.


    Europe's Disneyland Paris continued to incur losses, providing little help to Disney. However, Disney's two parks in the United States were powerful, with one park alone able to outperform two Universal Studios.


    For now, Charles could only hope that the Shanghai and Osaka Universal Studios in Asia would give Capet more confidence.


    Before long, passionate Megan Fox straddled Charles...


    ...


    After handling the Shanghai Universal Studios contract, Charles prepared to return to the United States in early April.


    On his private plane, Charles went to the cabin lounge, kissed Lin Chi-ling, and sat together on the sofa.


    "Weren't you supposed to have some cameo scenes in The Green Hornet? Heading to America now?"


    "It's not my turn to shoot yet. I was planning to go to America in mid-April, not many scenes," Lin Chi-ling, who had a role in The Green Hornet, answered. The Green Hornet had started filming in March in the United States.


    Charles nodded, "No worries, treat it like a vacation to America," he said as he began making out with the beautiful woman in his arms.


    ...


    Los Angeles, Burbank, Disney Headquarters.


    Thomas Staggs, Chairman of Disneyland Resort, went to the office of Disney CEO, Robert Iger.


    "Has Charles returned?" Robert Iger asked, putting down the Los Angeles Times and looking up.


    Thomas Staggs nodded. "Capet now operates Osaka Universal Studios, and they are planning to invest 50 to 60 billion yen for renovations. Charles Capet is the one who cares the most about Universal Studios Resort in recent years!"


    "The Harry Potter World at Orlando Universal Studios is about to open too," Robert Iger felt the pressure.


    Capet's movie box office was strong, boosting their overall performance, while Disney lagged a bit behind in this area.


    Pirates of the Caribbean 4 was rebooted, and Alice in Wonderland achieved spectacular results, second only to Avatar this year. So far, it has grossed over $300 million in North America and over $800 million worldwide!


    "The opening of Harry Potter World at Orlando Universal Studios will surely attract a batch of tourists. You need to watch out for that," Robert Iger instructed.


    After Thomas Staggs nodded and left the office, Robert Iger asked his assistant to summon the Chairman of Disney Studios, Rich Ross, to discuss further.


    ...


    On the other side, Lin Chi-ling, who had come to Los Angeles with Charles, went to the set of The Green Hornet in New York to experience the atmosphere of filming in Hollywood.


    In March, Capet Pictures' Taken 2 had a flourishing box office, with North America grossing 120 millions and global box office 315 millions of dollars so far.


    Compared to Universal's Green Zone, which premiered around the same time, Taken 2 performed much better. Green Zone currently earned only $33 million in North America and $85 million worldwide!


    Taken 2 had a production cost of $45 million, while Green Zone had Matt Damon and a production cost of $100 million.


    Back-to-back failures of The Wolfman and Green Zone left Universal with another high-risk project, Robin Hood, set to release in May with a massive $200 million investment!


    "Good evening, Michael!" At the Capet Dome Theater on Sunset Boulevard, Los Angeles, Charles ran into Michael Jackson at the premiere of The Hunt.


    "Good evening, Charles," Michael Jackson seemed very pleased, warmly hugging Charles. "Thank you so much. I've seen The Hunt three times, and I must say it's a terrific movie!"


    Charles smiled, "Glad you like it. People are indeed complex creatures."


    Michael Jackson nodded, "Last year, my concerts in London were a success. This year, I'm preparing a new album, and I'll be going on a world tour in the second half!"


    "A world tour sounds great," Charles gave him a thumbs up, thinking Jackson must have earned quite a bit from last year's 20-show run in London. Even the King of Pop could use some cash.


    Watching Michael Jackson smile for interviews with reporters relieved Charles. Preparing for a world tour indicated his health was much better!


    The Hunt was merely a low-budget art film, although it featured Oscar winner Adrien Brody and had a theme song by the King of Pop, Michael Jackson. Such films wouldn't garner much box office revenue.


    Similar to the February release of the American remake, Hachi: A Dog's Tale, which only made slightly over $10 million in the North American market. It earned $46 million globally, with Japan contributing $20 million.


    After the red carpet, Emma Roberts, who had a cameo role in The Hunt, seemed still excited.


    "Charles, was this film made for Michael Jackson? The plot is just too obvious," Emma Roberts asked in good spirits, sitting in the passenger seat.


    "I'm a fan of Michael Jackson, and I was very angry about how he was wronged! More or less, and the script genuinely is pretty good," Charles admitted he liked the script too.


    However, without Michael Jackson's incident, Charles probably wouldn't have thought of producing such a low-commercial-value script.


    "Let's go celebrate your return at the Avalon Club," Emma Roberts suggested.


    Charles nodded. The Avalon Club was one of Los Angeles' top nightclubs, a favorite spot for many Hollywood stars.


    "By the way, aren't you filming the fourth season of Gossip Girl? Haven't you started yet?" Charles suddenly remembered, placing his hand on the woman's thigh.


    "Ah, I took a leave to come back to Los Angeles. I'm already filming, just back for three days, then I'll fly back to New York to continue," Emma Roberts smiled.


    Gossip Girl, as a trendy youth drama, suited Emma Roberts' public image well.


    Soon, Charles and Emma Roberts arrived at the Avalon Club, getting a VIP booth near the stage.


  




  Chapter 566: The Split of AOL Time Warner


  

    In April 2010, besides Capet's preparations for the Shanghai Universal Studios Resort in China and the impending auction deadline for MGM, another media giant in Hollywood, Time Warner, successfully spun off its subsidiary AOL, making it a standalone publicly traded company. This was similar to when Viacom split into two independent companies, Viacom and CBS. At the same time, former Time Warner CEO Jerry Levin made a rare TV appearance to apologize for the huge losses resulting from the merger at that time.


    In 2000, the tech company AOL, inflated by the dot-com bubble, merged with Time Warner. It was the biggest deal of its time, valued at over $350 billion. Jerry Levin, CEO of Time Warner, was the main driver behind this disastrous deal.


    In an office at Capet Tower in Burbank, Los Angeles, Charles leaned back in his chair watching Jerry Levin's interview on CNBC.


    "Is this the tenth anniversary of the AOL-Time Warner merger?" Charles laughed. The honeymoon between AOL and Time Warner was very short, but at that time, it was unquestionably the world's number one media group.


    Phyllis Jones poured a glass of wine for Charles and said, "It seems like a late apology from Jerry Levin."


    Jerry Levin stated, "Apparently, I orchestrated the worst deal of the twentieth century. For those impacted by the merger, I believe it's time to step up and say: you know what, I am solely responsible. I ran the show. I deeply apologize for the pain and losses I caused, and I take responsibility."


    He added, "This isn't the board's fault, nor is it the fault of my colleagues at AOL Time Warner."


    Jerry Levin had been in charge of Time Warner since it merged with Warner Brothers in the early '90s. He then brought in stakeholders like Western Digital, Toshiba, and Itochu Corporation. He later acquired TBS, which owned CNN and TNT, and eventually facilitated the merger with AOL at the turn of the millennium. The new group was dubbed AOL Time Warner, with AOL's CEO Steve Case as the chairman and Jerry Levin continuing as CEO of the new group.


    Unfortunately, the Internet bubble burst, triggering a financial crisis. AOL's market value plummeted by 90%, evaporating over $200 billion of the merged AOL Time Warner's value. In May 2002, Jerry Levin resigned as CEO, and in January 2003, Steve Case stepped down as chairman. Following that, Time Warner's CEO and chairman roles were taken over by Richard Parsons, the current chairman and CEO of Citigroup.


    "Boss, it's surprising to see Jerry Levin apologizing for the merger after all this time," Phyllis Jones was puzzled, "Previously, he had always avoided apologizing for the massive losses caused by the deal."


    Charles shook his head, "Perhaps it's because we've just gone through another financial crisis, and Time Warner has just spun off AOL again."


    Having spoken to CNBC's financial news show, Jerry Levin not only apologized and took responsibility but also called for other renowned business leaders from the past decade to follow his example: "Company leaders should stand up, take responsibility for what has happened, and take action to make amends and compensate."


    "Boring," Charles turned off the TV. "Are things going smoothly with NBC's acquisition of Microsoft's half share of MSNBC News?" Charles asked as he stood up.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Microsoft seems to have lost faith in traditional television news. They sold their 50% share in NBC News to us for a billion dollars, although they're keeping half of MSNBC's news website."


    Charles waved dismissively, "No big deal, Microsoft is an internet technology company. It's natural for them to favor the internet over traditional television news."


    Looking through the window at the ongoing construction of the NBC tower headquarters, Charles felt a rush of pride. "The skyscraper project on Leonard Street in Downtown Manhattan needs to get started soon. That's the future East Coast headquarters of Capet Media Group."


    "Understood," Phyllis Jones knew that her boss was urging them to hurry up.


    ...


    In the plaza in front of Los Angeles City Hall, one of the California governor candidates, Jerry Brown, was giving a public speech.


    In a building across from City Hall, Charles was holding Ivanka Trump from behind while standing by the window. "Are you helping Jerry Brown campaign for governor too?"


    "Yep, Ms. Huffington says Jerry Brown has a good chance of winning. Lots of people are supporting him, so I'm learning from the campaign team," Ivanka said, snug against Charles's chest, her breath quickening with the surge of hormones.


    Looking at the beautiful rise and fall of her chest with her breaths, Charles unbuttoned her blouse and caressed her 34D. "So, which cities will you go to next, or what's the plan?"


    "Well, next we're heading to the Bay Area and then to the capital, Sacramento, for more events. Most of the time, it'll be mainly about publicity. After all, Jerry Brown has experience as governor of California," Ivanka said with a smile. "Lots of celebrities are supporting him, and with Hollywood's favorite son backing us up, our confidence is pretty strong!"


    "Ha," Charles kissed her face, feeling quite spirited. 


    Ivanka leaned softly into Charles, enjoying the moment and smiling as she caressed his face. "Tonight we're having a fundraising dinner at the SLS Hotel. Back to Oakland tomorrow."


    "So, no wasting time," Ivanka said before turning to kiss Charles.


    This year's Californian election, Jerry Brown's biggest opponent was eBay's former CEO, Meg Whitman; Jerry Brown was older but experienced and frugal, contrasting with the wealthy but inexperienced Meg Whitman - this was his biggest advantage.


    California's substantial budget deficit, a significant problem left by Arnold Schwarzenegger, had to be resolved by the next governor!


    "Recently, I bought three golf clubs in South Korea. The equipment, facilities, clubhouse, and lounge are all pretty nice. Want to check them out?" Charles asked.


    "Golf courses? You actually went to Asia to manage these," Ivanka laughed and laid on Charles's chest. "In Doral, northwest of Miami, there's an 800-acre country club for sale. It has a large resort hotel and the Blue Devil course!"


    "Interested?" Charles asked, caressing her 34D.


    Ivanka nodded, "I heard from the company that the Blue Devil course is a regular venue for the World Golf Championship, not far from Miami International Airport either. Though it's a bit old, if we buy it and refurbish, it can definitely regain its vitality!"


    "Estimated price?" Charles asked.


    "Between $100 million to $200 million, depending on negotiations. What do you think?" Ivanka kissed his chest.


    "Sure, you go discuss it. It'll give you a business to manage," Charles didn't mind. Ivanka's fashion business wasn't going anywhere right now.


    "My dad will only support me with at most $50 million," Ivanka said, looking up.


    "Don't worry, I won't let you suffer a loss," Charles smiled. "Just go for it boldly!"


    Previously, when shorting the euro, Charles had invested $200 million cash, but also used a lot of funds from Japan's Nomura Securities as capital; Perhaps in a few months, Charles would finally reap the rewards!


    ...


    With the summer blockbuster season approaching, Hollywood was gearing up for another fierce box office battle.


    Universal's Thor 2 and Robin Hood were both releasing in May!


    Robin Hood was coming out in early May, while Marvel Studios' Thor 2 was scheduled three weeks later.


    Eva Green, apart from preparing for the promotion of Thor 2, had also participated in several film festivals with the drama film Cracks, which premiered in the UK last year!


    Backstage at the premiere of Cracks.


    "This month, we've been to the Boston International Film Festival, the Seattle International Film Festival, and the San Francisco International Film Festival," Eva Green followed director Jordan Scott, traveling to many places.


    "Last year, didn't it get a lot of praise at the Toronto Film Festival? Why is it only now being released in North America!" Charles wouldn't have remembered this film if it wasn't for Eva Green.


    Eva Green smiled, "Focus Features took over the distribution and postponed it until now!"


    Charles nodded when suddenly a young beauty walked in, looking a bit flustered seeing Charles Capet and Eva Green chatting.


    Eva Green waved, "Maria, come over here. This is Mr. Charles Capet!"


    Maria Valverde walked over, "Good evening, Mr. Capet. I'm Maria Valverde, a Spanish actress!"


    "Oh, I know you. Your performance in Cracks was seasoned and beautiful," Charles responded with a smile.


    "Ah, thank you!" Maria Valverde was slightly flattered.


    Maria Valverde, the young actress who had intimate scenes with Eva Green in Cracks!


    Though the premiere of Cracks was modest, the attendees were notable, given that the director Jordan Scott was Ridley Scott's daughter.


    Ridley Scott had collaborated frequently with Capet Pictures. He was the lead director for the upcoming series A Song of Ice and Fire. The Wolf of Wall Street, starring in and produced by Leonardo DiCaprio, was also directed by Ridley Scott!


  




  Chapter 567: Maria Valverde


  

    In the theater bathroom, Charles held Maria Valverde and kissed her passionately; she responded with equal enthusiasm.


    Maria Valverde, 23 years old, had been in the industry for 7 years, primarily filming in Spain. Cracks was her first English-language film.


    European actresses were generally more open during filming, and Maria Valverde was no exception. She had already starred in several films with adult content.


    "Mmm," Charles reached inside the woman's evening gown and touched her chest. The passionate Maria Valverde responded even more intensely.


    "I'll have someone pick you up at the hotel tomorrow. I have a yacht at the Los Angeles Harbor," Charles said to Maria Valverde while adjusting his clothes as she applied lipstick.


    Maria Valverde smiled and nodded.


    ...


    Before Cracks finished screening, Charles had already left and headed to a beach villa in Malibu.


    That evening, Eva Green arrived at the villa as promised.


    "For Thor 2, I have to go to Australia for the premiere, then Japan and South Korea in Asia, followed by Europe and North America," said Eva Green. Thor 2 was far more important to her than Cracks.


    Charles, holding her in bed, kissed her back. "Don't worry, Thor 2 will do well at the box office given how successful the first one was. However, your performance in Cracks was indeed impressive and garnered recognition at some international film festivals."


    As the leading lady in the Thor series, Eva Green was no less notable than her fellow French actress Marion Cotillard in The Incredible Hulk.


    "You really think so? I quite enjoy playing female characters with a darker edge," Eva Green loved dark roles deep down.


    "By the way, what do you think of Maria Valverde as an actress?" Charles asked.


    Hearing Maria Valverde's name, Eva seemed to understand something. "Not bad, she's won several awards in Spain and has been in the industry for a while. Quite experienced!"


    "Is that so?" Charles smiled, "Capet's TV department has two major projects for next year, Game of Thrones and American Horror Story. Maria Valverde's image would fit a character in Game of Thrones."


    "Wow, Game of Thrones is a big epic project jointly developed by Capet TV and HBO. Charles, you really know how to treat an actress well," Eva teased, knowing Charles had access to a lot of good resources.


    "You figured it out, huh?... Haha," Charles laughed and rolled over, making the sultry Eva Green sit on top of him.


    ...


    The next day, after attending the premiere of Cracks, Eva Green flew to Australia to start promoting Marvel's Thor 2.


    Afterward, Charles spent a delightful weekend sailing with Maria Valverde.


    Maria Valverde was a perfect fit for a main character in Game of Thrones in terms of image, age, and acting skills.


    Charles did not hesitate to recommend her directly to the Game of Thrones team.


    In a business car traveling from Redondo Beach's Kings Harbor to Los Angeles International Airport, Charles held Maria Valverde and reminded her, "You'll get a call for an audition from the team soon. I've already spoken to them. Your role is pretty important, so make sure to prepare well. Start by reading the A Song of Ice and Fire books."


    Maria Valverde nodded with a smile, "I will read the A Song of Ice and Fire books carefully after I get back to Spain."


    Hollywood was the dream destination for actors worldwide, and Maria Valverde was no exception.


    Being noticed by Charles Capet was as rare as winning the lottery, and Maria Valverde had done her best these past two days to keep Charles very satisfied.


    "You can always call me," Maria Valverde said, looking at Charles.


    Charles smiled slightly, his fingers gently brushing her lips, "You'll have the chance!"


    Maria Valverde leaned closer, "I want to leave a little memento."


    "Hmm?" Charles was puzzled but saw Maria Valverde bend down.


    Soon, Charles leaned back in his seat, enjoying the "memento" Maria Valverde was talking about.


    When the car arrived at Los Angeles International Airport, Maria Valverde got out and entered the airport, throwing some tissues into a trash can on the way.


    ...


    Charles's car continued to Burbank, heading to Capet headquarters.


    "Avatar is amazing, grossing over $700 million in North America and over $1.9 billion overseas, for a total of $2.7 billion worldwide!" Donna Langley commented to Charles while sitting on the sofa.


    "James Cameron has done it again with another blockbuster," Charles admired. The $1.8 billion world record set by Titanic was shattered, reaching $2.7 billion!


    "Last year, our Transformers 2 grossed over $850 million worldwide, with $400 million in North America. Warner Bros.' Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince also grossed over 900 million worldwide, with $300 million in North America."


    Last year's top ten films included Capet's Transformers 2, Twilight 2, and The Hangover.


    "Sony's disaster film 2012 did really well in the international market," Charles noted. "Roland Emmerich's 10,000 BC for Warner Bros. underperformed the previous year, and now he's delivered 2012!"


    Donna Langley laughed as well. 2012 grossed nearly $800 million worldwide, with $600 million overseas.


    Twilight 2 grossed $300 million in North America and over $700 million worldwide.


    "It's the era of blockbuster special effects," Charles sighed. Movies with strong special effects often lacked in plot and artistic quality.


    Like the Marvel series, where the special effects were cool but could lead to fatigue over time.


    With the support of IMAX 3D theaters, ticket prices increased, and box office earnings kept rising.


    "Greek mythology movies have been popular lately. Do you have any ideas?" Donna Langley asked Charles.


    Charles shook his head, "They are mostly about scenes and effects, with hardly any plot. They're similar to our Marvel series but without as complete a storyline."


  




  Chapter 568: MGM Found a New Owner


  

    The Four Seasons Hotel in Beverly Hills saw Comcast spending $2.1 billion to acquire MGM, taking over MGM's $3.8 billion debt just a week before the bidding deadline.


    It was a grand acquisition party, showcasing Comcast's determination to enter the content domain.


    Charles attended the party with Britney Spears. "Michael's planning a world tour for later this year. Do you have any thoughts about it?" he asked.


    Britney shook her head, donning a sexy dress and clinging to Charles's arm. "I did a world tour in '08. Can't do them too often!"


    Charles nodded. "When the Barclays Center in Brooklyn is finished next year, why don't you kick off a concert there and help promote it?"


    Britney Spears was undeniably the reigning diva, Madonna's successor - a statement that was no exaggeration.


    "The Nets aren't doing that well now. They're ranked 12th in the East, didn't even make the playoffs," Britney pouted.


    Charles gently squeezed her waist, laughing. "They're just tanking for the draft! Hope they get lucky in the lottery."


    Britney smiled. "Got it. I'll coordinate with your arena's construction schedule. Once it's done, my first concert will be at Barclays!"


    "Perfect," Charles said, giving her a kiss on the cheek before reminding her, "I'm going over there for a bit."


    Charles had spotted Steve Burke, Comcast's Vice Chairman, newly appointed Chairman of MGM Group by Comcast's Chairman Brian Roberts.


    "Hey, Steve, congrats!" Charles greeted Steve Burke.


    "Oh, Charles, good evening. I'm so glad you could make it," Steve Burke warmly embraced Charles.


    MGM was in bad shape, burdened with debt and lacking cash flow. Though Comcast had money, they couldn't be careless. After the failed attempt to acquire NBCUniversal, Comcast's choice to go after MGM was a reluctant one given the industry's content-is-king strategy in the internet age.


    "So, how's it going? MGM's top priority must be rebooting the Bond series and The Hobbit." 


    "New Line Cinema has the production rights to The Hobbit, and now that New Line is part of Warner Bros., Warner will handle its international release. What about Bond? Has MGM decided who'll get the international distribution rights for the next Bond film?"


    Charles was straightforward; he was after the international distribution rights for MGM's Bond series.


    After all, MGM currently only had domestic distribution channels; for overseas distribution, they had to rely on companies with comprehensive international distribution networks like his.


    Steve Burke chuckled. "Charles, you guys are really something. All six major Hollywood studios want the international distribution rights for the next Bond movie."


    "Aren't you getting ahead of yourself, Charles?"


    Charles was unimpressed. The old guy was probably thinking about how to make the six studios compete.


    "No rush. MGM's own sci-fi comedy Hot Tub Time Machine, released in February, made only $50 million in North America and just $14 million overseas!"


    Charles smiled. "Even though Hot Tub Time Machine's production cost $36 million, that was last year's highest production cost film for MGM!"


    MGM had previously collaborated with Columbia on Casino Royale and Quantum of Solace, but now as Comcast's subsidiary, MGM's choices would be different.


    Universal, Warner Bros., Paramount, and Buena Vista's international distribution capabilities were on par with Sony's.


    Steve Burke raised his glass, clinking it with Charles's. "Indeed, we'll quickly get started on The Hobbit and Bond sequels. Of course, MGM would love to work with Capet Universal. But for the international distribution rights of the Bond sequel, we need to see the sincerity of you six majors!"


    After chatting with Steve Burke for a while, Charles understood MGM's cautious approach, likely due to the previous unsuccessful investment in MGM with Sony.


    "Charles, Hollywood is getting more interesting, isn't it?"


    Charles turned around. It was Ted Turner. Seeing the Time Warner Vice Chairman, who spent most of his time enjoying retired life at his large ranch in Florida, in a business gathering in Los Angeles was surprising.


    Charles smiled. "Hollywood is always evolving. Newcomers come in, and old-timers leave. When the Warner brothers founded Warner Bros., they couldn't have imagined it would grow to this scale!"


    "Ha," Ted Turner, 72, still in good health, raised his glass and clinked it with Charles.


    "Capet recovered the other half of MSNBC News. Congratulations!"


    Charles shook his head. "Among the three big cable news networks, Fox has the highest ratings, CNN is second, and MSNBC is third, and there's a significant gap."


    Ted Turner scoffed. "It's pitiful that a paper seller managed to start a TV network and surpass us."


    Before the mid-'90s, CNN was the undisputed leader in news until Fox News and MSNBC's rise brought its ratings down a notch.


    Particularly after AOL's merger with Time Warner at the millennium, extensive reforms and layoffs at TBS (Turner Broadcasting System) significantly reduced CNN's competitiveness.


    Charles' eyes lit up, having always heard that Ted Turner looked down on Rupert Murdoch, who thrived on tabloid sensationalism, violence, and scandal.


    "Roger Ailes, Chairman of Fox News, is the reason for Fox's rise!"


    Charles deliberately pointed out that Roger Ailes treated Fox's female anchors as his playthings.


    Ted Turner glanced at Charles, smirking. "I'm retired now. Not my problem..."


  




  Chapter 569: Chapter 569


  

    Ted Turner had been in charge of CNN for many years, with countless political resources at his disposal. Now that CNN was being outperformed by Fox News, shouldn't they try to hit their competitors in other ways?


    Who would've thought Ted Turner wanted NBC to be the vanguard? The old man was truly cunning. Roger Ailes wasn't an easy adversary.


    That guy had successfully managed the presidential campaigns for Nixon, Reagan, and the elder Bush. Now, he was a symbol of American conservatism!


    On the other side, Donna Langley, the chairwoman of Capet Universal Pictures, was chatting with Amy Pascal, the co-chair of Sony Columbia.


    "Surprising that Sony canceled the production plan of Spider-Man 4," Donna Langley said with a smile.


    Amy Pascal shrugged, "Because we've decided to reboot and bring Peter Parker back to his high school days. The release is scheduled for 2012. Otherwise, the Spider-Man rights would revert to Marvel!"


    Currently, Universal and Sony were collaborating on filming The Green Hornet, and they were in a honeymoon phase.


    After all, besides Spider-Man, Sony didn't have much to show without a distribution contract renewal for the 007 sequels with MGM.


    "Is Universal interested in the 007 sequels now?" Amy Pascal inquired.


    Donna Langley laughed, "Amy, that's globally influential 007; how could Universal not be interested?"


    Moreover, the international market's box office revenue of 007 was substantial compared to North America, which MGM considered its home turf.


    "Sony and Columbia's previous collaboration on two 007 films have proven the cooperation's correctness," Amy Pascal was confident. 


    With all the Ian Fleming's novels already adapted, the screenplay stories were all creatively new. Sony Columbia had two successful experiences, and MGM needed results now. Changing partners rashly wouldn't make sense!


    "It's not just us, other companies are also interested," Donna Langley had to admit that if she were in MGM's shoes, she'd also prioritize renewing the distribution deal with Sony.


    Unless, of course, a company offered something irresistible!


    ...


    Ted Turner, Brian Roberts, Rupert Murdoch, and John Malone, chairman of Liberty Media Corporation, were all in attendance at the Four Seasons Hotel party.


    "Mr. Murdoch, are you feeling better?" Charles Capet asked, smiling kindly at Rupert Murdoch. Who knew how much evidence of the News of the World hacking scandal Molly Bloom got in London.


    Rupert Murdoch smiled back, "Actually, nothing serious," he said as he embraced Charles.


    "Hollywood used to be about movies, radio, and TV media," Murdoch said with a smile, "Now it seems everything has gotten more mixed."


    "Telecommunications, broadband internet, cable operators, and even streaming services are all part of it," Rupert Murdoch looked at Charles, "What do you think?"


    "It cuts both ways. The growth of the internet makes the importance of content more prominent. Whether it's traditional theaters, free TV, or pay-TV, even online or mobile movies," Charles said with a smile, "Hollywood just needs to tightly grasp the content sector. No matter how the future changes, the locomotive effect of film companies won't disappear!"


    "Looks like Capet's future is quite clear," Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation primarily focused on TV, had concerns about streaming services.


    Capet was different. NBC was crucial, but Capet's production capabilities were strong. Now, they were heavily investing in the Universal Studios Resort, focusing on leveraging IP to create and sell merchandise.


    Charles smiled, downed his drink in one gulp, and responded, "Perfecting the film industry chain also requires investing more in our advantageous sectors. NBC has a Latin channel. If News Corporation could let go of some shares of Sky TV and STAR India, Capet would be very interested!"


    Rupert Murdoch laughed too. Although News Corp managed Sky TV, News Corp was working hard to increase its stake to fully acquire Sky TV and wouldn't let go. STAR India was News Corp's most profitable TV station in Asia and its crucial asset in India, also not for sale!


    "Alright, Charles, let's play golf together sometime. It's getting late, and we old folks can't keep up like you youngsters," Rupert Murdoch really hadn't expected Charles to be eyeing Sky TV. STAR India would have made more sense.


    Charles shook his head. The conversation was going well; why did it end abruptly?


    Capet Sports Entertainment (CSE) now owned the Premier League giant Arsenal Club. If he could get some shares of Sky TV, it would help in future negotiations for Premier League broadcasting rights.


    This year's local Premier League broadcasting rights were worth more than 1.7 billion pounds over three years, much higher than the previous offer led by Sky TV. 


    But as a Premier League club operator, he had no chance of managing Sky TV anyway.


    Then, Charles called up Britney Spears, intending to leave.


    The two drove straight to Britney's estate in Ventura, Thousand Oaks. Britney snuggled up curiously, asking Charles, "Recently, a newspaper said you had conflicts with Rupert Murdoch's son, James. Is it true?"


    "Yeah, minor conflicts. I'm on equal footing with Rupert Murdoch. Why would I fuss over a junior?" Charles said as he reached up to caress the girl's chest.


    "Hahaha, his son is more than ten years older than you," Britney laughed aloud, then kissed Charles passionately.


    Soon, Britney's dress lay discarded while she enjoyed Charles's kisses on her chest as he leaned over her.


  




  Chapter 570: Greek Mythology Movies


  

    In late April, the 09-10 UEFA Champions League semifinals began, with Arsenal facing Lyon and Inter Milan going up against Barcelona.


    In the first leg, Arsenal won 2-0 at home against Lyon, and Inter Milan triumphed 3-1 at their home ground against Barcelona.


    At the end of the month, as the second leg approached, Charles wasn't worried about Arsenal defeating Lyon; he cared more about Inter Milan's coach Mourinho.


    The Champions League final was bound to be a match of unrivaled attack against the master of ultimate defense!


    "David, can Arsenal win the Champions League at the Bernabeu this year?" Charles leaned against the headboard, talking on the phone with David Dein, the person in charge at the Arsenal club in the UK.


    "Uh, we're very confident about the second leg against Lyon. Inter Milan is also likely to defeat Barca and make it to the final. Although Inter Milan doesn't look strong on the surface, they've played well this season, especially in defense," David Dein expressed his confidence over the phone.


    "Arsenal really needs the Champions League title. Wenger will not give Mourinho the chance!"


    "Yeah, anyway, we're second in the Premier League right now, so let's focus on the Champions League title. We promised to bring the Champions League title to Arsenal, can't go back on our word," Charles said.


    Arsenal had won the Premier League twice in a row, barely missing out on a three-peat, which was a bit of a pity.


    However, Chelsea performed well this year, and Arsenal was willing to accept being league runners-up for the sake of the Champions League title!


    "Haven't you also formed a British-style football team in Miami? When's their first match?" Britney Spears asked, caressing Charles's abs.


    Charles patted the girl, "Hmm, Miami FC will officially join the league next year. They'll be playing at the Bank of America Stadium then!"


    Britney pouted, "This year's Super Bowl was held at your Bank of America Stadium, and you weren't even in the States. The British rock band The Who was the halftime show's performer."


    "It was in early February, and I was in Asia at that time," Charles replied, focusing more on the political and commercial investment in the Miami Dolphins than their performance.


    However, Miami had a large Latin population with many immigrants, so some Latin-style promotion was necessary.


    The Bank of America Stadium was not only home to the NFL's Miami Dolphins but also the MLB's Florida Marlins.


    But now, the Marlins were building a new stadium in Miami and would relocate from the Bank of America Stadium by 2012.


    The next day, Charles returned to Los Angeles while Britney went to Las Vegas for an event.


    "Does MGM plan to reapply to join the MPAA as a full member?" Charles asked Donna Langley.


    Donna Langley shook her head, "According to Steve Burke, probably not. The annual membership fee is at least tens of million dollars. MGM is currently positioned as a domestic independent distributor; it depends on whether Comcast rebuilds MGM's international distribution channels!"


    Establishing international distribution channels wasn't easy. It required more than just money; continuously good movies were needed.


    "Never mind, MGM's decline won't change anytime soon," Charles knew Comcast was new to Hollywood and didn't have high expectations.


    "Are we confident in securing the international distribution rights for the James Bond sequel?"


    Donna Langley smiled bitterly, "It's quite challenging. Sony Columbia and MGM's Casino Royale and Quantum of Solace both succeeded greatly. Old connections beat new acquaintances, and right now Comcast is focused mainly on Bond and The Hobbit IPs!"


    After Donna Langley left, Charles called Steve Blount of Universal Studios Resorts and Consumer Products Group to his office.


    "Two things: First, when Tom Williams' contract ends in September, you will take over as the Chairman of Universal Studios Resorts and Consumer Products Group. Make sure Shanghai Universal Studios starts construction. Second, negotiate with Jeffrey Katzenberg from DreamWorks Animation to get the IP licensing for Universal Studios."


    Charles was straightforward with his intentions, "I've talked to Jeffrey Katzenberg before. He's eager to monetize DreamWorks Animation's IPs."


    Steve Blount nodded, "The preliminary work for Shanghai Universal Studios has already begun. The Shanghai government needs to resolve many supporting facilities."


    "Can the Harry Potter theme park area at Universal Orlando open on time?" Charles pondered and asked again.


    "It will open on time!"


    ...


    At night, Charles drove his Mazda RX-7 FD to Alexandra Daddario's villa in the small seaside town of Venice.


    In the bedroom, Charles held Alexandra Daddario with a satisfied expression, "Honey, you're really irresistible!"


    Alexandra Daddario's figure was indeed unforgettable.


    "Charles," Alexandra Daddario looked at Charles with her sapphire-like eyes, her cheeks still blushing, "You won't be in the country for the next few months?"


    Charles nodded, "Do you like this house?"


    "Yes, I do," Alexandra Daddario smiled, "You're very good to me!"


    "Has Percy Jackson & The Olympians: The Lightning Thief already been released?" Charles recalled Donna Langley's mention of Greek mythology films and the Warner Bros. remake, Clash of the Titans, which had grossed over 150 million dollars in the North American market since its release earlier that month.


    Currently, Relativity Media was also preparing for a Greek mythology film, Immortals.


    "Yeah, it released in February. It grossed only 88 million dollars in North America and over 220 million worldwide," responded Alexandra Daddario, speaking about her first starring role in a commercial film.


    With a production cost of 95 million dollars, Percy Jackson & The Olympians: The Lightning Thief had average box office performance but decent reviews.


  




  Chapter 571: LV Made a Move Again


  

    Alexandra Daddario gained more popularity with her lead role in Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief.


    Her previous roles in movies like Piranha 3D established her sexy image. While she didn't get top-tier resources, she had plenty of opportunities in low-budget horror movies and television.


    "LV is targeting Hermes," Charles suddenly received a call from Lily Ying.


    "In the past two years, Bernard Arnault quietly acquired 17% of Hermes through three investment banks," Lily said.


    "So LV aims to take over Hermes with a hostile acquisition now," Charles replied. "And do they want the shares of Hermes I hold too?"


    "Do you want to sell? The price is pretty good now, they're offering 10 billion Euros," Lily laughed.


    Initially, Charles spent around 4 billion Euros to acquire less than 5% of Hermes, so he didn't need to report it.


    Through multiple layers of shareholding, the principal company holding the shares was a Swiss investment and trading company!


    "Sell? Now that the Euro is devaluing and the European debt crisis is looming, LV caught Hermes off guard by exercising their option through three investment banks," Charles smiled. "Don't worry, LV will soon figure out that I am the one holding these shares!"


    Hermes was always run by the Hermes family. For Charles, it was just an investment.


    But being one of LV's shareholders and a board member, he planned to check on the situation since LV made a move.


    "By now, LV is the largest individual shareholder of Hermes while the Hermes family still holds a considerable percentage."


    "You were the second biggest individual shareholder but now you're the third!" Lily explained and sighed. "LV's ambush was effective. If they manage to acquire more shares from the Hermes family, they could actually take over Hermes!"


    "We'll see if the Hermes family members can stay united," Charles chuckled. 


    "I'm heading to France soon to see the show."


    Shortly after, they ended the call. 


    LV suddenly filed a report with the French Securities and Exchange Commission, revealing their ownership of 17% of Hermes shares.


    LV's reputation wasn't great, and the Hermes family was very alarmed. This situation was eerily similar to when LV ambushed Gucci, except Gucci had the white knight, PPR (now Kering).


    Anyway, it would be a good opportunity to watch Arsenal's UEFA Champions League semi-final in Lyon.


    Then, Charles went to the living room, kissed Alexandra Daddario, who was sitting on the sofa, "Let's go to France for a few days!"


    "France?" Alexandra thought for a moment, "I'm expected at the Transformers 3 set next month."


    She hugged Charles, "How long will we stay?"


    "Just over a week," he whispered in her ear, his hands instinctively caressing her.


    "Alright, your call," she agreed.


    Then, without hesitation, Charles kissed her passionately...


    ...


    In Paris, at the LV headquarters, Bernard Arnault smiled and said to his daughter Delfina Arnault, "I never imagined Charles Capet acquired nearly 5% of Hermes shares during the global financial crisis."


    "Along with his over 10% stake in Bulgari, just below the Bulgari family fund, and being one of our shareholders and a board member at LV, it seems he has quite an interest in luxury goods!"


    Delfina nodded, "He's not simple. After the global financial crisis, he invested in several major American banks and merged with NBC Universal. Now, Capet Group is a top international media conglomerate. Paris Bank had deep cooperation with him during the NBC Universal acquisition!"


    Back in the day, Delfina got to know Charles when he was just running Capet Pictures, brought together by the 2004 European Cup betting event.


    "What did Charles say?" Bernard asked.


    "He supports our acquisition of Hermes, but the key is still the Hermes family. Despite their scattered shares and numerous members, the family still controls Hermes," Delfina said clearly.


    Bernard nodded, "Charles is on our board and now owns Hermes shares too. Remind him to attend the next meeting with the Hermes top management!"


    "He's staying in Lyon for two days to catch a Champions League semi-final," Delfina laughed.


    Bernard remembered that Charles Capet was not only an entertainment mogul but also a sports and investment mogul.


    "A true talent!" Bernard had no objections, "Hurry and negotiate with Hermes family shareholders. Integrating Hermes into the LV family will unleash greater value."


    ...


    Lyon, a southeastern French city, is the capital of the Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes region and the Rhone department!


    At Lyon's home ground, Gerland Stadium, Charles arrived to watch Arsenal take on Lyon.


    Before the match, Charles visited the away team locker room to encourage everyone, telling them Arsenal was close to its first-ever Champions League title.


    "Last year, Benzema was taken by Real Madrid for 35 million Euros, weakening Lyon," Coach Wenger was full of confidence this year, hoping for the Champions League title after two consecutive Premier League victories.


    Charles chuckled, "One title isn't enough. Arsenal is a top club. No team has defended the Champions League title since the format changed."


    "We can be the ones to break that record!"


    Wenger nodded, "Charles, your eye for football talent is top-notch!"


    "Now, the strongest players are in place..."


    Later, Charles left the locker room for his VIP box, preferring to watch with the stunning Alexandra Daddario rather than old buddies.


    And while watching the game below, he could also enjoy some personal leisure...


  




  Chapter 572: Can We Cut in Line?


  

    At Lyon's home ground, the second leg of the UEFA Champions League semi-final between Lyon and Arsenal ended with a score of 1:3. Arsenal advanced to the Champions League final with a total score of 5:1.


    The next day, Inter Milan also eliminated Barcelona to advance to the final.


    In the 8th district of Paris, Charles Capet and Alexandra Daddario checked into the famous Plaza Athenee on Montaigne Avenue after arriving from Lyon.


    Montaigne Avenue is famous as the headquarters of the LV Group, with shops like Dior, Guerlain, and Fendi also located there.


    LV Group held a party at the Plaza Athenee Hotel.


    "Charles, I didn't expect you to have your eyes on Hermes back in 2008," Bernard Arnault said as he clinked glasses with Charles.


    Charles whispered a few words to Alexandra Daddario, who then walked away with a smile.


    "Since Thierry Hermes founded the Hermes brand, it has been over 170 years. The family has passed down through six generations with over 200 members. Currently, there are sixty or seventy members who own Hermes shares and can participate in business matters," Charles remarked as he looked at Bernard Arnault with a smile.


    "How do you plan to deal with them?"


    Because the third generation's leader had only daughters, the current Hermes family is actually three families of husbands, none of whom have the Hermes surname anymore.


    "Money can solve many problems. We will meet with Hermes executives tomorrow. LV now owns 17% of Hermes shares, and you also own nearly 5%," Bernard Arnault said with a smile.


    "We already own over 22% of Hermes shares!"


    Charles found it quite un-gentlemanly that Hermes accused LV of not following the regulations to notify when increasing their shares to gain voting rights.


    "Move quickly. The Hermes family has held control for too long," Charles reminded. Since the fifth-generation member Jean-Louis Dumas retired, the group saw its first non-family CEO, Patrick Thomas, this year.


    However, people like COO Axel Dumas are still from the three main families!


    Hermes, the king of the luxury goods world, with its handmade craftsmanship, has been pursued by countless socialites and female stars.


    As a capital group, LV certainly coveted the highly prestigious Hermes.


    "Charles, your Capet is now a top media group in Hollywood, with considerable influence in international promotions. The fashion industry can never part ways with media power," Bernard Arnault chuckled.


    Charles took a sip of his drink and nodded. It didn't matter whether the acquisition of Hermes succeeded but he wouldn't underestimate Bernard Arnault.


    Indeed, he was shameless and cold-blooded. The shares obtained through investment banks were definitely not clean. The French Securities and Exchange Commission, ha!


    Shortly, Delphine Arnault also started a conversation with Charles. Since Capet acquired Universal, its reputation soared, making the partnership between LV and Capet even closer.


    Delphine Arnault, who managed the jewel of the LV Group, Dior, had a deep relationship with Capet.


    "Congratulations, Arsenal won against Lyon hands down," Delphine Arnault smiled, revealing herself as a soccer fan.


    Charles chuckled, "Lyon was the French champion a few years ago, but now, not only Lyon but the entire French league isn't doing well!"


    "No wonder, the financial crisis just passed, and now it's the European debt crisis. The major EU countries, Germany and France, need to provide loans to other EU countries," Delphine Arnault shook her head, deeply concerned about the economic situations in Greece, Portugal, and Spain.


    Charles mentally noted Paris Bank Chairman Michel Pebereau's complaints, thinking, "It has nothing to do with me."


    With the euro depreciating and investors fleeing, Charles also joined the brigade shorting the euro.


    ...


    The next morning, Charles woke up in a suite at the Plaza Athenee Hotel. He patted Alexandra Daddario lying beside him and said, "I need to step out. You can go shopping in Paris. It's a great place for shopping!"


    Alexandra Daddario happily replied, "Sure, let's have dinner together tonight!"


    Charles nodded. Should he have dinner at the Eiffel Tower again? It went pretty well the last time with Liu Yifei.


    At 10 a.m., in the conference room of Hermes headquarters on Faubourg Saint-Honore in Paris.


    Charles followed Bernard Arnault and other LV Group representatives into a meeting with Hermes executives, led by Patrick Thomas and Axel Dumas.


    One side was well-prepared, while the other was caught off guard. The atmosphere in the conference room was naturally tense.


    Bernard Arnault joked, "I heard Hermes is releasing a new handbag. Can my wife cut in line for the reservation? My wife loves Hermes bags!"


    Charles couldn't help but laugh. At such a tense moment, Bernard Arnault was indeed audacious.


    He added, "Actually, my mother is also a fan of Hermes bags. If possible, she would like to cut in line too!"


    Compared to the relaxed atmosphere on the LV side, the Hermes side was very worried, given that the other party already owned over 22% of Hermes shares.


    Hermes COO Axel Dumas responded, "Even the First Lady has to wait in line like everyone else!"


    "Alright, Arnault," Hermes Chairman Patrick Thomas broke in, giving a pointed look at Charles, who was wearing a Hermes suit.


    "You are also a Hermes shareholder, yet you help LV acquire Hermes? Hermes's culture does not align with LV's commercial values. Hermes will never sell itself to a capital group!"


    "Yes, we Hermes will never sell out..."


    "LV has no gentlemanly demeanor, attacking us..."


    Watching Hermes family members confront the LV executives with righteous indignation, Charles wondered why such a meeting needed to be so intense.


    Less than 30 minutes later, the meeting ended. Charles only managed to make a joke about his mother cutting in line.


    "Charles, not quite used to this, eh?" Bernard Arnault said, patting Charles on the shoulder, "Think of it as a fun activity."


    Charles shook his head, "It's alright. But the Hermes family management model might need to change. If LV doesn't succeed this time, there might be no future chances."


    Bernard Arnault just laughed, "I don't believe they will all stand united..."
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    "Charles, interested in selling your shares of Hermes to us? Five hundred million euros!" Delfina Arnault took a sip of her coffee gracefully.


    "Since late last year, Hermes' stock price increased by 70%, though it dropped 20% afterward. Hermes' market value now exceeds 8 billion euros. My shares aren't insignificant," Charles shrugged after looking at Delfina Arnault. "But my shares won't significantly aid your acquisition of Hermes, and I support you. What's the difference if the shares are in my hands or LV's hands?"


    Charles shook his head while speaking, "The current focus is on Hermes family members. As long as they unite and hold over 50% of the shares, they succeed. Hermes family has a much stronger advantage than Gucci's shareholders. They don't even need a white knight to win!"


    Charles remembered, Hermes wasn't going to belong to LV in the future, a clear sign that LV's acquisition must have failed.


    "Oh, there's one more thing I need to remind you," said Charles seriously.


    "Oh, what is that?" Delfina Arnault asked, somewhat surprised.


    "We've cooperated for so long in wine, champagne, clothing, jewelry, bags, perfumes, and watches; remember, Capet has a broad choice of luxury brands; no one dares to ignore Hollywood!"


    "Son of Hollywood," Delfina Arnault sighed. She couldn't afford to disregard Charles Capet's views.


    Capet Capital already held shares in Hermes, Bulgari, and Tom Ford. Charles could sell his LV shares anytime. Without Capet, LV would lose an excellent promotional channel. 


    The Devil Wears Prada boosted LV's clothing sales immensely, as she knew. If Capet ceased cooperating with LV, there were numerous other brands like Armani, Chanel, Versace, Tiffany, Gucci, L'Oreal, and Estee Lauder to choose from!


    ...


    In the evening, Alexandra Daddario happily returned to Athena Plaza Hotel with bags full of items.


    "How was the shopping?" Charles asked as he embraced and kissed her.


    Alexandra Daddario couldn't stop nodding, "It was awesome!"


    Charles held Alexandra Daddario, guiding her to the sofa, caressing her waist, "Rest for a bit, and then we'll go for dinner."


    "Sure," Alexandra Daddario smiled at Charles, "I also bought some sexy lingerie today; I'll show you later!"


    "Sexy lingerie," Charles' eyes lit up, then looked back at Alexandra Daddario in his arms.


    At 24, standing 5'8", Alexandra Daddario was in her prime, with 36E cups, Charles' favorite!


    "Hmm," Charles lowered his head and kissed her lips...


    ...


    The three major Hermes families - the Dumas, Granet, and Puech families -gathered all 52 adult members with voting rights for an emergency meeting at an estate near the Arc de Triomphe.


    Hermes initially passed down to the third generation of the old Hermes's three sons-in-law, Dumas, Granet, and Puech, but Puech didn't partake in managing Hermes. The primary operations were handled by the Dumas and Granet families!


    This time, LV's hostile takeover put Hermes in great peril. To counter LV, they needed the family's united strength.


    All 52 members left their electronic devices before entering the estate to prevent outside communication. Family leaders declared that no member could leave until they found a solution to Hermes' crisis!


    LV had been coveting them, and the Hermes family members were determined this time, vowing never to let LV take over Hermes.


    ...


    Three days later, Charles watched the live broadcast of the Hermes press release event in the suite of Athena Square Hotel!


    Fifty-two members of the Hermes family discussed for three days in a meeting room near the Arc de Triomphe and, under the witness of a lawyer, established a Hermes Family Trust Fund to hold shares.


    Family members collectively held a certain percentage of Hermes shares and locked a portion of them in the trust fund for 20 years, disallowing any sale within this period. If someone wanted to sell shares in between, they would need the consent of three-fourths of the family shareholders.


    The remaining percentage of shares could be sold by family members for cash, but the family trust fund had the right of first refusal!


    Charles watched the press release, stroked his chin, and said, "Well, LV can't do anything now. Arnault didn't believe they'd stick together. So quick to get a slap in the face!"


    This ensured that the Hermes family members would control the Hermes group to the greatest extent.


    In the office of Bernard Arnault at the headquarters of LV on Avenue Montaigne, Paris, Delphine Arnault and her brother Antoine Arnault watched the Hermes press release.


    Although Delphine and Antoine Arnault were siblings and both competitors for the LV inheritance, their relationship was just so-so.


    But Antoine Arnault was the eldest son, serving as the president of the Dior SE holding company and managing the men's clothing brands Loro Piana and Berluti.


    Delphine Arnault was Dior's vice-president and personally managed Dior Perfume!


    "Locking down a certain percentage of shares really is a solid move," Bernard Arnault had to admire the strategy, which involved shares held by fifty or sixty people all combined.


    Did they really manage to work together?


    Delphine and Antoine exchanged glances, knowing the plan to acquire Hermes had failed.


    Although LV now owned more than 17% of Hermes' shares, the controlling stake was still with the Hermes family.


    "Father," Antoine Arnault called.


    "No matter, failure is just failure," Bernard Arnault waved his hand.


    "Antoine, go see Mr. Bonneman from the Securities Commission. Hermes definitely won't let this go easily after our attack..." Bernard Arnault instructed his son, as there was a lot of insider trading with three investment banks in this deal.


    Hermes would definitely apply for a Securities Commission investigation...


    ...


    With the summer blockbuster season arriving, the strong performance of Avatar and the addition of Alice in Wonderland made Hollywood's spring box office performance quite outstanding.


    Back in New York, Charles was most concerned not about big blockbusters like Thor 2 or Sherlock Holmes, but Capet Animation Studio's first feature-length animation, Despicable Me!


    The annual Met Gala at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York attracted countless female celebrities.


    Charles attended the event with his mother, Evelyn Capet. This year's hosts were Vogue editor-in-chief Anna Wintour and top talk show host Oprah Winfrey.


    Evelyn Capet had a good relationship with Oprah Winfrey.


    "So, are you turning your attention to the fashion and luxury goods sector now?" Evelyn smiled, asking her son.


    Charles smirked and scoffed, "Fashion is defined by us, the media group. If Hollywood says something looks good, it does. Look at this freak show; it's just for news buzz. Luxury goods have such high profit margins, we can't miss out!"


    Evelyn whispered, "Do you have any brand recommendations?"


    "Me? I'm not too familiar. Look for any brand with operational difficulties but still popular, just buy it directly," Charles advised his mother. "I've invested in Hermes and Bulgari through family funds, which are locked." 


    "Versace should be good; it's been around for nearly 20 years. Gianni Versace has been dead for over a decade. His sister Donatella Versace, now the creative director, hasn't done well lately. Versace hasn't been doing great these past few years!" Evelyn immediately thought of the Italian brand Versace.


    "Versace, fine, but buying it from Donatella Versace and her brother Santo Versace won't be easy," Charles grinned. The Versace brand was founded by these three siblings, but the talented Gianni Versace was killed, halting the brand's progress.


    It was a small brand, but Gianni Versace was well-known, keeping the Versace brand's reputation strong!


    "Alright, I'll reach out to the Versace siblings," Evelyn made up her mind.


    Charles then found out that many female celebrities related to him, like Anne Hathaway, Blake Lively, Kristen Stewart, Emma Roberts, Taylor Swift, and Britney Spears would attend the gala.


    Charles walked the red carpet and planned to leave in under half an hour, before the banquet even started.


    "Mom, I have to head to the Black Swan set; they wrap up today!"


  




  Chapter 574: Having a Baby


  

    In Manhattan, Upper West Side, near Lincoln Center at the Phillip Club on 66th street, Charles and Emily Blunt were sitting on the sofa enjoying the stage show after finishing Black Swan.


    The Black Swan crew completed their final shoots at the Metropolitan Opera House next to Lincoln Center.


    "A scene with Natalie Portman took us several days to shoot. Neither of us had experience with that kind of scene, so the director gave us a few days to get comfortable with it. Then, during the shoot, Natalie and I drank a lot of red wine to get into the mood!"


    Emily Blunt seemed to savor the experience of filming intimate scenes with another woman.


    "The movie started production early the year before last and began shooting last fall. I can't believe it just finished." Charles had grown tired of director Darren Aronofsky's style.


    "It was mostly done early this year. We just had to reshoot some scenes last month, like the intimate ones. The director wasn't happy with the previous takes," Emily explained.


    "Alright, although you're only a supporting character in Black Swan, you have some great moments. Whereas in The Adjustment Bureau, Gulliver's Travels, and Sherlock Holmes, your roles are simpler," Charles commented. Emily played the lead in these three films.


    The Adjustment Bureau and Sherlock Holmes were Universal's summer releases, while Gulliver's Travels was set for a Christmas release from 20th Century Fox.


    This meant that Emily Blunt had four movies slated for release that year.


    "Is The Adjustment Bureau still on for its original release date? I got a notice to help with the promotional activities," Emily asked.


    Charles shook his head, "Universal did consider moving it, but the idea was rejected. Capet has enough funding to ensure a summer release."


    Considering Matt Damon's Green Zone performed poorly, and The Adjustment Bureau's leading man was also Matt Damon, it's understandable why Universal was nervous.


    But with Capet Universal's major releases next year, they wouldn't have the energy to manage such a movie anyway.


    Film distribution required the film company to shell out real money, unlike production, where the actual funds spent by the company weren't that significant.


    Most of a film company's budget goes toward distribution. If, for some reason, that budget is used or the production overshoots, films can often be delayed.


    "Let's go. This place is boring," Charles said, looking at the wild rock performance on stage.


    Emily Blunt smiled, kissed him on the cheek, and said, "Alright, let's head back. My high-rise apartment on the Upper West Side was just renovated."


    Of course, that apartment was a gift from Charles.


    Emily Blunt's apartment was close to the Hudson River in the Arts District, home to many fashionable artists. Since Emily was busy this year, she stayed in New York for less than three days before leaving.


    However, Anne Hathaway and Britney Spears stayed in New York, so Charles wouldn't be lonely.


    Blake Lively still had to continue shooting Green Lantern and Gossip Girl, so she didn't have much time.


    Alternatively, Charles could also go on a date with Taylor Swift and Emma Roberts!


    ...


    In the Capet Center building, in the New York office, Evelyn partnered with TPG Capital and Silver Lake Partners to acquire IMG Entertainment for 2.3 billions of dollars.


    Afterwards, under the gaze of reporters, Evelyn and Teddy Forstmann signed the acquisition contract.


    "Congratulations, Evelyn," said Teddy Forstmann, a Wall Street acquisition specialist who bought IMG Entertainment back in '04 and developed it to its current scale.


    But now, at 70, Teddy Forstmann's health wasn't what it used to be, and his family wasn't interested in running IMG Entertainment.


    Evelyn smiled, "In the future, the IMG Group will definitely be a significant entertainment force..."


    Teddy Forstmann nodded in agreement. What else could he do? The sports agents' industry had already matured, with the NFL, NBA, and international athletes being quite formidable.


    The newly merged company was renamed Endeavor Group (EDR).


    ...


    "Endeavor Group has now become the world's largest entertainment agency," Charles said, lying on the couch in an East Hampton estate in Long Island, watching a live news broadcast on TV.


    Anne Hathaway, snuggling against Charles, said, "I should have joined ETA earlier." Nicole Kidman had already won two Oscars. Evelyn's backing was indispensable, plus she had Charles Capet's support.


    "EDR now has a lot of people. Resources will definitely be tougher to allocate," Charles smiled, patting the lady beside him.


    Anne Hathaway smiled, leaning into his ear, "What if I give Mrs. Capet a grandchild? The tabloids report that Mrs. Capet hopes you'll have a baby soon!"


    Anne Hathaway's eyes sparkled. Who wouldn't want Charles' child now that his empire was getting more prosperous?


    "A baby, huh?" Charles stroked his chin, hesitating. "I'm 28 now; is it too early?"


    Anne Hathaway shook her head, "I'm also 28 this year, planning on having a kid by 30. If you won't have one with me, should I go find someone else?"


    Charles looked at her, "Didn't you say you wanted to focus on your career first?"


    "The movie Silver Linings Playbook that I'm shooting this fall, I'm confident in it, especially with your promise to help," Anne said, drawing closer to Charles.


    "Last year's Julie & Julia was great too. Even though Meryl Streep got the Oscar nomination for Best Actress, my performance wasn't bad either! I'm confident Silver Linings Playbook will aim for Oscars next year, and then I can focus on having kids the year after."


    Charles smiled, "I have no objections. My kids will have the best conditions," and kissed her.


    Charles remembered Britney Spears had always wanted to have kids too...


    "Charles," Anne Hathaway smiled, hugging and kissing him, "Let's not use any protection from now on. I also know that Emily Blunt is your woman. I don't mind inviting her in, but I want to be the first to get pregnant!"


  




  Chapter 575: IMG


  

    Capet Tower, Charles was dining with his mother.


    "Teddy Forstmann is not an easy guy to compromise. Why would he be willing to sell IMG Entertainment?" Charles asked in confusion.


    Evelyn put down her knife and fork, wiped her mouth, and smiled slightly, "Firstly, Teddy Forstmann is quite old now. Secondly, IMG Entertainment is the dominant player in the golf industry. The scandal involving Tiger Woods at the end of last year left the company somewhat embarrassed. And to be fair, Forstmann hasn't had it easy in the past couple of years. The offer was quite high, much more than what he paid when he acquired it."


    Charles nodded, "This guy was always a Wall Street acquisition expert; he was never going to hold onto IMG Entertainment for long."


    "By the way, Robin Hood was released, right?"


    "Robin Hood? Yeah, it was released just last Friday, in over 3,500 theaters in North America. It grossed only $36 million on its opening weekend. And the reviews are pretty mediocre. With a $200 million production cost, this epic film Robin Hood is bound to lose money!"


    Evelyn chuckled, "Seems like your judgment was spot on."


    "Ari Emanuel seems to have met with Harvey Weinstein. You should pay attention," Evelyn sternly reminded her son. "Though they're both small-time players, you've been in the limelight too much recently. Hollywood, Wall Street, and even Washington are all aware of your presence!"


    After Ari Emanuel left, he sold his shares to Evelyn. Add a blacklisted Harvey Weinstein to the mix - would Charles even care?


    "Does he want to return to Hollywood?" Charles laughed, "I'll believe it when I see someone in Hollywood dare to go against me openly. There might be more behind this. Ari Emanuel's brother, Rahm Emanuel, is the White House Chief of Staff and we've had some run-ins in the past."


    Evelyn frowned, "Jews?"


    Charles looked at his mother, "I'm the one playing chess now; these pawns showing up just to annoy me are nothing. If there's a real issue, let the feminists stir things up again. Everyone can get disgusted together!"


    Charles was a shareholder in Bank of America, representing the West Coast consortium. The industries under the bank's control were vast.


    This wasn't just financial, internet, or entertainment services; it included military, energy, and manufacturing industries that involved massive populations.


    What is the standard for a consortium? It must involve foundational industries affecting large populations, like food, energy, and military manufacturing.


    Moreover, Charles held considerable power over feminism, making him a significant figure in Hollywood.


    Whoever chose to confront Charles had to face various forms of opposition!


    "Alright, no one in Hollywood dares to challenge us. The real problem lies outside of Hollywood."


    Evelyn was now the Chairwoman and CEO of the largest talent agency, and her son Charles was the head of the world's second-largest media conglomerate.


    It was hard to imagine anyone in Hollywood daring to challenge the Capet family now.


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles went to Brooklyn to inspect the construction progress of the Barclays Center. The NBA draft lottery was about to start.


    The Premier League had just ended, with Chelsea leading Arsenal by two points and winning the championship. Arsenal still had the Champions League final against Inter Milan coming up.


    In the evening, Arianna Huffington visited Charles's townhouse in the Upper East Side.


    "A congressman has proposed investigating the antitrust relationship between Capet Media and Endeavor Group," Charles handed a file to Arianna Huffington.


    "Just because my mother currently manages Endeavor Group?" Charles laughed.


    Arianna Huffington flipped through the file. Indeed, someone had proposed that the Antitrust Committee should investigate the relationship between Capet and Endeavor.


    "Don't worry, aside from the fact that the heads of Capet and Endeavor are mother and son, everything else is just normal business cooperation. Such a proposal would never be accepted," Arianna Huffington thought for a bit, then looked at Charles again.


    "This must be the idea of Nevada Senator Harry Reid. Do you have any connections with him?"


    Charles shook his head, "Nevada Senator Harry Reid? No connections."


    "Harry Reid became a senator in 1988 and is a senior representative of the Democratic Party," Arianna Huffington explained. "Businessmen seek profits; politicians seek reputation." 


    "Is that why he's using me as his weapon?" Charles squinted his eyes.


    "Don't worry, there are also significant forces in Nevada. The three major casino moguls in Las Vegas are all Republican supporters," Arianna Huffington shook her head.


    "It's different from the Democratic power in California. Nevada is a swing state; maybe you can leverage that."


  




  Chapter 576: Resource Exchange


  

    In Lower Manhattan, SoHo, in Britney Spears' duplex apartment.


    "Charles, do you prefer a son or a daughter?" Britney asked, leaning against Charles.


    "Well, it doesn't matter to me. Just hope they don't turn out to be useless," Charles said, having no gender preferences.


    "Oh, but I think we should have both. Without a daughter, no one will inherit my jewelry!" Britney laughed. Now that Charles was willing to have kids, she was delighted.


    "Aren't you afraid of growing old after having children?" Charles asked again.


    Britney shook her head. "I maintain good exercise habits and don't have any bad habits. How can I age so quickly? Besides, your body is fantastic. Every time feels like I'm on cloud nine!"


    He reached out and rubbed the woman's chest. "How's your family doing?"


    "Very good. I bought them a big mansion, and I give them living expenses every month. As long as they don't mess around, they'll live comfortably," Britney said, shaking her head again. "Unfortunately, my sister didn't listen. She got pregnant at 16 and had a child at 17 last year!"


    Charles clicked his tongue. Well, teenage pregnancies were not rare.


    "Your family is really something..." Charles was helpless too. Thankfully, Britney Spears was a high earner!


    "Don't worry, I'm an adult now. I manage my assets myself and can ensure they live comfortably," Britney kissed Charles on the chest.


    "When I was underage, most of the money went into their pockets!"


    ...


    In the 09-10 season, the New Jersey Nets ranked sixth from the bottom in the league, with a 6.3% chance of winning the lottery!


    The lottery draw was on May 18, with the draft day being the 24th of next month. The UEFA Champions League final was on the 22nd of this month.


    New York, Queens, Flushing Meadows-Corona Park.


    Chicago Mayor Richard Daley and Charles sat on a shaded promenade.


    "Are you really not seeking a 7th term as Chicago Mayor?" Charles asked.


    Richard Daley shook his head. "The Daley family faces considerable criticism now. John is still the Cook County Chief Executive in Illinois, and William might become the White House Chief of Staff."


    John Daley and William Daley, both Richard Daley's brothers, were part of a powerful political family in Illinois.


    "If William Daley becomes the White House Chief of Staff replacing Rahm Emanuel, then Rahm Emanuel coming over to replace you as Chicago Mayor seems true," Charles said with a smile. Chicago being known as the "City of Sin" owed much to the Daley family's contributions.


    Richard Daley also smiled. "It's all just transactions. The Daley family will always be your best friend in Chicago's political scene!"


    "Switch it up. Rahm Emanuel has no value anymore. His brother Ari Emanuel also has no way out," Charles said lightly. "As for the Chicago Truck Drivers Union or the Municipal Water Company, NBC Chicago will help you hold the fort in public opinion!"


    Richard Daley was stepping down as Chicago Mayor because the Daley family had gone too far in recent years.


    "Rahm Emanuel was just a pawn placed by the Jews. It doesn't matter if he gets replaced," Richard Daley said, glancing at Charles.


    "Do you have anyone interested in developing a political career in Chicago? With the Daley family's support, the Chicago Mayor position is good for building a reputation!"


    Charles shook his head and laughed, "I'm just a businessman!"


    Then he stood up, "By the way, stocks in Las Vegas' Sands, Wynn, and other casino groups are worth investing in."


    Richard Daley nodded, then his eyes lit up. "Don't worry, Rahm Emanuel's political career is over!"


    Seeing Charles leave, Richard Daley also stood up from the bench. After the Daley family had received Charles' support, there had been no further specific interactions between them.


    After all, Capet's business in Chicago was just TV, radio, and film distribution!


    Charles Capet's investment advice was pure money. Rahm Emanuel was just a trading chip.


    The Daley family supporting Obama becoming President was originally about exchanging benefits, and the Chicago Mayor was just a puppet for the Daley family.


    Leaving Queens, sitting on the chair in the car, Charles thought, "Chicago Mayor, a puppet of the Daley family. Do you expect my people to take the blame for you?"


    Richard Daley was also probing, considering Charles Capet's influence had grown too large. Maybe Charles had also supported other political forces in Chicago?


    Back at Capet Pictures' global office in Lower Manhattan, Charles called Phyllis Jones.


    "Does Harvey Weinstein want a comeback?" Charles asked.


    "Comeback?" Phyllis Jones was taken aback. "If he dares to come back now, who would cooperate with him?"


    "Now, only Dimension Films, under Bob Weinstein, is developing low-budget action, horror, and thriller movies," Phyllis Jones quickly explained, "As for Weinstein Company, there haven't been new releases in the past two years. The developed projects either sold their distribution rights or ceased investment!"


    "That's fine. But I've heard that after Ari Emanuel left Endeavor, he started mingling with Harvey Weinstein," Charles didn't want any uncontrollable situations. Regardless of whose idea it was for Ari Emanuel to approach Harvey Weinstein, it was certainly not a good thing.


    "Get the media to expose some of Ari Emanuel's scandals. Also, keep an eye on Harvey Weinstein. Thinks he's coming back? Dream on! Put the word out that anyone daring to cooperate with Harvey Weinstein is an enemy of Hollywood feminism!"


    Phyllis Jones nodded. "What if he goes to Europe?"


    "Europe? The UK wouldn't accept him, and France, even less," Charles thought about it. The guy seemed to have some resources in Italy.


    "Alright, Europe isn't under Hollywood's jurisdiction!"


    Charles wasn't too concerned about Harvey Weinstein going to Europe. Europe also had feminism;


    Given the despicable acts Harvey Weinstein had committed, he was despised everywhere!


  




  Chapter 577: The Rights to Two 007 Films


  

    Midtown Manhattan, Hilton Garden Inn at Times Square, MGM together with New Line Cinema and Warner Bros announced the launch of The Hobbit series, bringing back the original director of The Lord of the Rings trilogy, Peter Jackson, to take the helm.


    After legal disputes with Peter Jackson and the Tolkien Estate, as well as MGM's debt crisis, The Hobbit was finally set to begin filming!


    With Comcast as their backer, MGM now had some confidence.


    Comcast Chairman Brian Roberts attended the launch party for the film, expressing his support for The Hobbit.


    "Our Hobbit series will be split into two parts and filmed in New Zealand," explained MGM's current chairman, Steve Burke.


    Brian Roberts nodded, asking, "Have you decided which company will handle the 007 sequel?"


    "We're still undecided between Sony and Universal. Our previous two collaborations with Sony were quite successful. However, after Capet's restructuring, Universal has cut many projects, but their terms for 007 aren't bad. During the 007 release period, Universal promised us three weeks before and after with no other movie premieres," Steve Burke explained. "It's indeed a tough choice. Universal will significantly reduce the number of films they release starting next year."


    For 007's release, having an exclusive six-week window without other major films was a big deal - similar to the treatment given to the Transformers series.


    "Has MGM's domestic distribution network shrunk as well?" asked Brian Roberts.


    Steve Burke nodded, "Yes, we've downsized recently. Distributing low-budget films might be okay, but for a major film like 007..."


    "Work with Universal then. They are willing to help us enhance our distribution channels, and maybe there will be more opportunities for future collaborations," Brian Roberts suggested. He hadn't joined Hollywood to be a mere spectator.


    If the distribution network shrinks, improve it. If the production lacks quality, find collaborators. Right now, the most powerful player in Hollywood is Capet-Universal.


    "Understood," Steve Burke said with a smile.


    ...


    Soho, Britney's Duplex


    Charles sat on the couch, staring at the NBA lottery draft on TV.


    "The third pick, not bad!"


    "Honey, have some grapes," Britney wasn't interested in the draft. She sat on Charles' lap, feeding him a grape.


    "Mm," Charles ate the grape, rubbing Britney's thigh gently. "Oh, I have to go to Spain soon to watch the match!"


    Britney Spears nodded, wrapping her arms around Charles' neck. "I know, you've mentioned it over the past few days."


    Charles had been with Britney Spears lately. An energetic Britney needed some rest too; daily temptations could be exhausting!


    "The Bernabeu, huh? Haven't been there yet," Charles thought quietly to himself.


    ...


    Los Angeles, Capet-Universal


    Donna Langley received a call from MGM's Steve Burke about collaborating on the 007 series and immediately sent someone to contact 007 producers Barbara Broccoli and Michael G. Wilson.


    Soon, MGM announced that Universal had secured the distribution rights for the 23rd and 24th installments of the James Bond films. The 23rd, Skyfall, officially began production.


    ...


    Capet-Universal was thrilled, but Sony-Columbia was disheartened. Sony Pictures Chairman Michael Lynton and Co-Chair Amy Pascal sat in their office, staring at each other.


    "It's the same 8% distribution commission; MGM chose Universal just to build a relationship," Amy Pascal said, frustrated. She had been so confident, but MGM, in a rebuilding phase, preferred Universal who could lead them forward.


    Michael Lynton shrugged, "Everyone knows Capet-Universal is the king of Hollywood now, with franchises like the Marvel series, Transformers, Twilight, Fast & Furious..."


    "It's overwhelming; we need to focus on the relaunched The Amazing Spider-Man series," Amy Pascal sighed. "The Men in Black 3 script is complete, and Tommy Lee Jones and Will Smith agreed to return for the sequel."


    "That's good news!"


    Everyone was developing sequels or remakes. Sony-Columbia's first Men in Black film was released in 1997, with the second in 2002.


    After waiting so long for Men in Black 3, Sony-Columbia hired writers last year, finally bringing the project to life, with plans to release both The Amazing Spider-Man and Men in Black 3 in 2012.


    ...


    Spain, Madrid


    Charles met Kristen Stewart, who was filming in Europe, at the Westin Palace Madrid hotel.


    "Hmm, why are you in Spain?" Kristen Stewart asked excitedly as she kissed Charles.


    "Honey," Charles hugged her, sitting on the couch, "It's the Champions League final! Didn't you feel the atmosphere here in Madrid?"


    Originally, Charles planned to find Maria Valverde to accompany him, but unfortunately, she was already on the set of Game of Thrones.


    Ridley Scott's epic war film Robin Hood had been out for half a month, grossing only $85 million in North America and $100 million overseas.


    Due to declining reviews, Robin Hood struggled. Ridley Scott shifted his focus to the equally epic fantasy series Game of Thrones.


    Kristen Stewart straddled Charles, "Filming in Italy, but yeah, I felt the vibe in Madrid. Arsenal is your team, right? Cool."


    "World Cup is next month; are you going to South Africa?" she asked.


    "Depends," Charles replied, kissing her neck. "We're not citizens of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, so English football isn't as big for us!"


    Kristen Stewart laughed, "United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, seriously?" She chuckled at Charles' words. "By the way, I can take a few days off here. You free?"


    Charles nodded, "Absolutely, just waiting for the team to win the championship and then head back to London for the victory parade!"


    Kristen Stewart smiled, "Great, let's stay in Spain and explore for a few days!"


    "No problem," Charles said as he kissed her. Kristen Stewart quickly started undressing both of them...


  




  Chapter 578: Latin Queen


  

    In the evening, in a suite at The Westin Palace Hotel in Madrid, Charles Capet cheerfully climbed off Kristen Stewart and headed to the bathroom.


    After his shower, Charles emerged to find Kristen Stewart in pajamas enjoying food at the table. "Tired out from the afternoon?" he asked.


    "Come sit and eat. Are you going out?" Kristen invited Charles to sit but noticed he was getting dressed.


    Charles nodded and explained, "The folks from Arsenal Club are staying nearby at The Four Seasons Hotel. I'm planning to visit them. Our match with Inter Milan is tomorrow night. The team arrived in Madrid yesterday to prepare."


    "Oh, I see," Kristen said, standing up and wiping her mouth and hands. She walked over to Charles and helped straighten his shirt. "Then go ahead. I'm a bit tired. I'll take a bath and then rest for a bit."


    "Alright," Charles said, hugging Kristen from behind, slipping his hand into her pajamas, feeling her softness.


    He whispered into her ear, "Don't eat too much. We still have to eat later tonight..."


    Kristen laughed and leaned back into Charles, "Oh, I'll be waiting for you!"


    ...


    The Four Seasons Hotel, like The Westin Palace, is in central Madrid and is a five-star luxury hotel.


    When Charles arrived at The Four Seasons Hotel where the Arsenal team was staying, he headed straight to the conference room where David Dein and the coaching team led by Arsene Wenger were gathered.


    "Are the players doing alright? After two years of semi-finals, reaching the finals this year must've fired them up," Charles smiled.


    "Of course! Arsenal just missed out on the Premier League trophy two years in a row. Everyone is raring to go against Inter Milan for the Champions League title," David Dein said lightly, though his excitement was unmistakable.


    Coach Arsene Wenger remained composed, "The 2006 final at the Stade de France was our closest shot at the Champions League, but Barcelona won. This year, the final is at Santiago Bernabeu Stadium and our opponent is Inter Milan. History won't repeat itself!"


    This season, Arsenal triumphed over Manchester United and Bayern Munich, while Inter Milan defeated Chelsea and Barcelona.


    Charles thought for a moment and said, "Mourinho's bus tactics can't be underestimated. We need to focus on winning and stay calm."


    Wenger nodded with a smile, "We've faced each other several times in the Premier League. Inter Milan is running on sheer will right now, but Arsenal's spirit is even stronger!"


    Wenger had even sacrificed the Premier League title for the Champions League, missing out on a third consecutive title. The Champions League semi-final lineup was diverse, featuring Barcelona from La Liga, Arsenal from the Premier League, Inter Milan from Serie A, and Lyon from Ligue 1.


    Arsenal's lineup was formidable, though injuries had taken their toll this year, otherwise, it would've been challenging for Chelsea to claim the Premier League title. Chelsea had been knocked out by Inter Milan in the Champions League Round of 16.


    ...


    That night, as Charles returned to The Westin Palace Hotel from The Four Seasons Hotel, he still carried the team's fervor and expectations for the Champions League title.


    "Hey, Charles, you're back," said Kristen Stewart, who was lying on the bed, softly embracing Charles.


    "Tomorrow, Arsenal will win at least two goals against Inter Milan," Charles said excitedly, kissing her earlobe.


    "Is that so?" Kristen laughed, holding Charles's neck. "How many goals can you score against me now?"


    "I'll score until you beg for mercy," Charles said, turning into Arsenal, and Kristen Stewart morphed into Inter Milan for a passionate contest.


    But Inter Milan's attacks were weak, focusing on defense. It couldn't handle the lower path, resorting to the upper path for defense...


    ...


    On May 22, at 8:45 PM local time in Spain, the 55th UEFA Champions League final kicked off at the Santiago Bernabeu Stadium, Real Madrid's home ground.


    Premier League giants Arsenal faced off against Serie A giants Inter Milan!


    In the VIP box at Bernabeu Stadium, Charles and Kristen Stewart were intensely watching the game, surrounded by over 80,000 fans filling the stadium.


    "Oh, that's Shakira," Kristen Stewart suddenly noticed the Latin Queen in the neighboring box.


    Charles turned to look and indeed saw Colombian international pop star Shakira. Shakira noticed Charles and Kristen as well.


    Shakira got up to greet them. Although Kristen Stewart wasn't someone Shakira would usually greet first, a figure like Charles Capet was well-known to her.


    "Mr. Capet, Kristen, you're here to watch the game too?" Shakira said with a smile, then added, laughing, "How could I forget, Arsenal is Mr. Capet's team!"


    "Shakira, I'm a big fan," Kristen Stewart shook her hand. "I'm shooting Twilight: Eclipse in Europe right now!"


  




  Chapter 579: Being a Minority Shareholder


  

    "Oh," Charles Capet enthusiastically swung his arm after hearing the final whistle. The scene of the 55th UEFA Champions League final had become a sea of joy.


    Arsenal won 2-0 against Inter Milan to secure the club's first Champions League trophy, which was also the first for a London team!


    "Yeah," Charles hugged Kristen Stewart who was beside him and then also embraced Shakira, who was congratulating him.


    Players and substitutes had already rushed into the field to celebrate with the staff...


    "Kristen, you and Shakira go ahead and enjoy dinner. I'm a bit too excited right now," Charles said after letting go of the two women.


    "Alright," Kristen Stewart didn't mind too much as she wasn't a soccer fan!


    Subsequently, some of the wealthy and famous individuals around the box also congratulated Charles.


    "Congratulations, Charles, Arsenal is really strong," at this moment, Massimo Moratti, the chairman of Inter Milan, walked over.


    Charles warmly shook his hand, "Inter Milan's performance was impressive, from the coach to the players, they did well enough. They just lacked a bit of luck!"


    Massimo Moratti shook his head, "Look at Arsenal's lineup now: Suarez, Neymar, Sanchez, Mata, Fabregas, Xabi Alonso, Modric, Yaya Toure in the midfield and forward; In defense, there's Silva, Kompany, Ivanovic, David Luiz, and the goalie Neuer!"


    "Inter Milan didn't lose unjustly," Massimo Moratti said, looking at the dejected Inter Milan players on the field, sighing in his heart.


    By the time the championship award ceremony ended, an hour had already passed.


    "Charles, everyone is dying to get back to London tonight to celebrate. Will you join us?" David Dein inquired.


    Charles shook his head, "The celebration parade is in a week, I'll go back to London then. Once you return, quickly distribute the 5 million-pound bonus to everyone. Many will head to South Africa to participate in the World Cup soon after!"


    David Dein nodded, "Don't worry, that's their motivation as well."


    ...


    In the early morning hours, Charles, Kristen Stewart, and Shakira went to a high-end club in Madrid;


    Shakira, being Latin, spent a lot of time in both Spain and Miami, where soccer culture is deeply rooted in South American countries and regions. Compared to soccer novice Kristen Stewart, Shakira had a deeper love and understanding of the sport!


    "Charles, I thought you would celebrate tonight with the Arsenal players?" On the club's sofa, Shakira chatted with Charles about soccer.


    "They flew back to London right after the award ceremony to share the joy with their families, friends, and fans," Charles laughed, "This is Arsenal's first Champions League trophy in the club's history!"


    Shakira nodded, "I've spent quite a bit of time in Miami and know that the Miami Dolphins are also your team, very impressive."


    "Miami Dolphins," Charles took a sip of his drink and looked at Shakira, "Are you interested in American football?"


    "American football?" Shakira shook her head, "I've watched a few games, but I don't really understand it, why?"


    "Miami has a large Latin American immigrant population. If you're interested, you could buy some shares of the Miami Dolphins and use your popularity to promote the team!"


    Shakira is a Latin pop queen with significant influence across Central and South America. Florida is already deeply impacted by Latin culture. Shakira's popularity would undoubtedly help promote the Miami Dolphins, much like how LeBron James became a minority shareholder of Liverpool in the future!


    "Hmm, really?" Shakira moved closer to Charles. "I'm interested, but the Miami Dolphins are quite expensive. You paid over $1 billion to acquire them at the time, so now..."


    Charles smiled, looked at Shakira, "We'll value it at $1 billion. You can buy 2% of the shares for $20 million!"


    "Really?" Shakira's eyes lit up, "Is that really possible?"


    Charles nodded, "Of course, but you'll need to become the Miami Dolphins' brand ambassador!"


    "No problem," Shakira wasn't foolish; the Miami Dolphins were definitely worth more than $1 billion now, and linking up with Charles Capet was certainly a good move.


    Saying this, Shakira glanced at Kristen Stewart, who hadn't returned from the washroom yet, and kissed Charles on the cheek, "I'll arrange a concert at Bank of America Stadium then!"


    "Sure, have your financial manager get in touch with the management of CSE Miami Dolphins. I'll inform them in advance," Miami is a major sports city, but the competition is fierce with clubs for football, baseball, and basketball.


    Gaining support from the Latin community is very important for the club!


    "Yeah, what are you two talking about?" Kristen Stewart, slightly tipsy, walked out of the washroom.


    "Did you throw up?" Charles stood up to help Kristen Stewart sit on the sofa, "How much did you drink before I came?"


    "Not too much, really," Shakira checked her watch; it was only 3 a.m., "just a couple of hours!"


    "Alright, let's head back to the hotel, it's pretty late," Charles said.


    Kristen Stewart hugged Charles as they walked out of the club, still smiling and waving at Shakira, "Shakira, you must visit me in the US next time!"


    "Sure, you know I spend a lot of time in Miami," Shakira waved back.


    "Bye, Charles!"


    "Bye!"


    Afterwards, Charles and Kristen Stewart headed back to the Westin Palace Hotel in Madrid!


    "Charles, do you know how amazing Shakira's hips are? Truly eye-opening," Kristen Stewart leaned on Charles's chest in the bathtub, tempting him.


    "And? That should be something men care about," Charles chuckled, squeezing her breast.


    Kristen Stewart shook her head with her eyes closed, "I've realized I might be bisexual; I like both men and women!"


    "You've mentioned that before," Charles calmly responded, "Have you had girlfriends before?"


    "Uh, no," Kristen Stewart opened her eyes.


    Charles pouted, "Then how do you know you like women too?"


    "Oh, it's just a feeling, an urge!"


    "Alright, rest for now. I don't mind if you pursue women," Charles yawned, getting up to sleep...


  




  Chapter 580: Shakira


  

    At the end of the month, Charles returned to the United States after attending Arsenal's Champions League victory parade in London.


    Meanwhile, the Disney game-adapted sci-fi blockbuster Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time, Warner Bros.'s Sex and the City 2, and Capet Pictures' Thor: The Dark World were released simultaneously, competing fiercely with each other.


    In Miami-Dade County, the Miami Gardens Bank of America Stadium building, CSE sold 2% of its shares in the Miami Dolphins and the Bank of America Stadium to Shakira for $20 million.


    The Latina pop queen Shakira thus became a small shareholder of the NFL team Miami Dolphins!


    Shakira also announced that she would hold a concert at the Bank of America Stadium after the World Cup.


    In a Miami South Beach bar, Charles and the coolly dressed Shakira sat on a sofa, chatting about the upcoming World Cup.


    "Charles, which country do you think will win?"


    "Spain, I guess. Just look at how strong Barcelona is now. If Arsenal faced Barcelona in the Champions League, it would be tough," Charles said, putting his arm around Shakira's shoulder. "And the Spanish national team adopts Barcelona's playing style. Of course, they're strong!"


    Shakira patted Charles on the thigh. "Arsenal played well too." Her slightly blurry eyes glanced at Charles' face, reaching out to touch it. "No wonder you have so many rumors. It's hard for women to resist your charm!"


    Charles turned his head to look at the slightly dazed Shakira. Putting his hand on the woman's thigh, he whispered, "They say Latina women are passionate and wild. Is that true?"


    Shakira smiled and blew a breath into Charles' ear. "I'm flying to South Africa tomorrow night to prepare for my performance. Why don't you cherish our time now?"


    Charles then lowered his head to kiss Shakira and, holding her, left the bar.


    At the Sheraton Hotel in Miami Beach, as soon as they entered the room, they passionately embraced, and Shakira's few clothes quickly came off.


    "Mm," Charles' caress made Shakira even more emotional, and she actively pushed him down...


    Soon, on the bed in the bedroom, Charles and Shakira engaged in an intense encounter, her passionate and fiery moves adding to the room's ambiance.


    On the bedside table, Shakira's phone lit up with a message, "Oh, I'm Gerard Pique. Can you tell me how the weather is in South Africa? We're about to go there to prepare for the World Cup!"


    At this moment, sweating heavily, Shakira obviously didn't notice her phone.


    ...


    In a villa in Barcelona, while it was midnight in Miami, it was already morning in Madrid, given the 6-hour difference.


    The 23-year-old Barcelona defensive core Gerard Pique was sitting on the couch, looking at his phone.


    Since the recent filming with the Latina queen Shakira, he had been completely captivated by her charm. Although he got her phone number, he never contacted her!


    With the Spanish national team about to head to the South African World Cup, the lonely Gerard Pique couldn't help but send a message asking about the weather in South Africa, hoping to connect with her.


    Gerard Pique was born in Barca's La Masia youth academy, joined Manchester United in 2004, sat on the bench for two years, and was loaned to Real Zaragoza for a season in La Liga.


    After performing well, he returned to Manchester United in the 2007-08 season and won the 2008 Champions League with the team.


    Later, he transferred from Manchester United to Barcelona, winning the six-time champion feat with the team. His excellent performance this season made Gerard Pique a defensive stronghold for Barca.


    He got the call from the Spanish national team to head to the World Cup!


    Gerard Pique was just a rising star in Barca compared to the world-renowned Latina queen Shakira, so he couldn't compare.


    With an excited heart, he anxiously waited for a response after sending the message, feeling a blend of excitement, nervousness, and anticipation!


    Ten minutes, twenty minutes, half an hour, an hour; there was no response. Pique sent two more messages, but still no reply after three hours.


    "Maybe Shakira is rehearsing. I'll call around noon to ask," Gerard Pique thought, leaving the house with a somewhat depressed heart.


    ...


    In Miami, the morning sun shone through the gaps in the curtains into the bedroom. On the bed, Charles was sleeping soundly with Shakira.


    A simple phone ringtone sounded, disturbing the sleeping couple. "Honey, your phone's ringing!"


    Charles didn't even open his eyes, rubbing the woman's chest, reminding her to answer the phone. The Apple 4 ringtone must be Shakira's since Charles himself used a Blackberry.


    "Ugh, who's calling? I'm so sleepy," Shakira muttered, not wanting to respond. But as the phone kept ringing, she had no choice but to reach out, grab it, and answer. "Hello..."


    In Madrid, having finished his workout, Gerard Pique held his phone, listening to his goddess lazily say, "Hello?"


    Still resting at noon?


    "Oh, it's Gerard. We're about to head to South Africa. I'd like to ask about the weather there and..." Gerard Pique quickly said his prepared lines.


    "Oh, it's Gerard. The weather in South Africa? It's pretty hot, but I'm currently in Miami. Going to South Africa tomorrow," snuggled in Charles' arms, Shakira, originally with her eyes closed, heard it was Gerard Pique, the tall, handsome young man from Barca who shot with her.


    "Miami? Shakira, aren't you in South Africa preparing for the World Cup performance?" Gerard Pique asked, confused.


    "Yeah, I had some business matters to handle," Shakira, now awake, said while kissing Charles' chest a few times.


    "Really? I thought you were in South Africa. So I asked you about the situation there," Gerard Pique continued the conversation.


    With his eyes closed, Charles, having gone wild with Shakira till late last night, felt exhausted, prompted, "Don't mess around, darling, I'm so tired!"


    Uh-oh, Shakira paused, and so did Gerard Pique on the phone because Shakira's phone was still in the call.


    However, Shakira quickly recovered and said to the phone, "Gerard, let's talk later," and ended the call directly.


    After all, Shakira had just met Gerard Pique recently and just had a good first impression.


    Of course, Shakira understood Gerard Pique's feelings, but she was lying in bed with Charles Capet right now!


  




  Chapter 581: Doral Golf Resort


  

    Charles and Shakira slept until noon again because Shakira had to fly to South Africa!


    "Gerard Pique from Barca?" Charles, holding Shakira on the sofa, had a mischievous look on his face.


    In the morning, Shakira had received a call from Gerard Pique and hung up after saying a few words since Charles' sleepy voice was too distracting.


    "This guy's not that old, right?" Charles said as he kissed Shakira's face and felt the roundness under her clothes. "He's smitten with you, the irresistible Latin diva!"


    Shakira smiled and shifted a bit to make Charles more comfortable. "We met during filming this year, exchanged numbers, but I'm ten years older than him."


    "Hey, sleeping with Gerard Pique's goddess sounds pretty cool," Charles couldn't help but laugh. "Too bad, your record deal is with Sony. Otherwise, signing with Capet Records wouldn't be bad!"


    Shakira touched Charles' face. "Then I'd have to be ready for your 'unwritten rules' anytime?"


    Charles leaned into her ear, "Just tell me how you felt last night. Do you think you could handle more?" he teased, running his fingers across her chest.


    "By the way, I heard Barca's Henry is coming to the States to play soccer. Isn't Miami FC your team?" Shakira suddenly remembered.


    Charles nodded, "Henry didn't get much playtime at Barca last season. At 33, coming to play in the US isn't bad. Miami FC is a young club, but Miami FC is a brother club to Arsenal. Having Henry, an Arsenal legend, join my Miami FC is great. We've almost secured the deal. He'll be officially announced as a Miami FC player soon!"


    "Really?" Shakira wasn't surprised. "Beckham was successful playing in the States. Will you watch the World Cup in South Africa?"


    "I'll go for the finals," Charles said as he kissed Shakira. "By then, I want to enjoy these two balls as well!"


    "Hmph, such a flirt. Young and beautiful Christine isn't enough for you..."


    ...


    In the afternoon, Shakira flew to South Africa from Miami International Airport. Charles headed back to his coastal estate on Jupiter Island, West Palm Beach.


    At the same time, Capet Pictures' investment of 150 millions into Thor 2 grossed $86 million in North America on its opening weekend.


    Warner Bros' sequel, Sex and the City 2, produced at a cost of $100 million, only grossed $31 million in North America on its opening weekend.


    Disney's $200 million fantasy film, Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time, based on a video game, grossed $30 million on its opening weekend.


    The contrast was stark. Marvel Studios delivered its usual stable performance.


    In West Miami, Charles and Ivanka inspected the 650-acre Doral Golf Resort.


    "Morgan Stanley's asking price is 200 millions. It's a lot cheaper than when they acquired it three years ago!" Ivanka pointed to the golf course and resort hotel as they stood on the hill.


    "Three years ago? That was the peak of the real estate bubble," Charles laughed. "The facilities are a bit outdated. The golf course needs redesigning; The hotel and clubhouse also need renovation. Let's make this a top-class luxury golf resort!"


    "That's going to be expensive," Ivanka reminded him. Turning it into a high-end luxury resort isn't hard, but it requires a large investment.


    "A $100 million renovation fee to turn this into one of Florida's iconic golf country resorts," Charles said as he put his arm around Ivanka's waist, "It's up to you to manage it!"


    "No problem," Ivanka said, showing her "experience," "My family owns a few golf country clubs."


    Charles and Ivanka soon returned to Charles' waterfront villa in West Palm Beach. After pouring two glasses of whiskey, Charles downed his in one gulp, "Sign the acquisition agreement with Morgan Stanley as soon as possible. Then find a top-notch golf course designer to start the redesign. The resort hotel and clubhouse renovations can begin simultaneously!"


    Ivanka edged closer to Charles. "Don't worry, I'll handle it. Besides, you hardly drink whiskey. So, why now?"


    Charles chuckled. "The Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal Orlando Resort opens after the World Cup. That's something to be happy about. I checked out the new area over the past few days. It's pretty cool!"


    Ivanka gave Charles a peck on the cheek. "Don't drink too much now. We've got a charity dinner tonight. It's organized by Scott Richards, the Republican candidate for governor of Florida. Will backing him pay off?"


    Charles pulled Ivanka to the sofa and sat down. "Charlie Crist stepping down as governor this year is a done deal. The Republicans won't allow any surprises. Scott Richards is a billionaire himself and has a lot of support. With me controlling NBC and the Miami Dolphins, the stakes are higher!"


    "Will they back out?" Ivanka suddenly asked.


    "Back out?" Charles' hand slid up Ivanka's thigh. "Politicians' promises are the most unreliable, but also the most binding. To ordinary people, their words are like hot air, but to a tycoon like me, their contractual spirit is as solid as a medieval knight's!"


    "True," Ivanka laughed. "No one wants to offend a super-wealthy man who can call the shots in Hollywood. Charles, I'm helping you with the California governor's election and maintaining political relationships in Florida. How will you thank me?"


    "What kind of thanks do you want?" Charles pressed Ivanka down, feeling her 32D.


    "I want to go on vacation, to Lake Tahoe where we went before, no international travel," Ivanka wrapped her arms around Charles' neck, then kissed him.


    "No problem," Charles whispered in her ear, "but tonight, I'd love to treat you to some candy, hahaha!"


    "Mm..." Ivanka's lips quickly silenced his.


  




  Chapter 582: Mar-a-Lago Charity Dinner


  

    Mar-a-Lago, Palm Beach, a charity dinner organized by Florida gubernatorial candidate Scott Richard.


    Mar-a-Lago, now a national historic landmark of the United States, became Ivanka Trump's father's property and was converted into a private club.


    The estate, built in the Spanish style, spanned about 80,000 square meters, with a building area of 10,000 square meters, and contained a total of 126 rooms.


    At the center of the estate stood the main building, which included major facilities like the banquet hall, conference hall, and the private residence of Ivanka's family.


    The surrounding buildings functioned as entertainment or recreational facilities that could host weddings, conferences, and various events.


    "This place is nice, but the decor is kinda not my style," Charles exclaimed while standing in one of the rooms at Mar-a-Lago.


    Wearing a sexy dress, Ivanka helped Charles adjust his suit and explained, "You know my father's taste. He bought this estate in 1985 for 10 million dollars. It was renovated and turned into a private club in 1995. We often come here for vacation in the winter!"


    "Looks great," Ivanka said while linking arms with Charles and heading towards the banquet hall, "whenever you host people here, you can choose this place. The service is good, and it's pretty private too!"


    "Of course," Charles did not have any objections to Ivanka's promotion.


    Compared to some of Florida's other conservative old-school clubs, Mar-a-Lago was quite different in terms of diversity and commercial appeal.


    Latinos and African Americans could become members of Mar-a-Lago, unlike some conservative Catholic clubs or Jewish clubs that only accepted white members.


    "Charles, the Nets are moving from New Jersey to New York next year, right?" Miami Heat owner Micky Arison chatted with Charles.


    "Yeah, currently we're collecting name suggestions online for the rebranding," Charles agreed, clinking glasses with Micky Arison.


    "With a high draft pick in hand and a first-round pick from the Magic trade, the Nets' rebuilding process is really smooth," Micky Arison smiled.


    Charles looked at Micky Arison, the owner of Carnival Cruise Lines, thinking, is he playing with me?


    You think people don't know about the Heat trying to assemble a Big Three like the Celtics?


    "The Celtics are playing the Lakers in the Finals' third game right now," Charles smiled. "Micky, what do you think of the Celtics?"


    "Haha, they won the championship in their first year back in '08, and made it to the Finals again this year. Though the Big Three are aging, they still look pretty good!" Micky Arison explained.


    Charles shook his head and said casually, "Now that Pat Riley wants to build a Big Three, it's no secret to everyone!"


    Micky Arison was taken aback, "Well, that's what the team and the stars want. We already have Dwyane Wade, and the 2003 class has high expectations for a championship. Don't you agree, Charles?"


    LeBron James led the Cavaliers to the best record during the regular season, but got sent home by the Celtics in the second round of the playoffs.


    The Heat, ranked fifth in the East, were also eliminated by the Celtics in the first round, while the Raptors didn't even make the playoffs!


    The Heat's plan to recruit LeBron James and Chris Bosh to form a Big Three with Dwyane Wade was quite audacious.


    Charles stroked his chin, "Looks like Pat Riley is indeed a capable manager!"


    "Hahaha, Charles, I believe the Nets will perform better after the rebuild," Micky Arison said, patting Charles on the shoulder before walking away.


    Assembling the Big Three for the Heat was confidential. How did Charles Capet know?


    Oh, Charles' mother Evelyn is the chairperson of EDR, which recently merged with the firm that both Bosh and Wade are signed to.


    Of course, Charles didn't find out from his mother Evelyn. He remembered this detail himself.


    Moreover, his mother wouldn't waste time paying attention to such matters!


    Scott Richard's charity dinner attracted many elite guests and wealthy individuals:


    Robert Bigelow, the hotel tycoon from Las Vegas, Nevada;


    Douglas Leone, a venture capital expert from California, and of course Charles Capet, a Hollywood mogul from California as well;


    Stefan Brodie, a resin manufacturing giant from Pennsylvania;


    Saul Fox, the founder of Fox-Paine Financial Company, and David Milston, the CEO of Standard Industries.


    In sports, Miami Heat owner and Carnival Cruise Lines chairman Micky Arison attended, as well as Dan DeVos, chairman of the Orlando Magic and Amway Group, both inheriting their fathers' companies and sports teams to become top American billionaires.


    Charles clinked glasses with Scott Richard, "Looks like this year's Florida gubernatorial election won't be a problem."


    "Many retirees from New England living in Florida are conservative. Focus on the Latino immigrant population," Scott Richard said with a smile.


    "The Republican Party might not get much immigrant support, but a firm stance on immigration policies can garner local residents' votes. That's the truth!"


    Scott Richard nodded and laughed, explaining, "Recent negative news about immigration issues has significantly affected local residents' opinions."


    "Governor Charlie Crist's support rate has been steadily declining, making re-election difficult!"


    Governor Charlie Crist switching to the Democratic Party made many uncomfortable, especially in this predominantly Republican swing state.


    Scott Richard's transition from business to politics, coupled with Charles' influence, showcased the might of Hollywood's world-class media conglomerates.


    "Running for office is like gambling. The casino cares only about its profits and losses, not the gamblers' wins and losses," Charles said, patting Scott Richard on the shoulder. "The Harry Potter Magical World Park at Universal Studios Oakland opens next month, which will definitely attract a lot of tourists to Florida. Next year, Universal Studios Oakland will undergo further expansion plans, including Marvel World and DreamWorks Animation Park."


    "Don't worry. The Universal Studios Oakland expansion plans have helped many unemployed people. The surrounding marshlands, swamps, hills, and forests will all be utilized for the expansion," Scott Richard, of course, had to reciprocate. Beyond Capet Pictures' own influence, Charles also owned the NFL team Miami Dolphins.


    The number of people he could influence was certainly not small.


    "Cheers, Governor Richard!"


  




  Chapter 583: Worth Investing


  

    At night, in the room at Mar-a-Lago Estate.


    Charles sighed with relief, then asked, "When do you want to go to Lake Tahoe for a vacation?"


    "Well, at least next month. I need to sort out the matters at Doral Golf Resort first!" Ivanka hadn't forgotten the important things.


    As the World Cup began, it attracted countless football fans' attention, but in the football-averse USA, it wasn't too hot.


    The NBA Finals of the 2009-2010 season between the Los Angeles Lakers and the Boston Celtics drove many Americans crazy during the summer!


    On June 14, American time, after the Lakers lost the pivotal Game 5 in Boston, they faced a do-or-die Game 6 at home at Staples Center.


    Charles, returning to LA, witnessed the Lakers winning both Game 6 and Game 7 against the Boston Celtics at Staples Center, thus defending their NBA championship for the 2009-2010 season!


    ...


    Los Angeles, Hollywood, Universal City.


    In an office, Evelyn sat on a couch chatting with her son about the NBA clubs, "This year's first half already saw the Washington Wizards and the Charlotte Bobcats change hands, and now Chris Cohan, the owner of the Golden State Warriors, is discussing a potential sale with buyers. One of the buyers is someone you competed against for the Nets earlier, the Russian billionaire Mikhail Prokhorov!"


    Charles shook his head with a smile, "I'm not really familiar with Mikhail Prokhorov," but he was a bit surprised that Mikhail Prokhorov was looking to buy the Golden State Warriors.


    Thinking about it, it made sense. The majority shareholder of the Washington Wizards, Abe Pollin, held over 50% of the club's shares but passed away at the end of last year.


    This year, Ted Leonsis, who was already the second-largest shareholder of the Wizards with over 40% of the shares, spent billions of dollars to purchase Abe Pollin's shares, thereby gaining complete control over the Wizards.


    On the other hand, Michael Jordan, famously known as the Basketball God, spent billions this year to purchase the Charlotte Bobcats.


    After buying a part of the Bobcats' shares in 2006, Jordan became one of the team's shareholders, second only to the major owner Bob Johnson!


    "It's tough for others to compete with Mikhail Prokhorov for the Warriors," Evelyn had a clear perspective.


    Charles nodded. Whether it was the Wizards or Bobcats, smaller shareholders bought out the larger ones. Chris Cohan, the major shareholder of the Warriors, must be facing financial difficulties and will likely sell to the highest bidder.


    "Larry Ellison isn't interested? The Warriors' home court is named Oracle, after all," Charles casually inquired.


    "There is interest but the offer is low," Evelyn didn't hold back, as assisting acquisitions was part of their business as the largest entertainment agency.


    "Larry Ellison's bid isn't even higher than the private equity fund formed by venture capital expert Joe Lacob and Hollywood producer Peter Guber!"


    Charles hearing Joe Lacob and Peter Guber seemed to get the idea. Alright, Mikhail Prokhorov's chances looked stronger.


    Charles wasn't familiar with Joe Lacob but knew Peter Guber well, a notorious Hollywood producer.


    In 1989, after Sony acquired Columbia Tristar, Warner Bros. lured Peter Guber and Jon Peters with significant costs to manage Columbia Pictures. By 1994, Sony's five-year stint resulted in Columbia Pictures accumulating $3.2 billion in debt...


    "I heard that Magic Johnson, part-owner of the Lakers, had always wanted to buy more Lakers shares but couldn't," Charles chuckled. "Now even Jordan has become the owner of an NBA team, the Bobcats, so surely Johnson wants to as well!"


    The Buss family, to buy out Magic Johnson's long-term contract when he was diagnosed with HIV, sold him 5% of the team for $10 million.


    Magic Johnson, after his brief comeback, sold the shares back to the Buss family only to repurchase the 5% shares for the same price after officially retiring a summer later!


    Compared to the commercial cooperation between the Wizards and Jordan, it was much more direct. Abe Pollin, the owner of the Wizards, sold Jordan 5% of the shares to boost the team's commercial value during Jordan's comeback.


    NBA rules prohibited players from holding team shares, so Jordan resold his 5% Wizards shares to Abe Pollin during his comeback, but Jordan's comeback significantly increased the Wizards' commercial value after two years.


    When Jordan wanted to repurchase those 5% shares post-retirement, Abe Pollin demanded a market price, infuriating Jordan and straining their relationship!


    "The Buss family won't sell the Lakers. Johnson's commercial value can't match Jordan's, and he has far fewer assets," Evelyn shook her head.


    "What I mean is, Johnson surely wants to be the owner of an NBA team, learning from Jordan, financing to acquire a club," Charles said, looking at his mother.


    "The NBA won't allow one person to hold shares in two teams, so Johnson would have to sell his Lakers shares first!"


    "Do you want me to buy them? The NBA's development is mediocre, many teams aren't profitable. Besides, this mere 5% share would be pure investment," Evelyn seemed uninterested.


    "In a few years, the NBA's market value will soar. The Lakers are a worthwhile investment. The 5% Lakers shares wouldn't even exceed $30 million. The Lakers are, after all, the hometown team," Charles explained.


    Evelyn smiled, "Seems you still like LA teams. Knowing neither the Lakers nor the Clippers had intentions to sell, you chose the Nets, who were moving to New York. Alright, if Johnson sells his Lakers shares, I'll bid for them. Many of my artists love showing up at Staples Center. Buss would certainly be happy if Johnson's shares sold to me!"


    "So, you're not going to the premiere of Sherlock Holmes?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles shook his head, "Forget it. I'll show up at the party after the premiere. The NBA draft is in a few days; I need to keep an eye on that, and also Arsenal's player transfers!"


  




  Chapter 584: Chapter 584


  

    At the London Hotel in West Hollywood, during the premiere party of Sherlock Holmes, Charles Capet was chatting with the movie's director, Guy Ritchie, and main actors Christian Bale, Jude Law, and Emily Blunt.


    "Bale, your portrayal of Batman is my favorite version, really awesome. Is The Dark Knight Rises starting filming soon?" Charles raised his wine glass and clinked it with Christian Bale's.


    Christian Bale smiled, "We should be starting this year, once director Nolan finishes promoting Inception, he'll dive right into The Dark Knight Rises project!"


    ...


    Kate Beckinsale, who was filming The Green Hornet in Los Angeles, also attended the Sherlock Holmes premiere. She was chatting with Emily Blunt at the moment.


    "The movie is pretty good. Capet Pictures and BBC's co-produced British miniseries, Sherlock, is also premiering next month. Sherlock Holmes' timing couldn't be better," Kate Beckinsale, who was also British, was very familiar with Sherlock Holmes along with Emily Blunt.


    Emily Blunt smiled and replied, "The film version of Sherlock Holmes is set in Victorian London, but the series version, Sherlock, is set in modern-day London. 


    Oh, by the way, I've heard Marvel Studios is currently filming The Avengers in Atlanta, with many superheroes gathered, right?"


    Kate Beckinsale nodded, "Definitely a big ensemble, everyone who should be there is there. I'll be joining the set soon too. However, my role isn't that big; the main characters are still Iron Man, Thor, Hulk, Black Widow, Hawkeye, and Loki."


    "Sounds great," Emily Blunt was Charles Capet's choice for Captain Marvel, but her time to appear had not yet come. However, Marvel was also preparing for a new superhero, Namor the Sub-Mariner, potentially considering Emily Blunt for the lead female role.


    Kate Beckinsale hugged Emily Blunt and reminded her, "You should ask Charles about the arrangements; he's like a god in movie production!"


    Though Kate Beckinsale wasn't sure how many women Charles had, she definitely knew Emily Blunt was one of them.


    As fellow Brits, Kate Beckinsale hoped Emily Blunt would advance further.


    ...


    In the business car, Charles leaned against the seat, enjoying Dona Williams' attention while listening to Phyllis Jones' movie report.


    "Skyfall, for the female agent assisting James Bond, I recommend casting Gal Gadot. Her movie, Captain America, is releasing this year, and her scenes in Fast Five are almost done. Filming at the end of the year would be perfect," Charles thought of Gal Gadot after hearing about MGM's Skyfall project. She had previously failed to secure a Bond girl role, losing to Olga Kurylenko in Quantum of Solace.


    "Gal Gadot!" Phyllis Jones quickly agreed, considering Gal Gadot a perfect fit for the role that was originally intended for British actress Naomie Harris. Now that the boss suggested Gal Gadot, she was undoubtedly the best choice.


    "Uh," Charles felt Dona Williams' increasing speed and turned to kiss Phyllis Jones, slipping his hand into her shirt to feel that 32D.


    Scarlett Johansson, Phyllis Jones, and Ivanka all had 32D figures, with Scarlett Johansson standing at 5'3", Phyllis Jones at 5'7", and Ivanka at 5'11".


    "Mmm," Phyllis Jones responded passionately...


    Finally, Charles let go of the exhausted woman, leaning back on his seat.


    "Boss," Phyllis Jones, aroused as well, watched Dona Williams stand up and kiss her on the lips.


    Feeling the foreign object in her mouth, Phyllis Jones saw Dona Williams' mischievous eyes...


    ...


    Sherlock Holmes had an opening weekend in North America of $62 million. With a production cost of $85 million and an additional $45 million for marketing, Capet Pictures was quite confident in Guy Ritchie's new style of detective film.


    At the same time, Tesla went public. Capet Capital owned 22% of Tesla's shares, but Charles looked forward to Tesla's future. He definitely wouldn't cash out after the IPO, especially considering Tesla's current market value was only $1.5 billion!


    In Los Angeles' financial district, at the new headquarters of West Pacific Union Bank, Charles had just signed an agreement with Tom Barrack, president of Colony Capital, to acquire shares in Las Vegas Sands.


    "By the way, Charles, Michael Jackson's Neverland Ranch is still mortgaged to us. Are you interested in acquiring it?" Tom Barrack suddenly asked as he was leaving.


    Charles shook his head, "Michael said that place only has bad memories for him. Colony Capital can handle the ranch themselves."


    Charles wasn't interested in Neverland Ranch either. Although it was large, it had a zoo and amusement park that lost money every year.


    Michael Jackson owed West Pacific Union Bank quite a bit of debt. How could he have money to redeem it?


    "Is that so, what a pity," Tom Barrack said as he left the company.


    Charles walked to the window. The high-rise buildings of Los Angeles were all concentrated in the financial district. West Pacific Union Bank's investments in Starbucks, Lululemon, and Las Vegas entertainment companies were progressing smoothly and showing significant results.


    Political consultant Arianna Huffington, California Senator Gavin Newsom, Senator Dianne Feinstein, and Speaker Barbara Boxer all had investment accounts at West Pacific Union Bank!


    "The three big casino bosses: Sheldon Adelson of Sands Entertainment, Steve Wynn of Wynn Resorts, and Kirk Kerkorian of MGM Grand."


    "Boss, it's time to go back to Burbank," Phyllis Jones entered to remind Charles.


    "Let's go," Charles quickly left West Pacific Union Bank with his bodyguards and headed straight for Capet Pictures' headquarters in Burbank.


    "Ms. Langley said George Lucas didn't seem to approve of us acquiring Lucasfilm. He's been close to Disney, and Steve Jobs also advised him to sell Lucasfilm to Disney."


    On the car ride, Phyllis Jones relayed the information about Lucasfilm to Charles.


    "I guessed it. Disney's consumer products market is the best in the business, and with the Star Wars IP, their main focus would definitely be on the consumer merchandise market," Charles had guessed this outcome, but it still made him uncomfortable to hear it.


    "How did Disney's Toy Story 3 do with its opening last Friday?"


    "Oh, $110 million, opening weekend!"


    "Pixar always does great. Disney already has one movie, Alice in Wonderland, with over one billion dollars in global box office this year. This one looks like it'll be the same," Charles scoffed.


    "But Disney's Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time has only made $80 million domestically and $200 million overseas. It's definitely a flop. Our Thor 2, which came out the same time, already has $180 million in domestic box office and $400 million overseas!"


    Charles nodded. Disney's big movies all had $200 million production costs, while Capet Pictures' most expensive Thor 2 only cost $150 million.


    "Next month, Capet Illumination's first 3D animated feature, Despicable Me, will be released. Really looking forward to that," Charles smiled.


    "By the way, Emily Blunt went to the East Coast with the crew for promotions, right? I saw her at the Sherlock Holmes premiere but didn't have time to chat."


    "Yes, and she will go to Europe too," Phyllis Jones moved closer to Charles, "Boss, weren't you satisfied with Donna and me these past two days?"


    "Of course I was," Charles said as he reached for Jones' thigh, "You two, how could I not be satisfied? You are handpicked assistants of mine!"


    Charles then kissed Phyllis Jones on the lips. Her office attire only enhanced her allure.


    "Roar, roar, roar! Lakers! Lakers!" a frenzy of chants came from a distance.


    "Oh, today is the Lakers' championship parade. The city is full of celebrating crowds!"


    Sitting on Charles' lap, Phyllis Jones quickly remembered upon hearing the chants.


    "Almost forgot, you're right. And the NBA Draft is the day after tomorrow," Charles, caressing Phyllis Jones' thigh, also recalled.


    "Let's go take a look!"


    Soon, Charles had the car stopped, and they arrived at a vantage point to watch the flood of people along the street and the slow-moving buses.


    "Boss, we'll need to take a detour," head bodyguard Larry Burke reminded him they couldn't pass through in this situation.


    Charles waved his hand with a smile, "Actually, I used to be a Lakers fan too. No rush; I want to feel the championship parade's vibe. So that when my team wins the championship parade in New York, it won't seem so strange!"


    Larry Burke chuckled, "Boss, shouldn't we aim to make the playoffs first?"


    You should know, the Nets were sixth to last in the league last season.


    "Playoffs? Last season was tanked, otherwise it would have been possible. We have the third pick this year and will introduce some new players," Charles stuck out his tongue.


    "This year's parade is huge because they're avenging the 2008 Celtics championship win?"


    Charles looked at the crowd filling the street and commented, "The whole street is packed with people!"


    "I heard at least two million people came out to celebrate in LA today," Phyllis Jones nearby explained.


    Charles folded his arms and watched the parade, then asked with a laugh, "After I suggested betting on the Lakers to win after Game 5, did everyone win some money?"


    "Oh, I bet $50,000!" Jones' eyes sparkled, "Others bet a few thousand or a few hundred; I won the most. Haha, some even bet on the Celtics winning. They didn't trust the boss's insight!"


  




  Chapter 585: The Collaboration with DreamWorks


  

    Los Angeles, West Hollywood, inside Kate Beckinsale's villa.


    "The set of The Green Hornet was a blast, so fun all the time," Kate Beckinsale, dressed in a strappy long dress, leaned on Charles Capet and casually talked about her experience.


    Charles was lying on the couch, staring at the news on TV. "Depends on how it does at the box office next year. Milla Jovovich's Resident Evil 4 is coming out this year. Sony Pictures is probably hoping you'll star in Underworld 4 too!"


    Kate Beckinsale chuckled. "I don't lack resources now, unless Underworld 4 can really impress me. But it's difficult; these types of films have a limited audience and it's hard to make them big commercial hits."


    "By the way, didn't you say Scotland's ranch scenery is beautiful? I bought an estate near Glasgow with over 4,500 acres of land. The view is amazing," Kate Beckinsale said as she gave Charles a peck on the cheek. "And there's even a castle there. Want to go for a holiday sometime?"


    "We can go there to escape the heat," Charles remarked. "Scotland's so vast and sparsely populated; 4,500 acres is no small area. My ranch in Colorado, the Capet Ranch, is only a few acres."


    "Are you planning on raising cattle and making money?" Charles laughed, touching her face.


    "The return might not be big. It's too remote to attract tourists, so it's mainly for livestock and agriculture, but the scenery is truly great," Kate Beckinsale had spent a few million pounds on this investment.


    "You're spending most of your time in LA now, and even go back to London less," Charles said, pulling Kate Beckinsale into his arms.


    "Hey, the draft is starting!" Kate Beckinsale also turned to the TV. The 2010 NBA Draft was being held at Madison Square Garden in New York City.


    John Wall from the University of Kentucky was picked first by the Wizards;


    Evan Turner from Ohio State was picked second by the 76ers;


    And then, DeMarcus Cousins, also from Kentucky, was picked third by the Nets!


    Charles had mentioned Paul George earlier, but the Nets were really in need of a center; they had plenty of guards and forwards.


    He touched his chin. "When will I ever get to join my team's championship parade?"


    "Soon," Kate Beckinsale wrapped her arms around his neck. "Have you forgotten how amazing Arsenal is now?"


    "Since you bought Arsenal, they've won their long-awaited Champions League in three years, two Premier League titles, the FIFA Cup, Community Shield... so many trophies!"


    "Right...," Charles hugged Kate Beckinsale's waist. Even at 37, she still maintained her figure so well.


    Kate Beckinsale then leaned in for a kiss...


    After the NBA Draft ended, all the teams got busy with transfers. Once the transfer window opened on July 1st, there were bound to be a slew of player contracts.


    Even though the World Cup was ongoing, it didn't affect the bustling summer transfer market; in fact, it'd be even busier after the World Cup ended. It was definitely going to be a peak transaction period!


    ...


    In Burbank at the Disney headquarters, George Lucas from San Francisco went straight to Disney CEO Robert Iger's office.


    Meanwhile, Capet Universal Pictures Group head Donna Langley entered the DreamWorks Animation headquarters in Glendale.


    This year in March, DreamWorks Animation's How to Train Your Dragon grossed more than 200 million in North America and nearly 500 million worldwide.


    In May, Shrek Forever After pulled high box office numbers in North America and globally, but it tanked critically and the series' revenue kept declining.


    Later this year, DreamWorks Animation still had another movie, MegaMind, to release!


    Compared to Disney Animation and Pixar's collaboration, DreamWorks Animation's decline was evident. However, it was still the second-largest 3D animation studio right after Pixar.


    DreamWorks Animation and Paramount's distribution deal was set to end in 2012, and Donna Langley was there to discuss a distribution agreement with Jeffrey Katzenberg.


    "Relax, Donna, no one can ignore Capet Universal's power. We've always wanted to partner with Capet Universal," Jeffrey Katzenberg smiled. "I've heard that Capet Lighting Studio's first 3D animated film is about to be released. Congratulations!"


    "You know the animation market was Disney's domain, then Pixar and DreamWorks Animation joined. Then Blue Sky Studios came along. Later, Sony Animation, Universal Animation, and Warner Bros. Animation got involved. Capet has waited years to get in the game." 


    Jeffrey Katzenberg wasn't surprised at all by Charles' focus on animation now. With the massive investment in Universal Studios, animation IP was crucial.


    "Next month, it's set to be released. Here's hoping it does well!"


    Jeffrey Katzenberg nodded. "Is Tom Williams, the chair of Universal Studios Resort Group, really leaving?"


    Universal Studios was discussing with DreamWorks Animation about a Shrek-themed amusement park. Of course, Katzenberg was concerned about Universal Studios' leadership changes.


    "Yes, when his contract expires in September, his deputy Steve Blount will take over. Whether it's Universal Studios Orlando or Hollywood Universal Studios, they won't abandon cooperation plans with DreamWorks," Donna Langley had no need to hide it.


    "Charles has big ambitions. Universal Studios has even acquired and now operates both the Sheraton Universal Hotel and Hilton Universal City Hotel," Katzenberg sighed. "It looks like Universal Studios is directly competing with Disneyland now!"


    Jeffrey Katzenberg always talked about making DreamWorks the second Disney, but he knew the reality.


    There's no comparison. DreamWorks Animation's content was too mature, not to mention it couldn't even match Pixar's series, let alone Disney's classic characters!


    Many of the hotels around Universal Studios didn't match the Universal Studios theme. After deciding to create the Universal Studios Hotel Group, Charles wanted to design uniquely themed hotels.


    The combined cost of the Sheraton Universal Hotel and the Hilton Universal City Hotel was around 300 million, with nearly 900 rooms. After renovations, they'll become the Universal Studios Waterworld Hotel and the Universal Studios Resort Hotel!


  




  Chapter 586: The Future of Warriors?


  

    At night, in Beverly Hills, Los Angeles, there was a star-studded party where Charles was chatting with Jessica Alba, whom he hadn't seen in a long time.


    "What have you been up to? Haven't heard from you in ages, after Valentine's Day was released earlier this year?" Charles asked Jessica Alba, somewhat puzzled.


    "I'm now a partner in Lululemon, and I've started my own company, focusing on beauty products and perfumes," Jessica Alba beamed with excitement as she got closer to Charles.


    "I've cut down on many film projects and have been learning to do business!" she continued.


    "Not bad, seems like you're really into business," Charles remarked, wrapping his arm around Jessica Alba's waist.


    "It's all thanks to you, Charles," Jessica Alba said, touching Charles' thigh. "Without you, I wouldn't have achieved what I have now."


    "You're doing great too," Charles replied, giving her waist a playful squeeze. "Are you planning to stop acting?"


    Jessica Alba shook her head, "Of course not, just taking fewer roles. As long as I stay in the public eye, it's fine. If you need, I can make a cameo in one of your projects."


    "Like in Valentine's Day, where the role isn't big but still makes an impact!" she added.


    "Got it," said Charles, looking at Jessica Alba. "When the sequel, The Hangover Part II, rolls around, why don't you play a part? With you in it, the box office will surely get a boost!"


    Jessica Alba nodded; comedies suited her well.


    "I'm going to the restroom," Charles said, getting up.


    ...


    "Hey, Kobe, Vanessa!" Charles greeted Kobe Bryant and his wife as he returned to the party.


    "Hey, Charles, good evening!" Congratulatory events and parties filled the life of Kobe, who had recently won a championship, and he was pleased to bump into Charles Cape.


    Charles hugged the Bryant couple and they headed to the bar for drinks.


    "Congrats on your fifth championship!" Charles raised his glass and clinked it with Kobe's.


    "Thanks, the Nets aren't bad either, the draft pick has potential," Kobe said, showing his bright smile.


    Charles waved his hand dismissively, "With this lineup, just making it to the playoffs is already good enough."


    "This year, many NBA teams haven't been doing well. Another club changed ownership this month," Kobe shifted the conversation.


    "First, the Wizards and Bobcats got new owners, now the Golden State Warriors have been bought by that Russian billionaire Mikhail Prokhorov. The New Orleans Hornets are under the league's care now!" Kobe noted.


    Charles chuckled, after the economic crisis, many NBA team owners seemed to have faced difficulties...


    After failing to acquire the New Jersey Nets, Mikhail Prokhorov spent 450 million dollars to buy the struggling Golden State Warriors from Chris Cohan.


    He declared he would win a championship within five years and hired Billy King as the Warriors' general manager, aiming to turn the team into a Bay Area powerhouse.


    As for the New Orleans Hornets, owner George Shinn ran the team frugally, and their performance never improved, stuck in a small market.


    The Hornets suffered losses annually, failing to attract talents, leaving star player Chris Paul dissatisfied. George Shinn was also accused of sexual harassment by two cheerleaders.


    With poor performance, mounting losses, an unhappy star, and the owner's illness, Shinn planned to sell the team for $300 million after the economic crisis.


    But the NBA Board of Governors deemed the price too low, fearing it would lower the league's overall team valuation. Shinn explicitly expressed he didn't want to hold onto the team while finding a buyer.


    Therefore, the league acquired the team for $300 million, managed it, forcing Shinn out of team operations. Thus, the NBA became the Hornets' actual investor.


    ...


    After the party, Charles and Jessica Alba returned to her villa on Mulholland Drive.


    In the bathroom tub, with Jessica Alba in his arms, Charles thought about Mikhail Prokhorov hiring Billy King, knowing he wouldn't hesitate to spend money.


    The Nets dodged a bullet, considering the disastrous trades Billy King made later, which might now happen to the Warriors.


    Charles decided he could advise the Nets' chairman Thomas Wayne and GM Rod Thorn to keep an eye on the Warriors to acquire Stephen Curry. Prokhorov would lack the patience for a step-by-step rebuild.


    Moreover, Charles thought it might be necessary to bring Chris Paul to New York next year.


    Sexy Jessica Alba kissed him several times, noticing Charles seemed distracted.


    "Charles, what are you thinking?" Jessica Alba gently reminded.


    "Oh," Charles snapped back, looking at the seductive Jessica Alba, reached out and rubbed her chest. He smiled, "I was just thinking about some NBA matters. You still seem to be the dream girl for a lot of NBA players!"


    "Is that so? I think the Kardashian sisters are more impressive!" Jessica Alba pressed her body against Charles, irresistibly alluring.


    "Kim Kardashian's current boyfriend is NBA player Kris Humphries. Khloe Kardashian dated Lakers' Lamar Odom last year, and they got married within a month!"


    "I know Lamar Odom and Khloe Kardashian got married. Keeping Up with the Kardashians' ratings keep going up. It's already in its fourth season," said Charles, not particularly interested in the Kardashians, but impressed by their family's influence.


    Keeping Up with the Kardashians was a top reality show produced by Capet Television. The Kardashians had become top American influencers, rivaling the Olsen twins.


    "Paris Hilton seems outdated in front of the Kardashians," Charles remarked, lifting Jessica Alba's chin. "Influencer economy, it's a huge opportunity. If you can seize it, there's definitely profit to be made!"


    "Influencer economy, really?" Jessica Alba was inclined to believe Charles Cape.


    "Of course, but now's not the time to talk about this!" Charles said as he leaned in to kiss her, ready to unleash his hormones.


    With her Latino heritage, Jessica Alba was always passionate, with a sexy body and pretty face, her assets in Hollywood.


    Soon, the bathtub was filled with passionate and thrilling scenes...


  




  Chapter 587: Chapter 587


  

    Time passed to the evening of July 3rd. At the Capet estate in Beverly Hills, the final quarter-final match of the South Africa World Cup ended with Spain joining the Netherlands, Uruguay, and Germany in the semi-finals.


    Sitting on the sofa, Charles absentmindedly touched his chin. In three days' time, Spain would play Germany and the Netherlands would play Uruguay in the semi-finals.


    The match between Spain and Germany was one he definitely couldn't miss!


    At that moment, Britney Spears, dressed in a sexy camisole nightdress, walked over, "Is it over?"


    Charles nodded, "Watching it on TV isn't as exciting as watching it live!"


    "Then why not go to South Africa?" Britney Spears, who wasn't interested in soccer, handed a newspaper to Charles.


    "Look, Paris Hilton was charged again in South Africa yesterday!"


    Charles glanced over the newspaper. Paris Hilton was caught with marijuana at Mandela Bay Stadium while watching the Brazil vs. Netherlands match on July 2nd. After being arrested, Paris Hilton and a female companion appeared in court at 12:20 in the night, but fortunately, the judge dismissed her charges.


    "I thought you didn't know her well. Why are you paying attention to her?" Charles was puzzled. Britney Spears had known him for several years but was never part of Paris Hilton and Lindsay Lohan's "Bad Girls" club.


    "No, we're just casual friends. We ran into each other at a party recently and exchanged contact information," Britney Spears said as she snuggled into Charles' arms "She's too wild!"


    "Ha, she's wild. The title of 'Heiress' isn't just for show," Charles chuckled, discarding the newspaper.


    "Don't mingle with her too much to avoid bad influences. Right now, she's not richer than you!"


    The Hilton family owns only a small percentage of the Hilton Hotel Group; with so many heirs, Paris Hilton doesn't get much of the assets.


    "By the way, why not go to South Africa? I'll fly out tomorrow or the day after to watch the game," Charles said, while his hands moved to Britney's chest. The charm of the "Pop Princess" still lingered!


    Britney shook her head, "I have some commercials to shoot, especially the Pepsi one which requires filming in Europe. I also have a performance at the Hollywood Bowl tomorrow night and a talk show appearance. I don't even have time for kids!"


    "Pfft, time for kids?" Charles laughed, "It takes two or three months to make a kid, right?"


    "Don't worry, with how healthy I am, it'll be easy for you to impregnate me!"


    Britney laughed, stood up, swayed her slim waist, and straddled Charles, wrapping her arms around his neck, "Why waste time?"


    "Mmm," Charles kissed her lips, "Not going to South Africa is fine too; it's winter there now with temperatures around 10°C or so!"


    Britney Spears then slipped off her nightdress and let Charles kiss her chest, saying, "Which is why it's perfect for a winter getaway."


    Blonde hair flying, Britney Spears quickly got into the groove with Charles...


    ...


    The Republic of South Africa is located at the southernmost part of the African continent, flanked by the Indian and Atlantic Oceans. South Africa is unique in having three capitals: Pretoria (administrative), Cape Town (legislative), and Bloemfontein (judicial).


    Charles's first stop was in Cape Town to watch the semi-final between the Netherlands and Uruguay. He also contacted Charlize Theron, who was also in Cape Town.


    At the waterfront resort hotel in Cape Town's Victoria Harbor, Charlize Theron smiled as she helped Charles out of his coat, "How's the weather, nice right?"


    "Yes, much cooler than Los Angeles!" Charles said, sitting down on the sofa.


    "I told you, if you had come with me on the 2nd, you could've watched Germany play Argentina the next day," Charlize Theron said with a shrug. "Tomorrow night, the Netherlands will play Uruguay, and Cape Town Stadium isn't far from here. The day after tomorrow, Germany will play Spain in Durban!"


    Charles looked at Charlize Theron. The reason he didn't come earlier was to stay with Britney. With a laugh, he replied, "A lot of Hollywood celebrities are fake fans. Do you even know soccer?"


    Charlize Theron smiled and tapped Charles on the shoulder, "I'm South African! Supporting the World Cup here is normal, plus I'm a brand ambassador for South Africa!"


    "Alright then, let's take a bath first. This year's World Cup has been quite interesting," said Charles, lifting Charlize Theron straight to the bathroom despite her surprised yelp.


    In the bathtub, the warm water washed away Charles's fatigue. Gasping for breath, Charlize Theron lay exhausted against him, "Just got off the plane and you're already full of energy?"


    Charles brushed her blonde hair and kissed her lips, "Who can resist the allure of South African diamonds?"


    "Did you buy Spain to win like I told you?" he asked.


    "I bought a million dollars' worth," Charlize Theron traced a finger across Charles's chest, "Are you sure about your bet? Germany is strong too!"


    "Two years ago during the Euro Cup, remember? Spain was dominant," Charles smiled.


    "Well, I've made quite a bit following your advice. Lululemon and Apple stocks are doing well. Should I hold on to them long-term?" Charlize Theron looked at Charles.


    "Of course, there's still room for growth," Charles said. He was generous with his women but most of their assets were still in real estate, with less than half invested in the stock market.


    Charlize Theron nodded but then her expression changed, "Charles, again?"


  




  Chapter 588: Dark Adaptations


  

    On the evening of July 7th at 8:30 PM, at the Durban Stadium in South Africa, the semi-finals between Spain and Germany began.


    The day before, the Netherlands had won against Uruguay in Cape Town, securing their place in the finals.


    Charles Capet and Charlize Theron, dressed in overcoats, sat in a private box. The massive crowd in the stadium created an electrifying atmosphere from the very start.


    Suarez from Uruguay and Villa from Spain both scored five goals, and Arsenal was receiving more transfer inquiries than ever.


    "Those dogs are treating Arsenal like a supermarket!"


    "Charles, when are you heading back home? After the finals?" Charlize Theron suddenly asked.


    "Yeah, aren't you?"


    Charlize shook her head. "I came to South Africa for a week only. I'm heading back tomorrow. The finals are four days away!"


    Charles nodded. It was hard to tell if celebrities came to the World Cup for their love of the sport, especially Hollywood actresses.


    In the 73rd minute, Spain's Puyol scored a goal, which they maintained until the end, eliminating Germany and moving to the finals.


    Germany's youthful team showed the potential of many of their players.


    Durban is the largest seaside city on the Indian Ocean side of South Africa. Its prime location and gold production make it naturally advantageous.


    In the evening, Charles and Charlize stayed at the Belair Beach Resort Hotel in Durban, enjoying the vast Indian Ocean views from their rooms.


    In the high-floor suite, Charlize, in a bathrobe, handed Charles a glass of champagne and smiled, "Guess what? I might win a few million dollars in a few days. Much faster than shooting commercials!"


    With her blonde hair flowing, Charlize wore a loose and sexy silk robe tied with a belt, her long legs on display, revealing her perfect figure. She truly epitomized Hollywood's Venus.


    Charles wrapped one arm around her waist and took a sip of champagne with the other. He said, "No wonder even Mandela praised you for putting South Africa's name on the map."


    "Which man could resist your allure?"


    "Mr. Mandela is a great man," Charlize chuckled, shaking her head. "I heard he's supposed to make an appearance at the closing ceremony."


    "A great man! Maybe, but the transformation of South Africa from a developed nation to this state owes a lot to Mandela," Charles laughed. "Alright, let's stop talking about that."


    He put down his glass and hugged Charlize from behind, kissing her neck and fondling her.


    "You haven't released anything new in a while. You've been in Africa for a long time. Aren't you planning on working on a new movie?" Charles asked while caressing her.


    Charlize leaned into him, allowing him to touch her, and replied with a smile, "I got a comedy script from Jason Reitman. I'll start shooting once I'm back home."


    "And there's a biopic about Edgar Hoover. I heard Leonardo DiCaprio is interested in this low-budget drama!"


    "But I'm more interested in powerful female roles now. I don't like playing mere decorative or timid roles."


    "Big female roles are often villains," Charles laughed.


    "I don't mind villain roles. Dark female characters are more appealing to me than weak female leads."


    Before she could finish, Charles kissed her, and she passionately responded...


    After a while, in the bedroom, Charles said, "Recently, Disney's adaptation of the live-action Alice in Wonderland has achieved amazing results. Now, many film companies are eyeing fairy tales for live adaptations."


    "Alice in Wonderland, although based on the fairy tale, still heavily drew from Disney's animated version, right?" Charlize, having been in Hollywood for over a decade, understood these things.


    "Hah, with more than $1 billion in global box office, who wouldn't be tempted?"


    Charles propped his head up and looked at Charlize, "Snow White, Little Red Riding Hood, and Cinderella... many companies are preparing scripts for these adaptations. They can't just copy Disney's animations; they need fresh takes, so stories are bound to break traditional ideas. Don't you think the evil queen suits you perfectly? Sexy, cold, beautiful - a powerful villain," Charles smiled.


    Charlize laughed with him, "If there's a script, I wouldn't mind reviewing it. If it's good, I won't say no."


    "I know Warner Bros. is working on a thriller version of Little Red Riding Hood."


    Warner Bros.' Red Riding Hood is a thriller based on Grimm's fairy tales, a monster film about werewolves, directed by Catherine Hardwicke and starring Amanda Seyfried.


    The original Little Red Riding Hood story, passed down, is childish and lovable, but the original Grimm tales are horror-filled and bloody.


    Grimm's original Little Red Riding Hood was a story about blood, danger, deceit, and love. Warner Bros.' adaptation overturns traditional views, reverting it to its terrifying roots.


    "Warner Bros.' Red Riding Hood is almost done filming and will be out next year," Charles understood Warner Bros.' motivation; Disney's Alice in Wonderland was too successful.


    Even Capet Universal couldn't resist seeking fairy-tale adaptation scripts, so why would other companies?


    Snow White and the Huntsman and Mirror, Mirror are both script ideas for Snow White adaptations.


    The success of Alice in Wonderland with its whimsical story, exaggerated characters, and stunning effects pioneered dark adaptations of classic fairy tales in Hollywood.


    However, compared to Disney's Alice in Wonderland, Charles wasn't optimistic about these other adaptations.


    After all, most of these stories merely borrowed the names of classic fairy tales, injected dark elements, and added new characters and settings.


    Besides, Tim Burton's direction of Alice in Wonderland matched his style, with the plot at least deriving from early Disney animations.


  




  Chapter 589: Chapter 589


  

    Johannesburg, the largest city in South Africa, is also known as the "City of Gold." The World Cup final was held at Soccer City Stadium in Johannesburg.


    After Charles Capet and Charlize Theron separated, Charles directly traveled from Durban to Johannesburg. He was not interested in the third-place match between Germany and Uruguay in Port Elizabeth.


    When Charles' Falcon jet landed at the O.R. Tambo International Airport in Johannesburg, Shakira came to pick him up.


    "Charles, you finally made it to South Africa, but you've missed quite a lot of news," Shakira said, hugging Charles in the business car.


    "The German team's performance was impressive. It's a pity they got eliminated," Charles said, leaning back in his seat, feeling a bit regretful.


    Back at the hotel where Shakira was staying, it was already dark, possibly because Shakira had once tasted the pleasures of Miami.


    That night, Shakira kept Charles up until the early morning.


    The next day, Shakira had to perform at the World Cup closing ceremony and was undergoing final rehearsals.


    "Waka, waka..." Charles enjoyed Shakira's song created for the South African World Cup in the rehearsal room. It was indeed captivating!


    Even though Charles was in South Africa, he was still keeping up with Arsenal and Miami FC transfers.


    Former Arsenal forward and French international Thierry Henry left Barcelona to join Miami FC;


    Barcelona, Real Madrid, Manchester City, and Bayern Munich were all vying to buy Arsenal players Suarez, David Sanchez, Yaya Toure, David Silva, Neuer, and Xabi Alonso.


    "Barcelona wants to spend 42 million euros to buy David Sanchez?" Charles said during a phone call with Arsenal chairman David Dein in the hotel suite.


    "Spain wouldn't have gotten this far without Sanchez's five goals, and this year he added the Champions League title to his resume. Sanchez is a superstar," David reminded Charles over the phone.


    "Let's wait until the World Cup final is over. Sanchez still has two years left on his contract. There's no rush; we can push the price higher."


    "Got it. Right now, we have Suarez, Neymar, and Van Persie. Our attacking power is terrifying, so we can consider selling David Sanchez," David Dien concluded.


    There's also Bale, Nasri, and Walcott...


    After winning the Champions League, Arsenal players' values skyrocketed, and even talented players who weren't starters were thinking about transferring!


    "Charles, do you want to go see the Spanish national team's training?" Shakira asked, coming back to the hotel, eager to take Charles to see the Spanish team.


    "Spain's top scorer, David Sanchez, and midfielder Xabi Alonso are both from Arsenal," Shakira said, sitting next to Charles, kissing him on the lips with a smile.


    "Shall we go?" she asked.


    "Okay, let's go take a look," Charles said, touching Shakira's face. "Won't it put some psychological pressure on their admirer if you bring a man over?"


    Charles couldn't help but laugh and kissed the lady on the lips.


    This year, the biggest news of the World Cup for Charles was undoubtedly the internal conflict within the French team, leading to a collective training boycott.


    After Anelka's "foul language incident," he was expelled from the national team. The French players collectively boycotted in protest against the French Football Federation, with various tensions between the players and coach Domenech!


    Charles, as a bystander, was thoroughly entertained.


    In the afternoon, Shakira took Charles to the Spanish national team's training ground at the stadium.


    Shakira, being a big star, always caused a stir when she showed up. This was the reason Charles hated to appear in public with big stars!


    Charles navigated through the journalists, went straight through the training ground gate, and arrived at the training field under the reception of the Spanish national team staff.


    Of the eleven Spanish starters, six were from Barcelona, two from Real Madrid, two from Arsenal, and one left-back from Villarreal.


    David Sanchez and Xabi Alonso came over to welcome Charles when they saw him.


    "Congratulations to you guys. This year's World Cup champion will definitely be yours," Charles said, hugging David Sanchez and Xabi Alonso.


    "Boss, the Netherlands is no pushover," Xabi Alonso reminded, then added, "But if David scores one more goal, he'll be the undisputed Golden Boot winner. The championship will surely be ours!"


    David Sanchez smiled, "The Dutch team is strong too; Sneijder will show his prowess on the field."


    Charles touched his chin and looked at the scattered groups on the field, "Barcelona's players are really numerous."


    "Pedro, Iniesta, Xavi, Busquets, Puyol, Pique - all main players!"


    Arsenal had Xabi Alonso, David Sanchez as key players, with Fabregas, Mata, and David Silva also being important members.


    "Oh, Shakira!" Suddenly, shouts came from the sideline as the Latin pop queen walked in.


    Xabi Alonso and David Sanchez shot gossip-filled glances at Charles, "Boss, did you guys come together?"


    "Uh-huh, let's go, I'll introduce you to the Latin queen," Charles said with a smile, leading the two over to Shakira.


    At that moment, Shakira was chatting with a few Barcelona internationals. Pique was grinning sycophantically and talking to Shakira, "See, I told you we would meet at the World Cup closing ceremony, and it came true!"


    The World Cup closing ceremony performance was to be held two hours before the final kick-off. With Spain in the final, they were naturally going to attend the closing ceremony.


    Shakira nodded, "Indeed, Spain has been amazing this year."


    On the other side, Charles, along with Xabi Alonso, David Sanchez, Fabregas, David Silva, Casillas from Real Madrid, Ramos, and Torres, started chatting away.


    Fabregas pointed to the other side and smiled at Charles, "Boss, you must be quite familiar with Shakira by now?"


    Charles smiled and nodded, "Kind of. We have some cooperation, why?"


    "We all love Shakira. Why don't you call her over? We wanna meet her too," Fabregas, who had been with Arsenal for a while, was quite familiar with Charles.


    Charles looked around, "You all wanna chat with Shakira?"


    "Yes!" Ramos and Casillas were the loudest, wondering why Pique from Barcelona got so much time with the goddess.


    "Hey, Shakira, you have a few fans who are world-class stars here," Charles called out, waving an arm towards Shakira.


    Shakira looked up, then walked over.


    This left Gerard Pique standing there dumbfounded...


  




  Chapter 590: Wizarding World of Harry Potter


  

    On the night of July 11th, after the World Cup final, Charles flew back to Florida from South Africa.


    He was preparing to attend the opening ceremony of the Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal Studios Orlando!


    Miami in July was hot and rainy, with Atlantic hurricanes making it a bad season. Inside the office building of the Miami Dolphins at the Bank of America Stadium in the Miami Gardens.


    Dolphins Club Chairman Tom Garfinkel was discussing with Charles about collaborating on building a new sports rehabilitation center and training facility.


    Currently, the training facilities for the Miami Dolphins were at the Nova Southeastern University training base. Although the renovated Bank of America Stadium included commercial office space, it was primarily used for the business operations of the stadium and the ticketing center for the Dolphins.


    "We could construct a professional NFL sports rehab center and training base, allowing us to monitor athletes' physical indicators and health status to prevent injuries."


    Charles looked at the proposal. Tom Garfinkel mentioned so much, but he had just one purpose: funding.


    "$75 million budget, this training base and rehab center aren't small at all," Charles noted, considering the ample land around the Bank of America Stadium - it was, after all, in the suburbs of Miami Gardens, a satellite city of Miami.


    "Charles, we aim to establish a professional training system and rehab center. It won't just serve the Dolphins' athletes but could also benefit other residents. And at that time, some sports media outlets, like NBC Sports, could film content at the training base for their broadcasts?"


    As soon as Tom Garfinkel mentioned this, Charles' eyes lit up. NFL Network and ESPN were broadcasting NFL games non-stop each week.


    Other film media struggled to get in on the action. Still, producing some behind-the-scenes content from the Dolphins' training base was doable.


    Just like how Arsenal, Manchester United, and Liverpool had set up their club-specific TV channels to broadcast their club news in recent years.


    The NFL had its network platform and wouldn't create its broadcast platform - but Charles, being the owner of Capet Pictures, held NBC as well.


    Broadcasting some behind-the-scenes footage of the New Jersey Nets and Miami Dolphins' training and various news would be an insider advantage.


    "Alright, get the design done as soon as possible. It could boost the local economy too. Discuss the development process with the Miami Gardens Council," Charles supported this decision, as it undoubtedly benefited the club.


    ...


    That night, Charles returned to the beachside vacation villa in West Palm Beach and met Ivanka, who had completed the acquisition of the Doral Golf Resort & Spa with Morgan Stanley.


    By the pool, Charles and Ivanka enjoyed barbecue and champagne. "Two hundred million dollars in cash, and then an estimated $100 million more for the renovation of Blue Devil Stadium and the resort hotel; By then, Doral Golf Club will surely become Florida's premier golf resort!"


    "No problem, Capet Real Estate funds are quite sufficient," Charles focused on cooking the meat, seemingly unconcerned about the Doral Golf Club.


    "The World Cup, the newspapers said you won a few million dollars again?" Ivanka laughed, picking up the cooked meat to eat.


    Charles nodded, "So lucky, can't stop it. We're attending the opening ceremony of Harry Potter World at Universal Studios in Orlando this weekend. Then we'll head to Lake Tahoe. The weather here is just not likable!"


    July is a vacation month, indeed.


    "Sure, I need a break too. So many things to handle, though Jerry Brown's campaign activities are almost non-stop," Ivanka shook her head. "Fortunately, Florida's campaign activities don't require much attention!"


    "My focus is still California; Florida is too far," Charles' base remained in Los Angeles. Doing well in California could ensure an unbeatable position.


    "The San Francisco Bay Area is a representative area of Northern California; you should put in some effort there," Ivanka reminded suddenly.


    Charles smiled, "Don't worry, San Francisco's always been the financial center of the West Coast, plus it's close to Silicon Valley; who could ignore it? The West Pacific Union Bank has considerable business in the Bay Area!"


    Not to mention, the headquarters of Bank of America is also in San Francisco. Although there's a New York office, the importance of San Francisco cannot be overstated.


    Currently, Charles was a member of the Bank's board and a shareholder, with his role becoming more significant. If he could truly rule Hollywood and become the top master of the American media empire, the Capet family could become real power in America!


    ...


    On July 17th, the Wizarding World of Harry Potter officially opened at Universal Studios Orlando. J.K. Rowling, the author of the Harry Potter novels, and Warner Bros. Consumer Products executives attended.


    Charles also attended the opening ceremony with Ivanka!


    The scene was bustling, with enthusiastic visitors pouring into the long-awaited Wizarding World of Harry Potter.


    As part of Universal's Islands of Adventure, the Wizarding World of Harry Potter had a tremendous impact!


    "J.K. Rowling has too many ideas, and she's too involved," Charles complained to Steve Blount in the office, expressing frustration with J.K. Rowling.


    Steve Blount smiled wryly, "Previously, Disney competed with us over Harry Potter but couldn't stand J.K. Rowling's interference and backed out..."


    "So, Universal Studios could collaborate with J.K. Rowling and Warner Bros.!" Although Charles knew this, some of J.K. Rowling's ideas were really outlandish.


    Selling Harry Potter friends' sweaters in Florida? It's mostly over 20°C year-round in Florida; who would buy British-style sweaters?


    Banning Coke, pizza, and hamburgers, these American foods? Eventually, considering that Coke was the exclusive beverage of Universal Studios' theme parks globally, they allowed it alongside Harry Potter's Butterbeer.


    Charles eyed Steve Blount and bluntly said: "Tom Williams leaving Universal Studios Theme Parks Group is certain, and in the Orlando Universal Studios, Warner Bros. and J.K. Rowling have too much say. 


    Hollywood Universal Studios' Transformers and Marvel Universe areas will open soon. Orlando must quickly start designing the Transformers, Marvel Universe, and Shrek areas. 


    Also, control the size of the Wizarding World of Harry Potter area in Universal Studios Osaka; let Narita take Japan's national conditions into account. Universal Studios theme park resorts can only have one master, and that's Capet!"


  




  Chapter 591: Inception and Despicable Me


  

    The opening of the Harry Potter World at Universal Studios Orlando was supposed to be a very exciting event.


    But Charles Capet was very dissatisfied with J.K. Rowling's excessive interference, and the next day he left for Lake Tahoe with Ivanka Trump!


    At the same time, on July 16th, Capet Illumination Studio released its first 3D animated feature film Despicable Me, debuting with a North American opening weekend gross of $56 million.


    Thanks to good word-of-mouth and a production cost of just $70 million, Despicable Me put Capet Illumination Studio on the map!


    Despicable Me involved a lot of European staff, with producers, directors, and writers from Argentina, France, and Spain respectively. The Paris-based Mac Guff Studio took part in most of the animation work.


    In the animation, Capet's mascot Minions played the cute role, with simple designs and various attires. Their bright yellow costumes brought a joyful feeling to the audience.


    Plus, their unique language and naughty personalities were loved by the viewers!


    Capet Universal had a weak spot in 3D animated movies. Their Universal Animation division wasn't strong enough to compensate, but Capet Illumination Studio's Despicable Me showed the potential of becoming the next Blue Sky Studios.


    ...


    In Los Angeles, at Capet Universal's headquarters in Burbank, the Universal Pictures President Adam Ferguson, who just returned from vacation, could only admire Despicable Me's opening results and word-of-mouth.


    In the same period, Warner Bros. released Christopher Nolan's Inception, which debuted in North America with $62 million.


    Disney's fantasy blockbuster The Sorcerer's Apprentice, starring Nicolas Cage and costing 150 million, only managed a $17 million opening, which was a complete flop!


    "Considering Disney's May release, the $200 million video game adaptation Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time grossed only $90 million in North America and $300 million globally, Disney had already flopped twice with major blockbusters this year. Meanwhile, Thor 2, which released the same time as Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time, achieved $200 million in North America and $500 million globally!"


    Adam Ferguson muttered to himself. Earlier in the year, Capet and EuropaCorp's action film Taken 2 earned $100 million in North America and $300 million globally, with a production cost of just $45 million.


    In comparison, Universal's self-developed big-budget movies floundered, with The Wolfman costing $150 million and earning only $61 million domestically and $140 million globally.


    Green Zone had a production cost of $100 million, but got just $35 million domestically and $95 million globally.


    Robin Hood, with a $200 million production cost, managed $105 million domestically and $321 million globally.


    The Adjustment Bureau, which released earlier this month, had a $55 million investment, but earned just $40 million in North America after half a month.


    If Capet hadn't acquired NBCUniversal, who knows how bad Universal's results would have been this year. No wonder Charles quickly slashed 80% of Universal's future projects.


    Currently screening, Sherlock Holmes had released just a week before The Adjustment Bureau, but had already earned $105 million domestically and $300 million overseas, heading toward $400 million globally.


    The success of Sherlock Holmes and Despicable Me was already unquestionable.


    In the second half of the year, Capet Universal had two more heavyweight blockbusters, The Twilight Saga: Eclipse and Marvel's Captain America set to screen!


    Adam Ferguson's mind held only one thought, "Capet Universal's rise is absolutely unstoppable..."


    ...


    At this moment, at the Lake Tahoe resort on the California-Nevada border.


    In a South Lake Tahoe resort villa, Charles lay back on a beach chair. The sunlight, lake view, and Ivanka's sexy bikini created a beautiful picture.


    "Inception, Christopher Nolan is really something," Charles said, holding a newspaper filled with reviews of Inception and Despicable Me.


    Ivanka, wearing a sexy bikini, walked over slowly and kissed Charles. "Want something to drink? I'm grabbing some whiskey."


    "Uh, sure, and bring some snacks too!" Charles said, playfully pinching her behind.


    Ivanka rolled her eyes at him and headed toward the villa.


    Charles picked up the phone and called his assistant Phyllis Jones.


    "Boss, what's up?"


    "Oh, nothing much, just saw that Inception is getting great reviews and results," Charles smiled,


    "But such obvious plagiarism is unacceptable. Satoshi Kon, the Japanese anime director, even asked Nolan online if Inception copied his Paprika, but Nolan just ignored him. Hollywood's big directors shouldn't bully others like this. Don't they respect intellectual property?"


    "Boss, should we write something about this in the papers?" Phyllis Jones, over the phone, clearly understood her boss's intentions.


    "Exactly, focus on the plagiarism aspect. Words like 'referencing' and 'homage' are okay too. Christopher Nolan claims he hasn't seen Paprika and doesn't know Satoshi Kon. This can be highlighted. The similarities between Inception and Paprika are so significant that it's definitely newsworthy!" Charles said, with a smile, feeling quite pleased.


    "Got it, I'll handle it right away!"


    Charles then put down the phone. Inception's success was undeniable, but the plagiarism allegations could not be overlooked.


    In his last life, this scandal broke out later, but now Charles aimed to expose it early, targeting Christopher Nolan.


    A small Japanese anime director couldn't possibly take on a world-famous Hollywood director, but now Capet Universal had their back!


    Christopher Nolan was Warner Bros.' star director, much like how Jerry Bruckheimer had been for Disney.


    "Charles, what's making you so happy?" Ivanka asked, bringing drinks and snacks over and placing them on the nearby table.


    Charles pulled her onto his lap, "The movie's box office is high!"


    He said, kissing the girl and letting his hands wander over her bikini-clad body...


  




  Chapter 592: The Final Piece


  

    In the summer release of July, the hottest movie was definitely the action, suspense, and sci-fi blockbuster Inception, directed by Christopher Nolan, with Leonardo DiCaprio, Ellen Page, and Joseph Gordon-Levitt starring!


    The next weekend, Inception had a $42 million box office in North America with a 32% drop; Meanwhile, Despicable Me's next weekend had a $33 million box office, with a 42% drop.


    In its ten days of release, Inception's cumulative North American box office reached hundred million dollars, while Despicable Me's ten-day box office also crossed hundred million!


    However, the San Francisco Chronicle, the Los Angeles Times, the Chicago Tribune, the New York Post, and the New York Observer all reported on the similarities between Inception and the Japanese anime Paprika.


    Christopher Nolan was barraged with questions from reporters about whether he borrowed elements from Paprika or knew director Satoshi Kon?


    Christopher Nolan consistently stated, "I have never seen the Japanese anime Paprika, nor do I know Satoshi Kon!"


    "Then why are several scenes in Inception over 90% similar to those in Paprika?"


    "Satoshi Kon is battling cancer and is receiving treatment in the hospital. Director Nolan, won't you give him an explanation?"


    ...


    "Is Satoshi Kon really dying?" Charles lay on the bed in the vacation villa in South Lake Tahoe, listening to Phyllis Jones's phone call.


    "Yeah, it's cancer, late stage, now it's critical," Phyllis Jones was very certain over the phone.


    "No wonder," Charles noticed that Christopher Nolan was facing considerable criticism recently,


    "But it doesn't seem to affect Inception's box office much. Warner Brothers really spared no expense promoting Nolan's film!"


    Ivanka Trump, lying in Charles's arms, saw Charles discussing company matters again, and promptly kissed his chest, going down.


    "Boss, we can guide the Japanese media to raise a voice, put the focus on Satoshi Kon. He has previously voiced a desire for fair treatment..."


    Charles suddenly took a deep breath, reached out, and placed a hand on Ivanka's head, "It can be done. Push out the news of Satoshi Kon's near-death as much as possible. Even if we can't label Nolan a plagiarist, people should know he definitely copied!"


    After hanging up the phone, after a while, Ivanka lifted her head, licked her lips, "Inception is obviously plagiarism, no one said anything about it?"


    In the past few days, Charles and Ivanka specially watched Inception, but Ivanka seemed to prefer the Minions in Despicable Me!


    "Selective perception. How can Hollywood matters be called plagiarism? That's coincidence!" Charles said while massaging the back of the girl.


    "Yeah," Ivanka didn't care much, "Recently, it seems Universal Orlando Resort's traffic has been incredibly high. They're all heading to the Wizarding World of Harry Potter?"


    "Correct, the Wizarding World of Harry Potter became the most popular spot as soon as it opened. Once Transformers and Marvel World open, it should continue to attract visitors," Charles, despite his discontent with J.K. Rowling and Warner Brothers, had to acknowledge the results.


    "Alright, I need to get back to New York and meet with the golf course designer for the Blue Demon course redesign," Ivanka said, getting out of bed, "I'll return when Jerry Brown's formal campaign begins."


    "It's almost August, I need to check on my team as well," Charles got out of bed too, "In November, I'll join you in Las Vegas for your birthday!"


    "Sure..."


    ...


    After Ivanka flew back to New York, Charles didn't return to Los Angeles right away. Instead, he stayed in San Francisco, because Nomura Securities' CEO, Shinji Uchiyama, and Lily Ying had come to San Francisco.


    "The exchange rate dropped to around 1:1.19. We invested a total of $3.5 billion," Lily Ying introduced with a smile at the West Pacific Union Bank's San Francisco office, "Nomura Securities invested $3.3 billion, yielding about $800 million, paying us $320 million in commissions. We invested about $200 million, and the yield was roughly $49 million. After taxes, etc., our net profit is also over $250 million!"


    Charles nodded, "So Nomura Securities' yield also exceeds $300 million, and now the dollar to yen exchange rate has fallen below 90. Nomura Securities can make another profit in the forex market. No wonder Shinji Uchiyama reacted like seeing his own father when he saw me!"


    Lily Ying laughed, "It's all from the European market anyway. Besides, Nomura Securities also provided a 50 billion yen loan to Universal Studios Japan."


    "Indeed, now the euro is starting to appreciate, we can stockpile more!"


    "That's good, I already have over EUR560 million in liquid assets. Now that Arsenal is selling players, the club isn't short of money," Charles also gave Lily Ying a substantial commission, $20 million.


    The 3D animation market and movie-themed resorts were skyrocketing. Plus, with streaming service Netflix that Charles planned early on, couldn't Capet Universal unify Hollywood's future?


  




  Chapter 593: Bourne 4?


  

    After returning to Los Angeles, Charles Capet quickly received transfer contracts from Manchester City and Arsenal. Samir Nasri transferred to Manchester City for PS26.5 million, and David Silva transferred for PS28.5 million, which totals to EUR66 million.


    Barcelona spent EUR50 million to bring David Sanchez to Camp Nou.


    Winning the UEFA Champions League and the World Cup made the value of Spanish national players more than double. Arsenal's goal for next season was the treble.


    This year, Arsenal won the FA Cup and the UEFA Champions League but lost the important league title to Chelsea.


    Although in August there were still the Community Shield and the UEFA Super Cup games, and later in the year the Club World Cup, even if all three titles were won, making them a five-time champion team, it still felt incomplete without the league title.


    ...


    At the Waterworld Hotel in Universal Studios Hollywood, originally the Hollywood Sheraton Hotel, a business cocktail party was underway.


    "The renovation is nice. The pool redesign has made the hotel more popular," said Evelyn Capet, sitting on the balcony with her son, admiring the pool view.


    "Hollywood already attracts many tourists. Universal Studios Hollywood is a major draw, aligning with the park's theme makes sense," Charles Capet added. Waterworld at Universal Studios Hollywood was quite popular.


    Evelyn nodded. "Recently, EDR received an investment from American Capital Group. EDR might be looking for IPO soon!"


    "Listing EDR now is too early. They should at least wait until they integrate resources," Charles reminded.


    "American Capital Group? They just bought some shares of Time Warner Group from Liberty Media earlier this year and replaced them as the largest shareholder!"


    Although American Capital Group wasn't as big as BlackRock, Vanguard, State Street, or Fidelity Investments, it was still significant. They had considerable investments in manufacturing, resource mining, and the military industry and were one of the major shareholders of Lockheed Martin.


    "Jeff Bewkes just appointed Jack Griffin as the new CEO of Time Inc. this month!" Evelyn mentioned.


    "Yeah, Ann Moore resigned?" Charles was a bit surprised.


    Ann Moore had been the CEO of Time Inc., and the Time Warner Group sold off some of its publishing and printing businesses years ago. However, Time Inc. still owned numerous publications like Time, Fortune, Sports Illustrated, People, and Money.


    Evelyn nodded, explaining, "You know, print media has been declining in recent years. These historic newspapers and magazines mostly represent cultural and political significance."


    Time magazine, being America's largest news weekly, was still doing alright. However, fellow major news weeklies Newsweek and U.S. News & World Report weren't faring as well.


    Newsweek's parent company, The Washington Post Company, sold it for $1 to Sidney Harman, the 91-year-old founder of audio equipment manufacturer Harman International Industries, just assuming Newsweek's debt. Newsweek's business continued to decline, with over $30 million in losses last year. Another news weekly, U.S. News & World Report, changed its publishing frequency from weekly to biweekly in June 2008, and then to monthly in November 2008. Now, U.S. News & World Report had announced a switch to an entirely digital version, except for special issues.


    "Looks like Time Warner might split and sell Time Inc. soon," Charles observed casually. Magazines like Time, Fortune, and People would always attract wealthy individuals looking to increase their political capital.


    Top newspapers like The Los Angeles Times and The Washington Post would also face similar fates and might be bought by individuals in the future.


    Capet Pictures' The Huffington Post was already an online newspaper. The New York Observer, although just a small weekly in Manhattan, was actively promoting its online version after merging with The Huffington Post.


    "These are minor issues. I heard that this year, after Peter Schlessel left Sony's Columbia Pictures, he founded a new film company, FilmDistrict, and signed a cooperation agreement with your Capet Pictures?" Evelyn suddenly asked.


    Charles nodded, "FilmDistrict is considered an independent film company. Peter Schlessel aims to establish an independent distribution system. The cooperation with Capet Pictures mainly involves distribution agreements with Focus Features and Matrix Pictures.


    Which independent film company can avoid thriller and horror genres nowadays? Focus Features handles art and foreign films, while Matrix Pictures deals with horror and gore B-movies. It's enough to satisfy him."


    Evelyn sighed and smiled, "So much has changed in just a few years!"


    "Indeed. I still remember needing Nicole Kidman's introduction to meet Peter Schlessel when I pitched Underworld to seek support from Sony's Columbia Pictures," Charles reminisced with a smile. "But now, Peter Schlessel isn't qualified to meet with me anymore!"


    Evelyn's gaze suddenly fell on Cate Blanchett in the distance. She pointed discreetly, "Is Universal not planning to use Matt Damon anymore after several of his movies flopped?"


    "Matt Damon, Russell Crowe, Keanu Reeves, and Johnny Depp - all of them are too costly for Capet Pictures now," Charles didn't hold back.


    "EDR can focus on the actors from the Marvel series. They are very popular right now!"


    Matt Damon was with EDR, Russell Crowe and Keanu Reeves were with CAA, and Johnny Depp was signed with UTA.


    "In the era of blockbuster films, the importance of superstars is greatly reduced. What I need are affordable and practical actors!"


    Charles guessed, "Is mother asking because of the Bourne 4 project?"


    "Is Universal planning to start?" Evelyn asked casually.


    Charles shook his head, "Producer Frank Marshall proposed it, but I vetoed it. The Bourne trilogy is very complete. Director Paul Greengrass explicitly stated he doesn't support Bourne 4, and Matt Damon stands with him. Besides, now Universal doesn't lack high-grossing franchises. Why would they take on such a high-risk project?"


    "Alright, I'll head back first," Evelyn casually mentioned. She wasn't genuinely interested in a single actor under her management anyway.


    Right now, Evelyn was quite interested in Cate Blanchett!


  




  Chapter 594: The 20 Million Dollar Threshold


  

    Charles watched his mother leave the hotel and then headed to the lobby, where he bumped into Viacom Chairman Philippe Dauman.


    "Good afternoon, Philippe," Charles said warmly as he shook hands with Philippe Dauman.


    "Charles, congratulations! Capet Illumination Studio is really a success," Philippe replied, though he was secretly jealous. It was impressive enough that Capet had the edge in live-action films, but now Capet Universal even had a 3D animation studio.


    "Is it really the next Blue Sky Studios?" Philippe wondered internally.


    "Not bad, the goal of our Illumination Studio is precisely to target Blue Sky," Charles smiled.


    "Oh, by the way, how's Mr. Sumner Redstone's health?" he asked.


    Philippe nodded. "Mr. Redstone is doing well; he can now walk around!"


    "Well, that's good to hear. Please send my regards to him when you have the time," Charles said, patting Philippe on the shoulder. "I heard Paramount is facing quite a few challenges. Congratulations on your collaboration with Relativity Media!"


    After losing Steven Spielberg, Paramount's struggles in live-action films intensified, with sustained operations mainly reliant on DreamWorks Animation's distribution commissions.


    After some investment funds pulled out, they had to rely on David Ellison, son of Larry Ellison, but David only invested in a few commercial blockbusters.


    Paramount's fantasy blockbuster based on comics, The Last Airbender, had a production cost of 150 million, but it only grossed a 130 million in North America and only 320 million worldwide!


    With Universal cutting several collaborative projects, Paramount had opportunities to partner with Relativity Media, usually collaborating with Sony and Universal.


    Philippe Dauman had nothing more to say in response to Charles' teasing. Everyone in Hollywood knew about the feud between Charles Capet and Sumner Redstone.


    However, the current situation was that Sumner Redstone was no longer a match for Charles Capet - one side was thriving while the other side was antiquated and decaying.


    "Charles, whether it's CBS or Viacom, Ms. Shari Redstone's position is still significant," Philippe explained.


    Charles smiled. "Shari Redstone? As long as she doesn't become a roadblock for me in the future, that's fine!"


    Watching Charles leave, Philippe sighed inwardly. Would Hollywood really be led by this young man who wasn't even 30 yet?


    ...


    Later, Charles returned to his coastal villa in Pacific Palisades, Santa Monica, with Scarlett Johansson, who had just returned from Atlanta.


    Scarlett Johansson was as sexy as ever, especially after her role as Black Widow in Iron Man 2, which had significantly boosted her fame.


    On the couch, Charles held Scarlett Johansson tightly in his arms, the post-workout pheromones thick in the air.


    "Sweetie, you're definitely going to be a global sensation after The Avengers releases," Charles said while playing with her 32D curves.


    Scarlett, straddling Charles, her clothes slipping off, still flushed, with lingering warmth on her face, lightly bit Charles' shoulder and said, "Black Widow's stunts were no joke. I trained for a long time to nail those moves."


    "With your great figure and moves, The Avengers will surely smash box office records and become one of Marvel's top-grossing movies!"


    "No doubt about that. With two Iron Man movies and two Thor movies, plus Captain America: The First Avenger releasing at the end of the year, next year's The Avengers is bound to cause a sensation," Charles said as he ran his hand through her red hair. "You look pretty with red hair too!"


    Scarlett had dyed her hair red specifically for her role as Black Widow.


    The woman, however, seemed a bit exhausted and said, "Next time, you should call others in; I feel like I can't satisfy you on my own!"


    Charles smiled, rubbing her delicate shoulders. "Eva Green seems to be in Los Angeles; we can call her over then."


    "The Avengers will probably finish filming in September, and the post-production effects might take until April next year to complete," Scarlett said, looking at Charles. "We'll both have to cooperate with the post-production and promotional work. Isn't Marvel's contract too strict?"


    Charles shook his head. "Not really. Just look at Robert Downey Jr., Chris Hemsworth, and Mark Ruffalo; aren't they all super famous because of Marvel movies?


    Robert Downey Jr. is getting over $15 million for The Avengers; do you think he's happy?


    Chris Hemsworth, just a small-time actor from Australia, is now making over $8 million. Do you think he's willing?"


    Scarlett nodded. "You've got a point. My pay has also increased. Though it's not as high as the Marvel movies, it has definitely added a lot of commercial success motivation!"


    "That's why you see that the commercial films like Mamma Mia!, Iron Man 2, and The Avengers you've been in are doing much better than the series of art films you did before, right?" Charles said, patting her as Scarlett Johansson got up and sat next to him.


    Lighting a cigarette, Charles leaned back on the couch. "The pursuit of commercial value is certainly better than art's."


    "Sony's action spy movie Salt, which is a blockbuster with a production cost of $110 million, earned Angelina Jolie the highest fee of $20 million for a female star!"


    Angelina Jolie's salary was $10 million for Mr. & Mrs. Smith, and then she got $15 million for Wanted and Changeling. The success of Wanted directly led to the action film Salt being offered the highest fee of $20 million. Even her role in this year's upcoming drama film The Tourist with Johnny Depp fetched $15 million.


    Since the 2008 financial crisis, Hollywood had been cutting down on star fees due to reduced external funding and DVD revenue, so Hollywood needed to cut costs too.


    A $20 million upfront fee was now the ceiling for top stars, unless they were indispensable leads in a series with profit sharing, or they were heavyweight stars participating as producers to surpass the $20 million threshold.


    "You'll also be making $20 million someday," Charles said as Scarlett took the cigarette from his hand and took a puff.


    "For sure!" Scarlett replied confidently.


  




  Chapter 595: Chapter 595


  

    Early morning, Santa Monica, in a seaside villa in the Pacific Palisades, Charles Capet had breakfast with Scarlett Johansson.


    After breakfast, Charles sat on the sofa flipping through the newspaper. The Expendables had premiered, and California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, after seven years of an unremarkable tenure as governor, was preparing for his return to Hollywood.


    The movie featured veteran action stars like Sylvester Stallone, Dolph Lundgren, Eric Roberts, Jet Li, and Jason Statham. Arnold Schwarzenegger and Bruce Willis made cameo appearances in the action film The Expendables, which started showing in early August.


    After a while, Scarlett Johansson came and sat next to him. "There's been a lot of bad press about Christopher Nolan's Inception lately. Did he really plagiarize?"


    Charles nodded and smiled. "Whether he plagiarized or not doesn't matter. Anyway, Nolan refuses to discuss the issue of Inception and Paprika. There's just a lot of discussion now, especially in Japan. The public opinion there is very unfriendly towards Nolan!"


    Public opinion was the easiest to manipulate; once you controlled the media channels, people only saw what others wanted them to see. The most interesting part was that the truth didn't matter as much as achieving the goals and generating profit.


    Capet Pictures' 3D animation Despicable Me was very successful, but its impact wasn't as significant as Inception. Disney's The Sorcerer's Apprentice practically flopped in comparison. Now, with someone exposing Nolan's alleged plagiarism, everyone was jumping on the bandwagon.


    Moreover, the director he supposedly plagiarized, Satoshi Kon, was still in the hospital's intensive care unit with only a few days to live. Christopher Nolan was being dragged off his pedestal, and NBC and Fox's entertainment news had specifically reported on the matter.


    Scarlett Johansson had collaborated with Christopher Nolan on The Prestige, so they had some connection.


    "Recently, I got a script for a biographical family comedy-drama. Matt Damon is being considered for the male lead. Looks like I'll be spending a lot of time filming in LA," Scarlett said, recalling her past collaboration with Nolan. In The Prestige, she was just a supporting actress, not really familiar with him.


    "Matt Damon's acting is great and he's still very popular. Though The Adjustment Bureau and Green Zone bombed, it hasn't hurt his status," Charles remarked, standing up. "Let's get ready to sail. We're heading to Avalon on Catalina Island for the weekend. I've already called Eva Green to meet us at King Harbor."


    By noon, Charles, Scarlett, and Eva Green were enjoying a seafood feast on the yacht Star. Later, they basked in the sun on the yacht's deck, surrounded by the vast, azure Pacific Ocean.


    "Eva, Thor 2's box office earnings were great, right?" Scarlett asked, applying sunscreen while donning a sexy bikini.


    Already topless, Eva Green was basking in the sun fully. She smiled and replied, "Yes, but Iron Man 2's global box office surpassed it. Now, The Avengers has the highest expectations!"


    Eva Green now had a solid footing in the Marvel series, enjoying great success in Hollywood.


    Handing the sunscreen to Charles, Scarlett asked, "Any movie projects recently?"


    "A romantic drama called Perfect Sense, starring Ewan McGregor. I'll be filming in the UK," Eva Green replied.


    "Ewan McGregor? He worked with Scarlett on The Island a few years back. His luck hasn't been great these past few years," Charles commented while applying sunscreen on Scarlett.


    Ewan McGregor had initially gained fame with Trainspotting, followed by starring roles in the Star Wars prequel trilogy and Moulin Rouge with Nicole Kidman. However, since The Island, he seemed to have hit a slump, with few of his movies making a significant impact.


    After finishing with Scarlett, Charles started applying sunscreen to Eva Green, naturally taking his time on her breasts.


    Eva Green smiled, lying down, "This movie's budget is modest. I also received a script from Starz for a show called Camelot. There's a role for a dark witch, very sexy and powerful, almost tempted me!"


    "Starz made quite a splash with their historical drama Spartacus this year," Charles said while kissing her chest. "But you don't need to take TV roles right now."


    "Of course, and Camelot's script isn't that great," Eva Green said, adding that she wouldn't accept it. Since joining Marvel, Eva didn't lack Hollywood opportunities and didn't need to play sexy roles on TV, which could affect her Marvel character.


    "Charles," Eva murmured, sitting up and kissing him passionately.


  




  Chapter 596: The Los Angeles Dodgers


  

    In the morning, in the bedroom of the Star, Charles climbed out from among four snow-white arms and picked up the phone to answer it.


    "Hey, Dona, what's up?"


    "The owner of the Los Angeles Dodgers of Major League Baseball, Frank McCourt, seems to be having trouble. Word is, he's looking to sell the Dodgers," Dona Williams quickly informed him over the phone.


    "The Los Angeles Dodgers? What trouble is Frank McCourt in?" Charles had always dreamed of owning a local Los Angeles team. The Dodgers had moved from New York City's Brooklyn to Los Angeles in the fifties and had settled there ever since.


    "Frank McCourt was originally a real estate businessman from the Boston area. After the financial crisis, it appears he's been wrapped up in a divorce lawsuit with his wife," Dona Williams wasn't entirely sure either. "It came through an investment manager!"


    "Keep an eye on the Dodgers," Charles instructed. He knew well how these owners operated; they never let go until the critical moment.


    It's probably just a rumor for now. A Major League Baseball team in Los Angeles won't come cheap!


    Besides the NBA's Los Angeles Lakers and Los Angeles Clippers, there's also this Major League Baseball team, the Los Angeles Dodgers. Another team based nearby is the Los Angeles Angels in Anaheim!


    The Dodgers' home stadium, Dodger Stadium, is located in the northern hills of the city in Chavez Ravine, making it an authentically local Los Angeles team. Back in the day, Frank McCourt lost a bid for the Boston Red Sox to John Henry's New England Sports Ventures, and so he turned to News Corporation to acquire the Dodgers!


    Putting down his phone, Charles pondered. His CSE company already owned the Miami Dolphins of the NFL, the New Jersey Nets of the NBA, Miami FC of the soccer league, and UFC mixed martial arts competitions. None of them were based in Los Angeles. In terms of influence and reputation, the Los Angeles Dodgers undoubtedly ranked first among them and rightly belonged to him!


    How could the Hollywood prince, the king of California, not have a significant team based in Los Angeles?


    "My dear, why are you up so early?" Eva Green, who had just woken up and taken a sip of water, saw Charles sitting on the sofa and walked over to ask.


    "Oh, nothing," Charles replied, looking at the just-awoken Eva Green with her disheveled hair and loosely tied robe.


    He then pulled Eva Green into his lap and said, "You sure are tempting!"


    "Charles, was last night not enough? Scarlett's still not awake. Seems like you two went crazy last night," Eva Green laughed and clung to Charles's neck.


    "With you two, who wouldn't go crazy?" said Charles, then kissed her on the lips, receiving a passionate response from Eva Green...


    ...


    After the weekend, Scarlett Johansson started a stay-at-home rest period, waiting for post-production work on The Avengers and a call from We Bought a Zoo. Meanwhile, Eva Green was headed to New York to discuss a movie project.


    In Burbank, at Capet Universal's headquarters, in Charles's office.


    "The Los Angeles Dodgers, interesting. News Corporation had bought the Dodgers to help develop FOX Sports; Just like when Disney acquired ESPN and then bought the Anaheim Angels' operating rights to help ESPN expand its market!"


    Charles lounged in his chair. However, News Corporation and Disney sold their teams in 2003 and 2004, respectively. It's normal for owners of sports channels to buy teams. Early on, Ted Turner of Turner Broadcasting System also owned the Atlanta Hawks to support the growth of his sports channel, TNT!


    "Now NBC Sports and CSE have a strategic partnership. UFC, Miami Dolphins, and New Jersey Nets' broadcasts air on NBC Sports," Dona Williams spoke up.


    "Boss, do you really want to buy the Dodgers?"


    Charles looked up and blinked, "Is there any doubt? Frank McCourt hasn't said he's selling yet!"


    Dona Williams nodded, "The location of Dodger Stadium is great, and Los Angeles is a huge sports market."


    As for another Major League Baseball team, the Los Angeles Angels in Anaheim, they don't seem to be fully accepted by local Los Angeles fans. They were originally called the Los Angeles Angels, then the California Angels, then the Anaheim Angels, and a few years ago finally rebranded as the Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim. All these changes were just to capitalize on the Greater Los Angeles market!


    "Wait for the bidding process. The Dodgers' performance and influence cannot be overlooked, and being located in the Los Angeles metropolitan sports market makes them even more valuable," Dona Williams acknowledged that the specific timing of the sale was uncertain, as she'd only heard the information from some investors.


    "Keep an eye on Frank McCourt then," Charles knew he had to be patient, "By the way, transfer $100 million to Doral Golf Resort and Spa in Miami for renovating the golf course and building a resort hotel. You've been busy for a while. If you need it, you can take a vacation!" Charles said, pulling Dona Williams into his lap. "I hear finance can be stressful."


    Dona Williams smiled, "I have to go to San Francisco to keep an eye on Twitter; they're raising funds again. Also, boss, that instant messaging app, WhatsApp, which launched last year, you said it should be acquired by Twitter. There's a lot going on!"


    Charles stroked Dona Williams's waist and kissed her on the face, "WhatsApp has great potential. Twitter should offer some shares during the acquisition. The amount of funding Twitter will need will only keep increasing. But Capet Capital must retain its position as the major shareholder. I've invested a lot in it already. Finally, we're seeing Twitter's true potential!"


    Charles had to ensure Twitter avoided unnecessary detours. Without WhatsApp, Facebook would be less formidable, and Twitter could definitely hold its ground in the future!


    Twitter combined with WhatsApp would be Charles's key tools for controlling public opinion, coupled with Capet Universal's power.


    Charles Capet's name was destined to become a global symbol!


    "Understood," Dona Williams nodded.


    "Boss, a Chinese actress just called for you..." Phyllis Jones reminded him at that moment.


    ...


    At night, an Audi R8 sped along Pacific Highway 1 in Malibu, heading straight from Los Angeles International Airport to Point Dume, Malibu.


    Driving was Charles Capet, and sitting in the passenger seat was Liu Yifei. "Why did you come to America so suddenly?"


    Charles hadn't received any advance notice. Previously, both Gao Yuanyuan and Lin Chi-ling had always informed him beforehand when they were coming!


    "It's a bit urgent. The house I used to live in, in Queens, New York, has been sold, so I came over," Liu Yifei smiled. "Don't you want me to come over?"


    Charles shook his head, "Of course not. In fact, I hope you can stay longer, consider it a vacation,"


    said as the Audi R8 stopped at the coastal mansion in Point Dume, Malibu.


    "I've had dinner prepared. As for the matters in New York, you can leave them to Amelia to handle," Charles said, leading Liu Yifei into the luxurious coastal villa.


    Liu Yifei nodded, "Thanks, the house in New York only sold for $1.1 million. I wasn't planning on selling it. It's just that I haven't been to that community in years!"


    Charles helped her to the couch. Seeing that Liu Yifei seemed a bit nostalgic, he said, "Then make some time to go back and visit, it's no big deal."


    "I've been back to the community in East LA where I grew up. Though it's a poor district, it doesn't mean much!"


    Liu Yifei's mother's ex-husband was an elite lawyer, solidly middle-class, much wealthier than Charles's family when he was a child.


    "Aren't you busy?" Liu Yifei looked up at Charles.


    "Busy with what? June to August is the vacation season for Americans. Most families go on vacation," Charles said, kissing Liu Yifei on the cheek.


    "How about we have some food first? You've been on a plane for over ten hours!"


    "Okay, I am a bit tired," Liu Yifei agreed, wanting to eat and rest soon.


    Later that night, Liu Yifei lay in Charles's arms after taking a bath. Soon he was over her, the heat of the kiss matched by the unbuttoning of pajamas.


    Liu Yifei wrapped her arms around his neck, responding passionately.


    Soon, the bedroom was filled with a series of gasps and moans...


  




  Chapter 597: Chapter 597


  

    Burbank, at Capet Pictures' studio for Transformers 3.


    "Wow, so many gadgets?" Liu Yifei was astonished at the massive studio filled with green screens, cranes, and cameras.


    Charles smiled, "For these big-budget visual effects movies, most of the work is done on computers besides the location shooting. Even Marvel movies are similar; many scenes are done in front of green screens. Regular folks might find it awkward watching actors perform."


    Charles took Liu Yifei to tour the Capet Pictures studio in Burbank to give her a more hands-on experience.


    "All this acting without props... the Hollywood movie industry has indeed developed so fast," Liu Yifei wasn't unfamiliar with it.


    "Yeah, the development of movie technology has made the demands on actors lower. Not all actors can handle this style, especially some big names. But now, because big-budget movies are flashy and exciting, they are very popular with audiences. The demand for a strong storyline isn't as high."


    As Charles led Liu Yifei around, he kept explaining things. Not many people got this kind of treatment.


    After all, even if Obama came, Charles probably wouldn't bother personally explaining things.


    The Capet Global headquarters was huge, constantly expanding and improving, with theaters, restaurants, bars, and other commercial and lifestyle facilities all available.


    Now, owning the opposite Hollywood Universal Studios made them even more powerful.


    "Boss, The Green Hornet crew is filming at Sony Picture Studios. Should I arrange it?" Phyllis Jones came over to remind.


    Charles looked at Liu Yifei, "It's over at Culver City, not too far. Want to go?"


    Liu Yifei shook her head, "What I've seen today has already amazed me. No need to trouble yourself."


    Charles smiled, "It's no trouble. They should be thrilled if I visit their crew."


    "Let's skip it. It's getting late, and we can rest early to prepare for New York tomorrow," Liu Yifei explained with a smile.


    Charles nodded, "Let's head home then."


    Afterward, Charles and Liu Yifei drove towards Malibu but were actually heading to Malibu's commercial center.


    After parking near Malibu State Shopping Center, Charles embraced Liu Yifei and started kissing her in the car, with the lady passionately responding.


    "Let's grab a bite later and then chill at the bar on Malibu Beach. There are way fewer tourists there compared to Santa Monica Beach," Charles said, holding Liu Yifei.


    Liu Yifei cuddled up to Charles' neck, nodding affectionately, "Whatever you say. Will going to New York tomorrow mess with your work?"


    "Of course not," Charles said, rubbing her thigh with a smile, "You've come all this way; I have to spend a few more days with you!"


    ...


    "I originally planned to take you to the Orlando Universal Studios. Last month, the Wizarding World of Harry Potter opened, and the new area is very popular with visitors," Charles said, holding the lady's shoulders as they walked on Malibu Beach.


    "Harry Potter, huh? I saw on the news that this year Capet Global's The Twilight Saga: Eclipse will compete head-on with Warner Bros.' Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 1," Liu Yifei's face was full of curiosity.


    Charles nodded, "That's right. In November, our The Twilight Saga: Eclipse will be released alongside Warner Bros.' Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 1. The release dates are about half a month apart."


    Although the Twilight series was impressive, it couldn't compare to the Harry Potter series.


    However, there was good news: the production cost of Twilight was much lower. Just movie box office, TV broadcasting, and DVD revenues were comparable to Harry Potter.


    But in terms of movie merchandise and commercial development, there was a huge gap. Things like games, merchandise licensing, and theme parks were incomparable!


    "Let's go; weren't we going to a bar?" Liu Yifei pulled Charles along.


    Charles smiled, wrapped his arm around her waist, lowered his head for a kiss, and when the kiss ended, he said, "Let's go," Charles said, holding her hand as they walked towards the bar.


    "Cheers!" Liu Yifei raised a beer and clinked glasses with Charles, "I really have to thank you this time."


    "After joining Red Fruit Entertainment, I don't have to hunt for opportunities everywhere. I was even planning to move to Hong Kong's scene!"


    "Cheers," Charles said, taking a big gulp and smiling. "Actors as pure as you are rare. With more practice, you'll definitely have a bright future."


    "Right, what about Gao Yuanyuan?" Liu Yifei wasn't naive; she knew who was behind Gao Yuanyuan.


    "Her? Do you think she has much time to work on her acting now?"


    Liu Yifei thought for a moment, "Oh, true. Gao Yuanyuan's shares in Red Fruit now make her very high-status!"


    Not just Gao Yuanyuan, even Lin Chi-ling was different now. All because Red Fruit Entertainment's achievements over the past few years were outstanding.


    With support from Asia's financial wizard Lily Ying's Fund, they never lacked capital and had top-tier Hollywood connections. Red Fruit Entertainment was a coveted treasure.


    "By the way, did you sell your New York house? Want to buy another one? You might come to the U.S. again," Charles suddenly said.


    Liu Yifei shook her head, "I probably won't be coming to the U.S. much in the next few years, mainly focusing on my career back home. Besides, didn't you gift me a seaside holiday villa in Saint-Tropez, France last time? My mother and I went over during the holidays, and she loved it!"


    "Alright then," Charles knew Liu Yifei wasn't short on money and had a lot of assets.


    "A while ago, Gao Yuanyuan took us to a private holiday island near the Philippines. It was you who had it built, right?" Liu Yifei looked at Charles. "The scenery was excellent, really amazing!"


    "That one is small. I have another private island near the Bahamas in the Caribbean. The resort hotel there is even more luxurious," Charles raised an eyebrow.


    "Want to go?"


  




  Chapter 598: The Times?


  

    New York, Manhattan, Capet Center Building.


    Charles sat in his chair, looking at the information about the phone hacking scandal involving News Corporation in the UK, which Jasmine Bloom had investigated.


    The News of the World, The Sunday Times, and The Sun were all involved in the scandal!


    "Damn it, only successful people are nothing but scumbags. Morality and laws are always just there to bind ordinary folks," Charles muttered to himself, then took a deep breath.


    The British election in May ended with the Conservative Party and the Liberal Democrats forming a coalition government, winning a majority and defeating the Labour Party.


    Conservative leader David Cameron became the new British Prime Minister, while Gordon Brown, the Labour Party leader with close ties to the Murdoch family, stepped down.


    Former Labour Prime Ministers Tony Blair and Gordon Brown were both close with News Corporation, so this could be seen as a failure for News Corporation.


    Looking at the documents in hand, Charles wondered how much impact they had. The Conservatives, having just taken power, were busy dealing with domestic unemployment issues, so dealing with News Corporation would have to wait.


    "Haha, when they finally take action, News Corporation won't be able to get away with just dealing with a few people like they did in the past," Charles's eyes seemed to shine. He had given part of this information to conservative forces, trusting them to investigate the hacking incident themselves.


    However, after spending several months and considerable money to create problems for News Corporation, it had to cause a major explosion in the entire UK media industry when the time came!


    Charles had set his sights on The Times. After all, News Corporation had also won the Wall Street Journal in America. Losing The Times this time seemed reasonable.


    Charles then called Liu Yifei to ask if things were done.


    "Oh, everything's been handled perfectly. Amelia found some truly professional people. We're shopping on Fifth Avenue right now!"


    "That's good. I'll take you to the opera at Lincoln Center tonight," Charles laughed.


    "No problem!"


    After Charles hung up, Phyllis Jones brought in Arianna Huffington.


    "Charles, what's up?" Arianna Huffington asked. After all, Phyllis Jones had invited her directly, not through a phone call.


    Charles nodded, and Phyllis Jones poured two glasses of wine for them before leaving the office.


    "Take a look at these first," Charles handed Arianna Huffington the information about the News Corporation phone hacking scandal.


    Arianna Huffington took a sip of wine and flipped through the documents, growing more shocked with each page...


    "These, Charles, you..."


    Charles was nonchalant. "I had someone spend a few months collecting these!"


    "Were you involved in this British election?" Arianna Huffington asked.


    Charles shook his head. "Not really, just anonymously sent some information to conservative forces in Britain."


    "These materials will only bring some criticism to News Corporation, but won't deal them a significant blow. They'll definitely reach an agreement with the government," Arianna Huffington quickly analyzed.


    "News Corporation is deeply rooted, they won't go down easily," Charles smiled.


    "I just want The Times. Otherwise, I won't let News Corporation land safely!"


    "The Times?" Arianna Huffington looked at Charles. The Times, apart from Sky TV, was News Corporation's biggest political propaganda tool in the UK. They had owned it since the 1980s.


    News Corporation owned not just The Times, but also the News of the World and The Sun, among others; Moreover, News Corporation was a shareholder in Trinity Mirror Group, the largest newspaper group in the UK, influencing 40% of the UK newspaper industry. News Corporation was very powerful.


    "Yes, The Times' status in the UK is comparable to The New York Times in the US. Capet Global needs a more significant presence in the UK!"


    Charles's intention was clear; he wanted to know if these materials could help acquire The Times from News Corporation.


    Arianna Huffington thought for a moment, "Once the phone hacking scandal breaks out, the impact will be significant. But as an established media group, they will definitely try to get along with the current government. At that point, News Corporation will pay a certain price to make peace with the government, but based on the content of this information, the biggest issue lies with the News of the World! They need to feel direct pain; otherwise, it's tough to bite off The Times!"


    "Direct pain?" Charles stroked his chin. "When the phone hacking scandal breaks, News Corporation's stock will surely fall. We should short it first. Besides, I never planned to use my own money to buy The Times!"


    Arianna Huffington was stunned, "Are you declaring war on News Corporation?"


    Charles shook his head, smiled, "Hey, everything in business is fair competition. I'm sure I won't be the only one at that time. Moreover, with such good stuff in hand, if Rupert Murdoch doesn't obediently hand over The Times, I might just play a bigger game!"


    If Charles started shorting News Corporation before the scandal broke and then actively triggered the scandal, it could indeed maximize benefits.


    However, it wouldn't be a war; it would be a life-or-death struggle with News Corporation. Charles would also have to face investigations from all sides!


    "Charles, you can't mess around. Never underestimate the government's control. You must cooperate with the British government," Arianna Huffington quickly warned Charles.


    "News Corporation's roots in the UK are not something you can compete with. When they pay the price and reconcile with the government, they'll surely target you with full force!"


    Charles pouted, "I understand. I'm just saying. Anyway, I'll just fan the flames from behind. Even if I short them, it'll be after the media reports the phone hacking."


    Desperate people do desperate things; Charles understood that well.


    At night, Charles and Liu Yifei returned to the high-rise penthouse of the Capet Building from Lincoln Center, overlooking Central Park by the window.


    "Nice view, huh?" Charles hugged the lady in the evening gown from behind, his right hand slipped into her collar, caressing the softness.


    "Yeah, the scenery is great. The location here is fantastic," Liu Yifei pressed her back tightly against Charles's chest.


    "Manhattan's night view is beautiful!"


    "No, Manhattan's night view is nothing compared to the beauty in front of me," Charles said, lowering his head to kiss the lady...


  




  Chapter 599: NCAA Broadcast Contract


  

    In the early morning, Charles Capet woke up on the bed with Liu Yifei in his arms, feeling refreshed.


    "Hmmm, what time is it?" The drowsy girl asked upon waking up.


    "It's still early, it's just morning," Charles said, squeezing her chest. "Are you really going back?"


    "Yes, it's been a week. I need to go back!" Liu Yifei said, giving Charles a kiss on the cheek.


    "Alright," Charles replied and began kissing her chest.


    "Ah..."


    In the afternoon, after having lunch, Charles drove Liu Yifei to Kennedy International Airport.


    The end of the summer box office season was a mix of joy and sorrow for Hollywood film companies, but Capet Pictures had done well for sure.


    In downtown Manhattan, in Charles' villa by the Hudson River, Emily Blunt sat on Charles' lap, enjoying a Community Shield match between Chelsea and Arsenal they had attended the night before.


    "3-1, Arsenal made over a hundred million euros from selling players, and they're still this strong?" Emily Blunt was quite surprised.


    "Chelsea, huh," Charles shook his head with a smile. "The Premier League needs to realize the terrifying strength of Arsenal. Neymar is playing well, and that guy Van Persie is not bad either!"


    "It's good we won. It was worth pulling me up in the morning to watch the match," Charles said, kissing the girl on her neck.


    Emily blew on Charles' ear. "It was part of my wake-up service!"


    "At the end of the month, don't you have to go to the Venice Film Festival to promote Black Swan?" Charles asked.


    Emily nodded. "We also attended the Tribeca Film Festival in New York earlier. Black Swan has been nominated for the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival!"


    "New York sure has film festivals all year long," Charles grumbled.


    New York had a lot of film festivals, including the Tribeca Film Festival, the New York Underground Film Festival, the New Directors/New Films Festival, the LGBTQ+ Film Festival, the New York International Film Festival, the New York Asian Film Festival, and the Manhattan Short Film Festival, to name a few.


    However, the truly important ones were only the Tribeca Film Festival in April and the New York International Film Festival between September and October.


    "This year, the movies I starred in, The Wolfman and The Adjustment Bureau, both flopped at the box office and with critics. Luckily, Sherlock Holmes, which came out in June, was a success. But my role was small, though I do hope Black Swan wins an award since I'm a supporting character in it!"


    Emily was glad to have Charles' support. Otherwise, it would have been a tough time. As for the other movie, Gulliver's Travels, it had been postponed to Christmas.


    "Sherlock Holmes made 200 million dollars at the North American box office, and even more overseas, making a total global box office of more than 500 millions. It was a huge success," Charles said, resting his hand on the girl's thigh. "Black Swan has good reviews and will definitely do well!"


    "Charles, everyone has high hopes for Capet Illumination Studio. Despicable Me was phenomenal," Emily brought up the animation market.


    "The animation market, huh. Now all the Big Six have their own 3D animation studios," Charles planned to incorporate Universal Animation into Capet Illumination Studio to enhance production capacity.


    The only ones falling behind were Sony Animation and Warner Bros. Animation. However, since 2006, Sony Animation had released four 3D animated features: Monster House, Open Season, Surf's Up, and Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs.


    Warner Bros. had released The Polar Express and Happy Feet.


    "Disney is still the strongest, combined with Pixar's creativity, you have to respect that," Charles admitted that Disney's dominance in the animation market was undeniable.


    "Okay, I need to go meet with Time Warner's chairman, Jeff Bewkes, today. I should get ready now," Charles said, standing up from the sofa.


    Arsenal winning the Community Shield was only a small matter. The Premier League was starting the next week, and the European Super Cup against Atletico Madrid at the end of the month was something to watch.


    Since 1998, the European Super Cup had always been held at Monaco's Stade Louis II. Starting in 2013, each edition would be held in different venues.


    ...


    In the afternoon, at The Plaza Hotel in Midtown Manhattan, Charles and Jeff Bewkes, the chairman and CEO of Time Warner, discussed the broadcast rights of the NCAA's March Madness.


    The NCAA basketball tournament, held annually in March, features 68 teams competing in a single-elimination format to win the championship. It's also known as March Madness.


    March Madness is the grandest event in American basketball, and even the NBA stays clear of it!


    "Charles, is NBC planning something big this time?" Jeff Bewkes asked with a smile, sipping on his coffee.


    Charles Capet proposed that Time Warner and Capet Pictures join forces to secure the broadcast rights for March Madness.


    Capet Pictures had NBC Sports, and Time Warner had TNT, both being competitors in sports broadcasting.


    "CBS, ESPN, Fox, these are the only ones capable of competing. I know TNT has been aggressively acquiring sports broadcast rights recently, and I'm optimistic about sports entertainment," Charles said with a smile. "I think our combined effort can outdo the competition!"


    Jeff Bewkes had to agree. In terms of capital, Capet Pictures and Time Warner were the strongest contenders.


    "The price is going to be high," Jeff Bewkes reminded.


    "High? How high could it be?" Charles asked sharply. "NBC is determined to win this. I'm thinking of signing a contract for more than ten years, a deal worth over ten billion dollars!"


    "Ten billion dollars?" Jeff Bewkes wasn't too surprised, as Time Warner's board was also looking to sign a long-term contract and was considering partnering with other TV stations to secure the March Madness broadcast rights.


    Among the major TV stations, NBC Sports could only suppress CBS Sports; ESPN under ABC was undeniably the absolute leader, and TNT under Time Warner, along with Fox Sports under News Corporation, both had higher viewership than NBC Sports.


    Charles could tolerate ESPN's dominance, but competing against TNT and Fox was essential.


  




  Chapter 600: Katniss?


  

    In Rockefeller Center, the New York headquarters of NBC, Charles Capet was meeting with Dick Ebersol, president of NBC Sports, and Phil Griffin, chairman of NBC Television Group.


    "I talked to Jeff Bewkes. We've secured the March Madness broadcasting contract together," said Charles.


    "A minimum of 14 years, with the contract potentially exceeding $10 billion. With Time Warner and Capet Pictures' robust capital, even ESPN with other broadcasters can hardly compete with us!"


    "A $10 billion contract?" Dick Ebersol was the first to be shocked. He definitely wanted the March Madness broadcast, but he didn't expect such a bold move.


    Phil Griffin, who replaced Jeff Zucker, was steering Charles in a direction focused on entertainment and popular appeal, with ratings being paramount.


    Spending on quality content yielded better returns than a dozen cheap productions.


    "March Madness's influence is huge. This is definitely our chance to capture the market. NBC can cover it comprehensively," said Phil Griffin, agreeing with the idea of broadcasting such a major event.


    Charles nodded. "Bid well with Time Warner!"


    ...


    That evening, at a private club on Broadway Avenue near Times Square, Charles appeared with Blake Lively, who was promoting Gossip Girl: Season 4, to watch Lady Gaga's performance.


    Lady Gaga was truly blowing up worldwide, rivaling the popularity of Adele and Taylor Swift.


    "Lady Gaga's style is really unexpected," Charles said, sitting on the sofa and watching Lady Gaga on stage. Her unique outfit certainly caught everyone's eye.


    Blake Lively smiled. "Her style is indeed avant-garde and bold."


    As a fashion darling, Blake Lively's outfits always attracted a large following.


    "It's great," Charles didn't mind. After all, Lady Gaga was a Capet Records artist, and the more popular she became, the more valuable she was.


    "The Green Lantern filming is done, right?" Charles asked, touching her leg.


    "Just wrapped up. It started filming back in March," said Blake Lively, the leading actress in The Green Lantern, reminding him, "The production cost for The Green Lantern reached $200 million for various reasons."


    "Ha, it's Warner Bros.' DC Entertainment blockbuster for next summer," Charles laughed, "but Universal is releasing The Avengers next summer!"


    To compete with The Green Lantern, wasn't Warner Bros. underestimating Capet Pictures?


    "The Avengers!" Blake Lively's heart sank. This might end badly. She looked at Charles worriedly and whispered, "Charles, will my career be heavily affected if this blockbuster fails?"


    Charles smiled, pulling her into his arms and kissing her a few times. "The Green Lantern is still a $200 million blockbuster. Even if it fails, it will still have some influence. Plus, you're the leading actress, shining with beauty in the film. You won't be blamed for the film's failure!"


    Blake Lively stuck out her tongue. "Now the superhero movies from Marvel are really popular. Only DC's Batman can compete."


    Charles took a sip of his drink, feeling a bit satisfied. Warner Bros. seemed to have only Christopher Nolan's Batman that could compete. This year's DC movie Jonah Hex didn't do well. Megan Fox, though, was as sexy as ever.


    "Don't worry. You're my girl. How could I let you suffer?" Charles said, squeezing her waist. "Have you heard of The Hunger Games novel?"


    Blake Lively shook her head, but her eyes lit up. "I'll buy it tomorrow," she said, realizing it must be an upcoming project for Capet Pictures.


    Charles continued, "The Hunger Games has been topping The New York Times bestseller list for a long time. Its influence is no less than Twilight. Capet Pictures secured the adaptation rights early on. The first book came out in 2008, Catching Fire in 2009, and Mockingjay this year. Capet Pictures will start adapting it soon, with the first release set for 2012."


    Blake Lively stared at Charles attentively.


    "Read the novel carefully. I have faith in you for the lead role. Your popularity from Gossip Girl fits well," Charles whispered in her ear. "You'll have more influence than Kristen Stewart."


    Kristen Stewart's role in Twilight brought her both fame and fortune. In 2009, she was the 17th ranked actress under 30 by Entertainment Weekly; this year, she ranked 66th on the Forbes Celebrity 100, and 10th on the Hollywood actress wealth list, all thanks to Twilight's massive popularity, leading to countless ads, endorsements, and film offers.


    "Charles, let's go back!" Blake Lively wrapped her arms around Charles' neck, eager with thoughts of The Hunger Games. She could only express her excitement in the most primal way.


    Charles nodded and took Blake Lively back to his Upper East Side villa.


    As soon as they entered the living room, Blake Lively kissed him passionately. They soon found themselves on the sofa.


    Blake Lively straddled Charles, unbuttoning his shirt. "I just looked up The Hunger Games novel in the car. It's really popular," she said. "It's a female-driven film with lots of action scenes. I need to learn archery!"


    Charles, lying on the sofa, groped her chest. "Would I lie to you? I have high expectations for this film series."


    "Mhm," murmured Blake Lively, as she kissed Charles' chest and then got lost in the moment. She soon transformed into a medieval knight as Charles sighed in pleasure...


  




  Chapter 601: James Bond 23


  

    The extravagance of New York was not any less than that of Los Angeles. After all, the financial circle's wallowing in luxury was quite similar to the entertainment circle's indulgence in pleasure.


    After NBC and TNT joined hands to compete for NCAA's March Madness broadcast rights, it shocked ESPN and other sports broadcasters!


    At the same time, Jeff Bewkes from Time Warner, when talking about the collaboration with Capet Pictures, was asked about his views on Capet Pictures' streaming platform, Netflix.


    Facing the New York Times' inquiry, Jeff Bewkes made his famous remark:


    "Netflix? I don't think Netflix will have any impact on us. Worrying about Netflix posing a threat is like worrying about the Albanian army taking over the world."


    This year, Time Warner also launched its own streaming platform, HBO Go, but Time Warner didn't take it seriously. They couldn't even integrate their resources internally.


    Compared to Charles' emphasis on Netflix, it was night and day. Netflix had already integrated Capet Pictures' resources and was advancing in computer, mobile, and tablet technology innovations.


    The biggest hurdles for the development of streaming media were only twofold: narrow bandwidth causing unsmooth playback and insufficient screen resolution leading to low-quality playback.


    However, Charles felt more at ease upon hearing Jeff Bewkes' words. Netflix could continue to improve its streaming technology.


    In the future, Charles wanted to bring Netflix into sports broadcasting. NBC's content library would be a great help for Netflix by then!


    ...


    At the Manhattan Club Hotel, Charles attended a charity dinner with Emily Blunt because Blake Lively was busy promoting Gossip Girl Season 4.


    British beauty Emily Blunt wasn't too busy lately.


    On the hotel sofa, Comcast's Vice Chairman Steve Burke, who was also the current Chairman and CEO of MGM Studios, was chatting with Charles about Hollywood.


    "Who would have thought, Capet's take on 3D animation could be so successful," Steve Burke said, raising his glass to clink with Charles.


    Charles smiled, "It's just traditional 3D animation. Both Disney and DreamWorks Animation released their stereoscopic 3D animations in the past two years!"


    The new stereoscopic 3D animation required special glasses to enjoy, similar to the difference between 2D and 3D movies.


    "Steve, MGM is now co-developing The Hobbit with Warner Bros., and working with us on Skyfall. These are top Hollywood IPs. I'm confident MGM can regain its glory under Comcast's leadership!"


    Charles took a sip of his drink with a smile.


    Steve Burke shook his head and smiled, "Hollywood's biggest asset is you, Charles Capet. Nowadays, which movie company dares to boast in front of Capet Pictures?"


    "Sony Columbia couldn't get the distribution rights for the Bond series this time, and there have been quite a few complaints," Steve Burke said with a laugh.


    "Heh, Sony's been in decline since 2007, and Howard Stringer's reforms don't seem to be very effective," Charles shook his head.


    "The shrinking electronic consumer business, if not for the offsetting from film, music, and entertainment, Sony might be in even more distress."


    Sony was listed on over 18 stock exchanges in more than ten countries worldwide, with a high degree of internationalization.


    With a complete electronic manufacturing industry chain and technology in semiconductors and batteries, it could bounce back quickly if given the chance.


    Now Sony's electronics were shrinking, but its entertainment business wasn't bad. Sony Columbia Pictures and Sony Music had achieved results.


    At this point, if Charles did not target Sony, he wouldn't forgive himself. Preserving Michael Jackson's half ownership of the Sony ATV music catalog and snatching the distribution rights for the Bond series were Charles' ways to counter Sony.


    "Economic development is making the entertainment industry's market value grow larger. Each company wants to seize a bigger market share," Steve Burke said with a smile. "Comcast doesn't just want to treat MGM as a simple content provider."


    Charles's heart was filled with disdain, but his face remained smiling, "MGM also wants to regain its position as an international distributor?"


    Steve Burke responded, "MGM has that legacy, doesn't it?"


    Charles nodded, "Indeed, as long as there's a steady flow of funding and projects, rebuilding MGM's international distribution channels isn't difficult."


    The question is, will Comcast really be willing to make that kind of investment?


    Skyfall's international distribution rights belonged to Capet Pictures, but in the North American market, MGM and Universal co-distributed it to reduce financial inputs. And they still dared to talk about reconstructing international distribution networks?


    "Charles, no one in Hollywood is more professional than you in movies. You must pay attention to the Skyfall project!"


    Charles smiled, "The Bond series is the Broccoli family's private plot. I can only make suggestions."


    Barbara Broccoli and Michael G. Wilson, this sibling pair, would not allow others to touch the production rights of the Bond series. MGM and United Artists only had the distribution rights - the production rights have always been in the Broccoli family's company, Danjaq LLP.


    Steve Burke shrugged, "Then we can only hope the Bond series continues to shine."


    After chatting with Steve Burke, Charles took Emily Blunt back to Capet Tower.


    "When will Skyfall start filming?" Charles called Phyllis Jones to inquire about the details.


    "By late October or early November. Barbara Broccoli has already announced the plans at the 007 stage at Pinewood Studios in London. Moreover, Gal Gadot, director Sam Mendes, lead actors Daniel Craig, Javier Bardem, and Ralph Fiennes all attended Skyfall's press release in the UK."


    "Okay, got it," Charles hung up the phone.


    "Skyfall is the 23rd Bond film, right?" Emily Blunt walked over, giving Charles a kiss on the cheek, and sat down on the sofa.


    "Sam Mendes and Kate Winslet just announced their divorce!"


    Charles smiled, pulled the lady onto his lap, and kissed her, "You still pay attention to gossip news?"


    "Because I know Kate Winslet," Emily Blunt smiled and then proactively kissed Charles.


  




  Chapter 602: Follow the Rules


  

    "Universal Studios Singapore? Let Steve go check it out," Charles sat in his office at Capet Pictures, listening to Phyllis Jones' work report.


    Universal Studios Singapore was part of the Resorts World Sentosa and had opened to visitors in March that year.


    "Sentosa has a casino, and Universal Studios built there? What was GE thinking?" Charles shrugged. He was never interested in Universal Studios Singapore and didn't plan to waste his time inspecting the place.


    Sentosa's parent company was Genting Singapore. Genting Group, registered in Malaysia, had four main subsidiaries: Genting Malaysia, Genting Singapore, Genting Plantations, and Genting Hong Kong (formerly Star Cruises) which was renamed last year.


    "Boss, Singapore issued two casino licenses this year. The most expensive casino, Marina Bay Sands Resort, opened in June," Phyllis Jones reminded him.


    Charles didn't care about casinos; he was more concerned with the influence of Universal Studios and tourists' reactions.


    "Orlando's Universal Studios welcomed 3.3 million visitors within a month of opening The Wizarding World of Harry Potter," Charles leaned back in his chair, "Now that's good news."


    "How's Shanghai doing?" Charles inquired about the Shanghai Universal Studios Resort project.


    Phyllis Jones replied, "Shanghai is hosting the Expo right now. Construction will start after the Expo ends in November."


    "Has the design for the Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal Studios Osaka started?"


    "It has, but with some additional elements," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "Remind them to be firm with Warner Bros. I don't want any more of JK Rowling's bland design ideas," Charles frowned.


    "For Shanghai Universal Studios, there's no need to include Harry Potter; they prefer Marvel and Transformers IPs. As for Shanghai, we should combine Capet Pictures' own IPs with Chinese culture, taking into account local insights. Shanghai is like a blank canvas, perfect for creativity! I want record-breaking visitor numbers, massive product sales, and impressive financial statements. That's all I care about."


    Phyllis Jones nodded then left the office.


    Charles massaged his temples. The economic survey report from the EU and Eurozone lay on his desk. Analysis of the first two quarters showed an economic growth rate of 1% this year for both the EU and the Eurozone!


    "Is the EU economy recovering slowly?" Charles had over 500 million euros in cash; he wasn't going to let it sit idle in the bank.


    However, compared to Southern Europe, Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece, and Spain were the worst hit by the Euro debt crisis.


    Economic recovery wasn't going to be easy.


    "Looks like a trip to Europe is necessary. I need to strengthen my investment portfolio there," Charles felt he had been too focused on Asia.


    But the economic rise of Asia post-millennium was also a golden opportunity.


    ...


    Two days later, Charles flew from New York to London, just missing the first round of the Premier League, where Liverpool lost 1-2 to Arsenal at home.


    In London, at the Colney Training Centre in Hertfordshire, Charles asked about the Liverpool acquisition.


    David Dein laughed, "John Henry from New England Sports Ventures has put together a purchase team, but Tom Hicks and George Gillett are unhappy with the price. And Liverpool's current situation is dismal, with debts of millions of pounds. Last year, they were mid-table and didn't make it to European competitions. Once they can't pay off the debt, Liverpool will face bankruptcy."


    Charles stroked his chin, "I remember John Henry asked me for advice on running a Premier League team."


    "It should be soon. John Henry is quite decisive. There might be a new club owner in the Premier League soon!"


    Arsenal's recent success was irreplicable, thanks to Charles' visionary foresight.


    Two league titles, one FIFA Cup, three Community Shield trophies, a Champions League title, and one League Cup!


    "This year, winning the Champions League has greatly boosted Arsenal's commercial value. We've added significant brand fees. Front shirt sponsorship, stadium naming rights, jersey sales, league and Champions League revenue, partnership fees, matchday income, sale of players - Arsenal is truly thriving!"


    David Dein was ecstatic. With excellent results and successful commercial development, surpassing Manchester United was within reach.


    "Well, in business, you Americans are top-notch," David Dein finally sighed.


    Charles laughed, "That's because the Premier League's commercial development is so strong, attracting global capital."


    But Charles knew the Premier League should thank Roman Abramovich for its financial football boom.


    "Alright, I'll be in Europe for a while, planning to watch the Super Cup match between Monaco and Atletico Madrid," Charles stood up, knowing he'd likely visit Germany and France as well.


    The Big Three in Europe - Germany, the UK, and France - had formidable economies!


    ...


    That evening, back at his luxurious Hampstead villa, Gal Gadot was waiting for Charles in London.


    "Babe, has Fast & Furious 5 finished filming?" Charles asked, holding her and kissing her on the couch.


    "Hehe, not yet, but only some indoor scenes are left to shoot at Pinewood Studios in London," Gal Gadot laughed, responding to his kisses.


    "Skyfall will start shooting in London too, so you'll be in London for a while," Charles leaned back on the couch. "Being a Bond girl will boost your influence!"


    Whether it was Fast & Furious or the upcoming Captain America, Gal Gadot's performance was just average and not outstanding.


    "I know, I auditioned for a Bond girl role before but didn't get it," Gal Gadot's performance in Fast & Furious 4 hadn't won her many opportunities.


    "Well, let's go take a bath together..." Charles said, stroking her face.


  




  Chapter 603: The Eclipse Yacht


  

    In the bathroom, steam filled the air. Gal Gadot was pressed tightly against the glass wall, occasionally turning back to kiss Charles Capet, who was behind her.


    "Darling," Gal Gadot screamed as her body was turned around, and then she knelt down...


    Shortly after, Charles trembled, and his hand on the woman's head relaxed, "Phew..."


    Then, Gal Gadot went to the sink to rinse her mouth, and Charles walked over, wrapped his arms around her from behind, and whispered, "That was amazing!"


    Gal Gadot leaned into Charles' embrace, "Darling, you're always so good. I felt like I saw God, Jehovah, just now."


    Charles smiled and gently squeezed her softness, "Does that mean I saw Jesus Christ?"


    Gal Gadot was Jewish, worshipping God Jehovah, while Charles was Catholic...


    ...


    As an important member of the EU, the UK was not in the Eurozone, but its economic significance could not be ignored; it was a crucial force in Europe!


    The next day, Charles met with the current Mayor of London, Boris Johnson, at a restaurant by the Thames in London's West End.


    As a Conservative Party mayor, Boris Johnson taking this position from the Labour Party was no small feat!


    "Charles, you know, I was born in New York, but I'm British," the blonde, messy-haired Boris Johnson was quite the star mayor of London at the time.


    "Boris Bikes" made quite a splash in the entertainment news.


    "Of course, I'm also a football fan. Arsenal bringing back the long-lost Champions League trophy to London was definitely thanks to you!"


    Charles looked at Boris Johnson, who would become the next Prime Minister of the UK, and a significant figure in the Conservative Party.


    "Mr. Mayor, since Arsenal is my team now, striving for the club's championship is my duty," Charles smiled. Although he didn't know Boris Johnson well, this was an opportunity he couldn't miss.


    He added, "London's rapid recovery from the economic crisis in recent years is also thanks to Mayor Johnson's efforts!"


    Boris Johnson took a sip of tea, "As an international financial center, London's development is inseparable from international finance and trade..."


    ...


    That evening, Charles took Gal Gadot to a yacht party hosted by Chelsea owner Roman Abramovich.


    On the Thames, at St. Katharine Docks, the massive luxury private yacht Eclipse was anchored in the harbor.


    "Wow, it's so big," Gal Gadot exclaimed.


    Charles was also amazed, "Indeed, it's currently the largest private yacht in the world. It's incredibly grand!"


    "It's over 500 feet long, right?" Gal Gadot and Charles arrived by helicopter since the yacht, anchored in the harbor's lake, was too large to dock at the pier.


    "556 feet long and 71 feet wide. It was just delivered this year," Charles reminded with a smile, noting that its construction took four years and cost 200 million pounds!


    When the helicopter landed on the yacht's helipad, Roman Abramovich and his girlfriend Dasha Zhukova welcomed Charles.


    "Welcome, Charles!"


    "Roman, long time no see," Charles shook hands with Roman Abramovich, "This yacht is amazing!"


    "Come on, let's have a drink first. It's built by the German company, Blohm+Voss. It took four years on and off to be completed, and last midyear it began sea trials," Roman Abramovich said, shaking his head. "It was only delivered in May this year, and I took a trip to Africa to watch the World Cup!"


    The Eclipse had nine decks, not only was it grand and beautiful, but the interiors were also extremely luxurious.


    "This year Chelsea won the Premier League; congratulations," Charles said as they sat in the lounge.


    "But Arsenal's Champions League win is truly enviable," Roman Abramovich really wanted the Champions League trophy!


    Charles took a sip of wine and smiled, "Chelsea will have its chance."


    This year, Chelsea and England's dual captain John Terry was involved in a scandal, stepping down as the national team's captain while remaining the club captain.


    "Arsenal's lineup is really formidable!"


    Roman Abramovich was known for spending generously at Chelsea, attempting to buy several Arsenal players only to be rejected.


    "Roman, you're not eyeing any of my players, are you? They're not for sale," Charles immediately grew wary at Roman Abramovich's words.


    David Sanchez, Barcelona offered 50 million Euros for him.


    Chelsea was one of Arsenal's most important rivals in the league, selling to La Liga would be much better!


    Roman Abramovich laughed, "I'm more interested in top forwards..."


    Charles was taken aback, realizing this guy was probably planning to buy Liverpool's Torres, as Liverpool didn't even qualify for the Europa League that season.


    "Come on, some other friends from London are waiting downstairs," Roman Abramovich said, leading Charles to the banquet hall below.


    ...


    That night, Charles and Gal Gadot returned directly to their Knightsbridge villa near Hyde Park.


    "Mr. Roman Abramovich's yacht is truly beautiful," Gal Gadot said while lying on top of Charles in bed, thinking back to Dasha Zhukova showing her around, she was greatly impressed.


    "Jewish people sure know how to do business," Charles rubbed the woman's back, thinking that the Eclipse was indeed a magnificent yacht. He felt he should have such a grand luxury yacht as well.


    Moreover, Roman Abramovich was an oligarch, truly knowing how to enjoy life, the Russian power-holder was no easy character. Roman Abramovich had his reasons for staying in London for so long, a Russian trying to join London's high society wasn't easy!


    Gal Gadot smiled, kissed Charles' chest a few times, and lovingly caressed his abs, "Charles, would you like to visit Israel?"


    "Israel, don't worry, I'll take you to Tel Aviv for a vacation sometime," Charles said, kissing the woman.


    "By the way, Fast & Furious 5 might need to shoot at Universal Studios in Los Angeles for another week," Gal Gadot reminded while lying on Charles, responding to his kisses.


    "No biggie, I have to leave the UK for France and Germany in a few days too," Charles relaxed, enjoying the woman's kisses.


  




  Chapter 604: London's Real Estate


  

    The City of London, HSBC Tower, as a property investment by Capet Real Estate, was co-acquired with the National Pension Service of Korea, but apart from Arsenal in the UK, this was Charles' largest asset.


    In the HSBC Tower office, Jack Swank, who was responsible for managing Capet Real Estate investments, was suggesting to Charles to join in on the commercial real estate investment in London.


    "Since March this year, the stock price of listed real estate groups has been rebounding, and London's status determines that it can attract global capital. Foreign capital loves investing in real estate, and the 2012 London Olympics will be a financial and real estate opportunity!"


    Jack Swank's eyes were shining. As a member of Capet Capital Investment Advisors, he was mainly responsible for the real estate portfolio market. Charles leaned back in his chair, tapping on the table.


    Certainly, Charles was aware of the development of the London real estate market, but he hoped to invest in public utilities and energy industries like water, electricity, natural gas, and oil resources.


    However, these investments not only required large capital but also had slow returns and mostly involved dealings with the government.


    "Charles, the UK's current fiscal deficit is the worst since World War II, and it's the first time since then they've had a coalition government. 


    Prime Minister David Cameron, the Conservative Party leader, and Deputy Prime Minister, Liberal Democrat leader Nick Clegg are governing the UK together, and the most important task now is to revive the economy.


    The UK won't join the Eurozone and will maintain the independence of the pound. Attracting foreign capital has always been a key method for London. The future of the London real estate market is certainly promising!"


    Listening to Jack Swank's points, Charles found it hard to argue. Indeed, the London real estate industry would rapidly develop in the next ten years.


    "Have you found the partners?" Charles asked.


    "Carlyle Group and Blackstone; the commercial old street in the West End," Jack Swank quickly responded. "Shopping malls, shops, office buildings, and parking lots near Fleet Street..."


    "I will have Lily Ying allocate 200 million pounds into real estate investment," Charles had around 500 million Euros in cash. 200 million pounds was roughly the same in Euros.


    At noon, after leaving the HSBC Tower, Charles gave Lily Ying a call.


    "London's real estate industry has always been attractive to foreign capital. The unique commercial environment makes the entire London like an offshore center. You know, my forte is financialization and hedge funds. If you have other investment needs, diversification is also good!"


    Charles smiled, "The UK has colonized the world for over a century, it's deeply rooted."


    Lily Ying laughed on the other end, "Haha, so now you can invest in industries you like in Europe. Didn't owning Arsenal in the Premier League bring you both fame and fortune? If someone offers 1 billion pounds, would you sell Arsenal and the Emirates Stadium?"


    "Hmm, definitely not. I originally spent around 600 million pounds myself, and now Arsenal is a European giant, the profits are immense."


    "By the way, recently, I've been preparing to acquire the Italian luxury brand Prada!"


    "Prada? I heard Prada hasn't been doing well. Do you need my help?" Charles had made more money with Lily Ying's help than he could spend in a lifetime.


    "No need for that. Recently, some capital sought out Guangying Capital for collaboration. You know I'm somewhat renowned in Europe," Lily Ying modestly said on the phone.


    "Well, just let me know if you need money. Your name is quite well-known in international finance. You could completely take control of Prada." Charles suggested.


    "Hmm, I'll consider it..."


    Lily Ying seemed determined to prepare for the acquisition of Prada. Prada's situation wasn't good; they had sought out Carlyle Group in the US for a buyer last year. 


    ...


    In the evening in London, at the Isabella Club, Charles was chatting with John Henry from New England Sports Ventures.


    "How's it going? Are there still obstacles to the acquisition of Liverpool?" Charles asked.


    John Henry nodded, "Tom Hicks and George Gillett don't want to sell; they hope for more returns."


    "But I heard Liverpool's financial situation isn't great, and the repayment period for loans from the Royal Bank of Scotland should be coming up soon. If they don't solve the problem, do they expect the league to take over Liverpool? Isn't the board afraid of relegation or penalties against Liverpool?" Charles said calmly.


    "Of course they are. The board agreed to sell, but Tom Hicks and George Gillett appealed against the transaction. Once the court ruling comes out, it should be settled. I think the league doesn't want Liverpool to be dragged into a mess by Tom Hicks and George Gillett either!"


    "I see," Charles hadn't really been following the Liverpool acquisition much, only noticing it since he came to London.


    He didn't expect Tom Hicks and George Gillett to sue New England Sports Ventures and the Liverpool board over the transaction!


    Then, Charles discreetly glanced at John Henry. Chelsea had been eyeing Liverpool's star striker Fernando Torres; And Uruguayan forward Luis Suarez was Arsenal's captain. How would John Henry revive Liverpool after the acquisition?


    Manchester United hadn't won anything in two years since their 2008 Champions League win. Looks like his American friends weren't having an easy time either!


  




  Chapter 605: Custom-Made Super Yacht


  

    In the second round of the English Premier League, Arsenal faced Blackpool at the Emirates Stadium. This season marked Blackpool's first entry into the Premier League.


    With such disparity in strength, Arsenal absolutely crushed Blackpool at home with a score of 7-0!


    At the exit of the Emirates Stadium, Charles was surrounded by a group of reporters:


    "What are your expectations for Arsenal this year, Mr. Capet?"


    "Expectations? I only have one expectation for Arsenal, and that is the championship!"


    "Do you think Arsenal can defend their UEFA Champions League title?"


    "Of course! We have the best coach and the best players. We're definitely confident about defending the title!"


    "What do you think about your Premier League rivals, Manchester United and Chelsea?"


    "I think both Manchester United and Chelsea are great teams. Since the Premier League reform in 1992, Manchester United has won 9 league titles in the 18 seasons, making them the most successful team in the Premier League without a doubt. They also won two Champions Leagues. 


    Since Roman bought Chelsea, they have won three league titles. But Arsenal has also won five league titles and one Champions League. Since the Premier League reform, apart from Blackburn winning a league title once, the rest have been taken by Manchester United, Arsenal, and Chelsea.


    Next, Arsenal's goal is definitely to surpass Manchester United and become number one in the Premier League. Whether it's league titles or Champions League titles, we will surpass them!"


    Financial Times: "Arsenal is determined to become number one in the Premier League, surpassing Manchester United!"


    The Guardian: "Arsenal aims to defend their Champions League title!"


    The Mirror: "The 90s saw Manchester United dominate the Premier League; the first decade of the new millennium saw a three-way battle between Arsenal, Manchester United, and Chelsea. The next decade, Arsenal will reign supreme!"


    The Times: "From the 03-04 season to now, Manchester United has only won one league title (06-07) and one Champions League title (07-08) in the last seven seasons!"


    Charles didn't pay much attention to the newspapers' praises; he initially planned to look for investment opportunities in Europe.


    But after seeing Roman Abramovich's yacht The Eclipse, Charles also wanted a giant luxury private yacht. After all, his Star yacht was only a bit over 130 feet long, and the Starlight docked in Hong Kong was less than 90 feet!


    So, he went straight to looking for the top European shipyards for a custom-built giant yacht.


    In Bremen, Germany, at the Luerssen shipyard, Charles chose the shipyard.


    Charles stayed in Bremen for a few days, discussing his requirements for the yacht with the German Luerssen shipyard. The Italian top yacht designer Nuvolari Lenard was responsible for the yacht's appearance and interior design, while the Luerssen shipyard was responsible for the yacht's construction.


    For this custom yacht, Charles asked for a length of around 450 feet with a deck at least five stories high.


    "Boss, are we heading to Monaco? The European Super Cup match between Arsenal and Atletico Madrid is about to start," Amelia reminded Charles of their schedule after returning to the hotel.


    Charles shook his head, "We're going straight back to New York!"


    The broadcasting contract for the March Madness of the NCAA, which NBC and TNT were bidding for, hadn't been finalized. Charles needed to return to take care of it as soon as possible.


    A single Super Cup game couldn't compare to the importance of Capet Universal's business.


    Currently, three parties were competing for the broadcasting rights for the NCAA games: NBC and TNT alliance, ESPN, and the CBS and FOX alliance.


    As the world's largest sports broadcaster, ESPN was 80% owned by Disney and 20% by Hearst Corporation.


    ...


    When Charles returned to New York, it was just the last day of August. Meanwhile, Capet Illumination Studio's first 3D animated feature film, Despicable Me, had grossed more than 200 million in North America and 400 million globally.


    The success of Despicable Me further expanded the influence of Capet Universal, proving that the company had finally entered the massive animation market!


    Midtown Manhattan, Rockefeller Center, NBC offices.


    "ESPN's offer is a 6-year contract worth $3.2 billion."


    "CBS and FOX seem determined, offering an eleven-year contract worth $7.5 billion."


    "Originally, we and TNT proposed a ten-year offer worth $6.8 billion, which the NCAA was tempted by."


    Phil Griffin explained to Charles, knowing that was nearly $700 million for less than a month of games each year.


    "Are CBS and FOX really being that generous?" Charles frowned.


    "What's Time Warner's stance, can they raise their offer?" Charles asked.


    Phil Griffin nodded, "They also want to hear what you think, Charles."


    After thinking for a while, Charles said, "Fourteen years, $10.6 billion. If the NCAA doesn't agree, we'll pull out. First, let Dick Ebersol and TNT discuss this with them."


    Phil Griffin was taken aback, "A $10.6 billion March Madness broadcasting contract would definitely break the NCAA's broadcasting record."


    "A fourteen-year contract means the average annual broadcasting fee exceeds 750 million!" Phil Griffin added.


    ...


    That evening, Charles went to Britney Spears' duplex in SoHo, Manhattan.


    "Did you go to Europe to custom order a super yacht?" Britney's eyes lit up after hearing Charles' words, interrupting her handstand.


    "It'll take a few years to be delivered," lying on the bed, Charles wasn't very excited. Was her handstand a method to get pregnant faster?


    Reflecting on his wealth, he wondered why he was still chasing after money instead of enjoying life to the fullest.


    "I also want to buy a private yacht, something less than 100 feet," Britney said, kissing Charles on the chest. "Any good suggestions?" she asked.


    "Go to European yacht makers. When it comes to yachts, Europe is the best. The ones in the US have poor taste," Charles commented casually. After all, Britney already owned a private jet; a yacht was no big deal.


    In fact, the Star was docked in Los Angeles, and Britney could use it anytime.


    Charles couldn't help but ask, "Don't I already have one docked in Los Angeles?"


    Britney rolled her eyes, "Too many women have been on that one!"


    Quickly, Britney, lying on top of Charles, felt Charles' bodily change, "Forget it, next time bring Megan Fox along, considering you knew her the earliest..."


  




  Chapter 606: Chapter 606


  

    Britney Spears went to New York to record a single, and the 2010 VMAs (Video Music Awards) were just around the corner too. As a performer, Britney needed to rehearse for the event.


    Charles, on the other hand, was focused on the NBC Television Network business. As one of the four major broadcast networks in the United States, NBC had owned stations in New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Washington, Cleveland, Dallas, Denver, and Miami, with 208 affiliated stations nationwide.


    The NBC Television Group, which included USA, SyFy, and Bravo, was an important part of Capet Universal Media.


    "Chris Albrecht has joined Starz as the CEO," Charles said while stroking his chin in the NBC office. Chris Albrecht had been the CEO of HBO before. Why the change?


    As the king of pay cable TV, HBO's performance was undeniable. NBC Group's Bravo was also a pay cable channel and had been packed with Capet Universal's film and television content.


    NBC's overall ratings had shown a significant increase. The British series Sherlock, which was set to air in September, was a collaboration between Capet Television and the BBC.


    Last month, the first season of Sherlock caused a ratings frenzy in the UK.


    Last year's family sitcom Modern Family also achieved good ratings on NBC. For the TV station, ratings meant revenue.


    "Boss, the Venice International Film Festival in Italy has opened. Do you want to take a look?" Phyllis Jones reminded him.


    Charles shook his head. "It doesn't seem like there are any notable movies. Only Sofia Coppola's Somewhere and our Focus Features' Black Swan are of interest."


    "Everything else can be ignored, right?"


    After all, Sofia Coppola had pretty much helped Charles rise, and she had been friends with his mother for years.


    However, her movie Lost in Translation had been both her starting and finishing point, elevating her to a level beyond her abilities.


    "Just focus on promoting Black Swan well!"


    Phyllis Jones nodded. "The Game of Thrones Season 1 crew has started filming in New Zealand. 


    The script for The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1 has been adapted and completed. 


    The Avengers has finished shooting..."


    After hearing Phyllis' report, Charles didn't think there was anything major, as he didn't bother paying attention to minor details.


    "By the way, has The Expendables' North American box office hit a hundred million yet?" Charles stood up and smiled.


    "Not yet, it's at $95 million. It should eventually surpass a hundred million. The overseas market has already exceeded a hundred million dollars," Phyllis Jones quickly responded.


    "Who knew these old guys could still drive box office numbers," Charles stretched and continued.


    "Schedule it. We're heading straight to Sacramento!"


    The California election was just around the corner. He needed to meet gubernatorial candidate Jerry Brown, and Arianna Huffington was also in the capital, Sacramento.


    ...


    Quickly, Charles flew from New York to Sacramento, stayed a day, and then returned to Los Angeles.


    However, Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa was embroiled in a scandal. He was having an affair with a beauty anchor from the Spanish-language TV channel Telemundo.


    Antonio Villaraigosa came from a Mexican immigrant family, was elected as Los Angeles mayor in 2005, and was re-elected.


    Charles was one of his main backers.


    "Damn it, how did this even get out?" Charles was genuinely angry. Villaraigosa was his man.


    And Telemundo was under Capet Universal NBC too!


    At a villa near Ventura, Simi Valley, and Bard Lake, Charles was on the phone with Phyllis Jones discussing Villaraigosa's issue.


    "Telemundo has released a statement. Salinas has been suspended for two months for violating conflict-of-interest guidelines."


    "Alright, make Villaraigosa resolve this mess quickly," Charles wasn't too burdened about sacrificing Villaraigosa's secret lover since Villaraigosa was his political investment.


    As for the lover, it truly wasn't a big deal, consensual after all. But Villaraigosa was cheating while married, which was a political stain.


    They'd have to start looking for the next candidate for Los Angeles mayor soon.


    Soon, Kristen Stewart emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel. "This place really is a dating paradise!"


    Simi Valley, located west of San Fernando Valley, was a relatively large city in Ventura County. It had good security and a quiet location.


    Charles pulled Kristen Stewart into his lap, stroking her thigh, and smiled, "Your popularity is sky-high now. You can easily get recognized!"


    No doubt about the heat brought by the Twilight series, especially the leads, Robert Pattinson and Kristen Stewart.


    "Yeah," Kristen eagerly kissed Charles, soon finding herself pressed onto the sofa by him as her bathrobe slipped to the floor.


    "A few days ago, Blake Lively asked me about my experience playing in Twilight. I heard it was your suggestion?" Kristen asked Charles, who was on top of her.


    "That's right. Capet Universal is developing The Hunger Games novel. Blake Lively is our choice for the female lead," Charles didn't hide it.


    Kristen Stewart grinned and leaned into Charles' ear. "I recently made plans with her!"


    "Didn't you say that the Spanish actress Maria Valverde from Cracks suited you?" Charles asked in confusion.


    "We went on a date, by the way, she's off filming Game of Thrones now," Kristen's wolfish talk seemed quite normal.


    "Oh, you player," Charles said and kissed her again.


    "Yeah," after the kiss, Kristen climbed on top of Charles. "Who's more of a player than you, Charles Capet?" 


    "But your body is fantastic!" Charles chuckled, his hand groping her chest. "How about we invite Blake Lively over right now?"


    Kristen, now excited, didn't care about anything else. "Invite her over..."


  




  Chapter 607: Independent Film Cold Wave


  

    In the morning, at the gate of a villa in Simi Valley, Charles was kissing Kristen Stewart.


    "I'll come over tonight," Charles whispered in the girl's ear, "and I'll bring Blake Lively too!"


    Kristen, wearing a white shirt, yawned and waved, "I'm going back to sleep for a while, see you tonight."


    Charles drove through the San Fernando Valley and arrived in the North Hollywood area near Burbank.


    In a private club in North Hollywood, Charles sat on the sofa in the room. Soon, Phyllis Jones brought in the current Mayor of Los Angeles, Antonio Villaraigosa.


    "Mr. Capet," Antonio Villaraigosa was a bit nervous.


    Charles glanced at him indifferently, "How long will it take to settle this?"


    "About three days, I can convince that woman!"


    Of course, Antonio Villaraigosa knew what Charles was asking about.


    Charles nodded, "Los Angeles operates under a weak mayor system, unlike Chicago or New York with a strong mayor system, where the mayor's importance and power are much higher. You're of Mexican descent and have high public opinion in the Latin American immigrant areas. If you can't move further up, your political career will be over!"


    Antonio Villaraigosa could only nod to show he understood.


    In cities like Los Angeles and Washington D.C., although they are governed by a city council-mayor system, they have a weak mayor system where the mayor's power is not significant, and the city is primarily managed by the city council.


    Unless it's a city like New York or Chicago, where the strong mayor system means the mayor holds significant power, almost like a small-scale presidency!


    Thus, for Charles, Antonio Villaraigosa was just a disposable pawn.


    However, being an elected mayor, he could propose ideas in the city council or oppose some decisions.


    The city council-mayor system is primarily seen in larger cities, while over half of American cities adopt the council-manager system, where the mayor is more of a figurehead, and the city council manages the city like a company, hiring managers to oversee various departments.


    If the public is dissatisfied, they can replace the managers at any time without a vote.


    Antonio Villaraigosa left North Hollywood around noon and returned to the Los Angeles Mayor's office.


    "Boss, are we really going to help him?" Phyllis Jones seemed to hold a low opinion of Antonio Villaraigosa.


    "Hehe, he's useful. Our Spanish channel telendo targets Latin Americans. There are lots of Mexican-Americans in Southern California, and a Mexican-American mayor in Los Angeles can help promote the telendo channel!"


    ...


    After a while, Charles returned to the Capet Pictures' headquarters office in Burbank.


    Donna Langley came to report, "The group's layoff plan is almost complete. About 4,500 people have left Capet Pictures."


    Charles smiled, "It took over ten months, but it's done. However, compared to the massive layoffs at Universal Entertainment's production department, Universal Studios Resort and the Consumer Products division have expanded a lot. In the future, the number of films from Universal will be significantly reduced, and with the further development of the internet, we won't need as many traditional distribution personnel anymore. We can save a lot on costs!"


    The major layoffs at Capet Pictures heavily affected the former Universal Pictures production department and the distribution department of former Capet International Pictures.


    Donna Langley smiled wryly, "Previously, there were many Universal personnel responsible for liaising with independent production companies. Now, with the significant reduction in the number of films, they are no longer needed. Also, canceling our distribution agreements with so many production companies all at once, is it okay?"


    Charles was indifferent, "Maintaining cooperation with independent production companies is nice, but now Universal is not interested in low-budget films. 


    Morgan Creek Productions, Russell Productions, they release three or four low-budget films costing twenty to thirty million dollars each year, and their combined box office doesn't even reach 100 million dollars, they're not of much use!


    The good projects, we need to fight for and find ourselves. It's unnecessary to pursue quantity by casting a wide net for cooperation. Every time we prepare funds, it adds up to a significant expense."


    Regarding this, Charles was interested in Rupert Murdoch's crazy budget system, which was said to be accurate to the cent.


    Capet Pictures began preparing the next year's budget right after Christmas each year because Capet Pictures' fiscal year runs from April of the prior year to April of the current year.


    Universal Pictures, as the main distribution entity, under it Universal Studios takes care of special effects and action blockbusters, Capet Productions handles romance and comedies, Marvel Studios takes care of the Marvel series.


    Focus Features is responsible for the North American distribution of international films and the production and distribution of art films.


    Matrix Pictures handles the production and distribution of thrillers, horror films, and other B-grade movies!


    Both Focus Features and Matrix Pictures have strict budget limitations, and commercial viability is their first consideration.


    It could be said that the reduction in the number of films from Focus Features is a blow to Hollywood's independent films. With Miramax, Focus Features, Fox Searchlight Pictures, and The Weinstein Company all reducing and ceasing production, the impact on the independent film market was too great!


    Donna Langley, being in such a high position, was not a sentimental person. She laughed, "Looks like an independent film cold wave is coming."


    "The cold wave should have been predicted when the DVD market started shrinking," Charles dismissed it. "Disney reducing Miramax productions, Paramount closing Paramount Vantage, Warner Bros. closing Warner Independent, The Weinstein Company ceasing production. Now only Sony Classics, Focus Features, and Fox Searchlight Pictures are still of significant scale!"


    Donna Langley nodded, "Even the Oscars are pursuing commercial reform, let alone films."


    In the evening, Charles drove a Cayenne to West Hollywood to pick up Blake Lively and then headed to Simi Valley.


    "Is Kristen here too?" Blake Lively asked.


    Charles smiled and nodded, "She said she has some experience to teach you!"


    Blake Lively playfully slapped Charles' thigh, "You're so bad..." Then she brushed her long hair and bent forward.


  




  Chapter 608: Chapter 608


  

    At the villa by Mulholland Drive in Malibu, Charles brought Blake Lively back while Kristen Stewart lay comfortably on the couch, drinking beer and smoking a cigarette.


    "So you guys are back already? I thought it would take longer," Kristen Stewart said, looking at them.


    Charles sat next to Kristen Stewart, then hugged and started kissing her. "How long have you been back?" he asked.


    "About half an hour earlier," Kristen Stewart replied and then hugged Blake Lively. "Honey, we meet again!"


    Blake Lively laughed and replied, "Isabella Swan in the movies is so different from how you are now."


    Kristen Stewart expertly lit another cigarette. "Want one? It's just a regular cigarette."


    Blake Lively shook her head and took a sip from the beer placed beside her. 


    "Gossip Girl Season 4 is about to premiere, right?" Kristen Stewart inquired.


    "Yes, next week. Recently, I've been busy with promotion work for the TV channel," Blake Lively said, leaning back on the sofa.


    Charles, sitting on Kristen Stewart's other side, heard that Gossip Girl Season 4 was about to air and casually remarked, "The ratings for Gossip Girl Season 3 last year weren't that great, were they?"


    Gossip Girl was a series produced by Capet Pictures, originally premiered on the CW Channel. Gossip Girl Season 3 had the lowest ratings in the series. Would Gossip Girl Season 4 see a rise in ratings this year?


    "Yeah, last year Gossip Girl Season 3's ratings were indeed not satisfactory, but the CW Channel still ordered Season 4," Blake Lively said. She had become popular through the Gossip Girl series, so shooting more seasons was naturally good for her!


    Kristen Stewart stretched her long legs and placed them on Charles' thighs. "Last year, Syfy channel's The Vampire Diaries didn't do too badly either. Is that also Capet Pictures' work?"


    "Yes," Charles said, rubbing her smooth white thighs. "It was initially planned to air on the CW Channel but got moved to NBC's Syfy Cable Network!"


    The reason for the move? It was because Charles had a disagreement with Sumner Redstone at the time, and the CW Channel was a joint venture between Time Warner and CBS. Why collaborate with them?


    Talking about this, Charles changed his position, sitting between the two women, hugging and touching them...


    ...


    Meanwhile, in an oceanfront villa at Malibu Beach, CBS Chairman Sumner Redstone and News Corp Chairman Rupert Murdoch were sitting on a couch, drinking coffee.


    Sumner Redstone's health had clearly improved recently. "Is it about CBS and Fox collaborating to jointly bid for the NCAA March Madness broadcasting rights?" he asked.


    Rupert Murdoch nodded. "Disney was the first to drop out. Now NBC and TNT are jointly bidding, leaving us with slim chances."


    Sumner Redstone sighed. "Capet Pictures' current focus is on TV channels and Universal Studios' business. Content is king, and they continually introduce high-quality work. NBC's ratings were high last year with the family sitcom Modern Family. Syfy channel's The Vampire Diaries and Bravo's The Walking Dead have attracted a lot of subscribers."


    Rupert Murdoch shook his head, helpless. "Retrieving MSNBC shares and with many moves on their news channels, as for the business and finance channel CNBC, it remains their flagship news channel. Now, Charles has set his sights on NBC Sports, and Capet Capital's CSE company owns several teams."


    "Are their prices very high?" Sumner Redstone asked.


    "NBC and TNT signed a 14-year contract worth more than 10 billion dollars with the NCAA!" Rupert Murdoch naturally wanted Fox to win the broadcasting rights, but they lost.


    "10 billion dollars, no wonder," Sumner Redstone knew that CBS couldn't afford that price. "Capet Pictures' 3D animated feature Despicable Me, with a budget of just 70 million dollars, raised more than 250 million dollars in North American and nearly 550 million global box office revenue, which is even more astounding!"


    Certainly, 20th Century Fox had the renowned Blue Sky Studio, while Paramount only owned the distribution contract for DreamWorks Animation. Compared to 20th Century Fox, Paramount clearly worried about being left further behind.


    Rupert Murdoch frowned. "Capet Pictures entering the animation market isn't good news."


    "We can't do anything," Sumner Redstone became a bit agitated. "Since Capet merged with NBC Universal, Charles has invested heavily in expanding the influence of Universal Studios. Incidentally, the animation market is something that Capet Universal must compete for at all costs!"


    Being one of America's three major television networks, NBC definitely had more depth and influence compared to the newer Fox network. They covered business, entertainment, finance, domestic and international news, sports, and children's channels! Nowadays, Fox News had high ratings, but NBC's development was rapid, especially in TV show ratings.


    Rupert Murdoch glanced at his watch, then stood up, patting Sumner Redstone's shoulder. "Alright, my old friend, it's getting late. You should rest early!"


    "Yes, good night," Sumner Redstone, leaning on his cane, saw Rupert Murdoch out of the living room.


    ...


    Charles, after taking a shower, returned to his room only to find Kristen Stewart, not wearing any clothes, lying atop a naked Blake Lively.


    "This..." Charles was momentarily shocked. He quietly approached the bed and sat down, gently stroking Kristen Stewart's back.


    "Charles," Blake Lively opened her eyes and saw him, pulling his hand over.


    At this moment, Kristen Stewart lay on Blake Lively's chest, kissing her.


    "Should I take another shower and come back?" Charles joked.


    However, it was just a joke; he could not resist any longer and pressed down on her, kissing Kristen Stewart's back...


    The room was filled with a seductive fragrance.


  




  Chapter 609: Persuading George


  

    When Charles Capet was having a great time in Simi Valley with Kristen Stewart and Blake Lively, NBC and TNT together announced that they had secured the broadcasting rights for NCAA March Madness for the next fourteen years with a 10.6-billion-dollar deal.


    This left ESPN, CBS, and Fox staring in disbelief.


    In Beverly Hills, Disney CEO Robert Iger's villa, director Steven Spielberg paid a special visit.


    Ever since DreamWorks signed a film distribution agreement with Disney, Spielberg had already started several collaborative projects with them.


    Firstly, the war drama War Horse, directed by Spielberg himself, had just started filming. Spielberg had specially invited British actor Benedict Cumberbatch, who had gained massive popularity from the British series Sherlock, to guest star as a German officer in War Horse.


    Secondly, Spielberg served as the producer for the film Real Steel, which was adapted from a game, and both films were primarily distributed by Disney.


    "Steven, it seems you've directed two more movies this year," Robert Iger chuckled.


    Steven Spielberg shook his head and replied, "I'll try to direct just one movie from now on. It really is exhausting."


    Earlier this year, Steven Spielberg, along with Peter Jackson, had just co-directed the 3D animated feature The Adventures of Tintin. However, this was a collaboration between DreamWorks and Paramount.


    Adding to his role as producer for Cowboys & Aliens and Real Steel, along with a couple of series, Spielberg was known for his prolific output. He was also willing to put his name on the producer's list for the right price.


    Robert Iger took a sip of his coffee. "Disney's film success this year includes Pixar's Toy Story 3 making a huge impact, and the live-action adaptation Alice in Wonderland achieving massive success."


    "This is indeed something to be happy about," Spielberg nodded in agreement. "It also shows the future path for Disney: live-action adaptations of animated works."


    Spielberg agreed, after all, Alice in Wonderland had grossed over $1 billion worldwide.


    "Unfortunately," Robert Iger continued, "Disney's shortcomings in developing live-action films are still very apparent. This summer's The Sorcerer's Apprentice, developed by Touchstone Pictures, only brought in $60 million domestically, and just $150 million worldwide, with the film's cost being $150 million.


    Additionally, the $200 million Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time brought in $90 million domestically and around $345 million worldwide, but advertising for this film cost $60 million.


    To add to it, the fantasy film A Christmas Carol, released last year, cost $200 million to produce and only grossed $325 million worldwide."


    Robert Iger's point was clear: Disney's losses on live-action films in the past half-year were alarming.


    Otherwise, they wouldn't be rebooting the already concluded Pirates of the Caribbean 4, the production of which had already been completed and was set to be Disney's flagship summer release next year.


    "Robert, trust me, DreamWorks and I will surely bring success to Disney," Spielberg reassured.


    Robert Iger smiled but wasn't convinced internally. He knew how much Spielberg's Amblin Entertainment took from each film.


    Disney valued Spielberg's celebrity status for boosting stock prices. They didn't expect to make money directly from Spielberg, especially with Paramount's recent experiences.


    "I know you're always Hollywood's brightest star, Steven," Robert Iger said after some thought. "This time, I'm hoping you can persuade George Lucas, isn't he thinking about retiring? Disney hopes to inherit George Lucas's legacy and manage Lucasfilm."


    Spielberg understood. Robert Iger wanted him to help convince George Lucas to sell Lucasfilm to Disney.


    It seemed Disney's eagerness for Star Wars was growing stronger.


    "Robert, you should understand," Spielberg hesitated. "If George really retires, he will definitely sell Lucasfilm. But even though Lucasfilm has only produced Indiana Jones 4 in recent years, who can be sure he will actually retire?"


    Robert Iger looked at Spielberg. "George Lucas will only retire if he lets go of Lucasfilm, not the other way around."


    "Got it," Spielberg understood what Robert Iger meant.


    Would George Lucas retire? Yes, but only after finding a successor for Star Wars.


    In other words, as long as Lucasfilm was under George Lucas's management, he wouldn't retire.


    "I've talked with George Lucas several times recently. I can tell he has the intention to retire, just lacks the right opportunity," Robert Iger hoped Spielberg, as a long-time friend of Lucas, could persuade him.


    Disney was not in the best shape, feeling increasing pressure from Capet Universal.


    In live-action production, Disney lagged behind Capet Universal, not to mention Capet Universal holding Marvel Entertainment, which Disney desired.


    Now, the expanding Universal Studios posed a challenge to Disney. The opening of the Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal Orlando was truly impressive.


    The re-purchase of stocks and significant investment in expansion were filling up Universal Studios' slate, and even the once-weak animation market had become unpredictable with Capet Illumination's emergence.


    Then there's the competition between ABC and NBC, with ABC falling behind across the board. Although ESPN and Disney Channel held significant advantages in their respective markets, Charles Capet's focus on TV stations and Universal Studios resorts signaled NBC Sports' major action in the sports market.


    Disney had to consider these moves. Capet Universal was starting to attack Disney's strongholds.


    Disney couldn't remain idle in the film and TV production business, but to compete with Capet Universal's enviable movie IPs, they needed their own series of IPs for security.


    Lucasfilm became Disney's trump card to counter Capet Universal.


  




  Chapter 610: Chapter 610


  

    In the evening, in Los Angeles, West Hollywood, Charles Capet and Kristen Stewart attended a party at the Chateau Marmont Hotel.


    "Hey, that's David Beckham!" Kristen Stewart and Charles sat on the sofa, and they saw the Beckhams in the distance.


    Charles also glanced over. Indeed, it was them.


    "What's next on your schedule?" Charles asked.


    "Running promotions, marketing the film, and filming! Each year I do one Twilight movie, and usually one or two other film projects," Kristen Stewart said, taking a sip of her drink.


    After Twilight Saga: Eclipse premiered in November, they would immediately start filming The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1. Kristen Stewart had to participate in other filming and promotional activities, keeping her schedule quite busy and fulfilling!


    Charles sighed, "A bit of a pity..."


    "Why? Feeling nostalgic these days?" Kristen Stewart leaned over to Charles' ear.


    "Too bad Blake had to go promote Gossip Girl Season 4; otherwise, you could've enjoyed this a bit longer!" she teased.


    Charles chuckled, "You don't like it?"


    "I don't care. Next time, you can find someone else to join in if you want!" Kristen Stewart shrugged.


    Charles nodded, "There will be opportunities."


    Charles quickly thought of the four Hollywood starlets from the magazine earlier: Emma Roberts, Kristen Stewart, Blake Lively, and Amanda Seyfried!


    "Alright, I need to go say hi to some people. Want to head back with me tonight?" Kristen Stewart stood up and asked.


    "Of course, let's go to your place tonight!"


    Kristen Stewart nodded and left. After that, Charles ran into Kate Beckinsale at the party.


    "Charles, congratulations! NBC spent more than 10 billion to secure the broadcasting rights for NCAA. It's all over the papers," Kate Beckinsale said, giving Charles a hug.


    "Has The Green Hornet finished filming?" Charles asked.


    "Last month, it wrapped up. We're in post-production now, and the movie is looking good with plenty of comedic elements," Kate Beckinsale smiled.


    "It's even more fun than Click!" she said.


    Click was a few years old, a comedy starring Adam Sandler and Kate Beckinsale. Although compared to The Green Hornet's action-comedy elements, there were bound to be differences.


    "I thought you went to the Venice Film Festival?" Charles smiled.


    "Lily has come to America, so I've been with her for a few days. I'll head over afterward," Kate Beckinsale mentioned that her daughter, Lily, was now ten years old.


    Charles nodded, "Why not have Lily study in the U.S.? Easier for you to take care of her!"


    "She has many friends in the UK and doesn't want to leave them," Kate Beckinsale mentioned her daughter with a smile.


    Over the past few years, with Charles' help, Kate Beckinsale's career flourished, and money flowed in. Her daughter Lily's life was well arranged. As Charles' exclusive lover, Kate Beckinsale was quite satisfied, with all needs, physical and emotional, met!


    Suddenly, Kate Beckinsale spoke up, "Charles, David and Victoria are coming over."


    David Beckham and Victoria Beckham approached. They were friends with Kate Beckinsale. As for Charles, he wasn't that familiar with the couple, only acquaintances.


    They quickly exchanged pleasantries and started chatting. David Beckham had been on loan from LA Galaxy to AC Milan for the past two years to participate in the World Cup. Unfortunately, in March, David Beckham got injured in Serie A, missing the England squad for the World Cup, attending as an England FA official instead. England was knocked out by Germany in the round of 16, missing the quarterfinals!


    "David, are you all healed now?" Charles asked with a smile.


    David Beckham nodded, "Yes, fully recovered now. I'll be able to play in the remaining 7 MLS matches; I'll be on the field for the LA Galaxy vs. Columbus Crew match on the 11th!"


    "Great, the people of Los Angeles must be thrilled to see you back," Charles said, spreading some good cheer.


    Last year, David Beckham spent the first half of the year on loan to AC Milan until the season ended, returning to LA Galaxy to boos; This year again, he went on loan to AC Milan in January; and had just recovered from injury after a month-long break; Fans might be eagerly waiting, but there could be quite a few waiting to boo him!


    "Charles, congrats on Miami FC signing Thierry Henry! He's one of the best players in the world," David Beckham acknowledged that while he joined MLS mostly for commercial reasons, stars like Henry joining must have a positive impact.


    Charles looked at David Beckham meaningfully, "David, who knows, one day you might be an MLS owner..."


    ...


    Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles was hosting the regular season game between the Los Angeles Dodgers and the New York Yankees. This stadium, located in the hills of northern Los Angeles, had always been a symbol of the city's spirit.


    More than 50,000 spectators heated up the atmosphere. Baseball truly was America's second favorite sport, just after football!


    Alan H. Selig, the current president of the MLB, was sitting with Charles Capet in a private box, enjoying the game.


    With the stadium offering a panoramic view of Los Angeles, Charles remarked, "No wonder Dodger Stadium has become one of Los Angeles' iconic landmarks!"


    Alan H. Selig chuckled and replied, "Charles, you're a Los Angeles native; it must hold a special place for you."


    "Isn't Frank McCourt in the middle of a divorce from his wife? They're dividing their assets, and the Dodgers aren't in great financial shape," Charles said flatly.


    "The Dodgers should be managed by someone local to Los Angeles," he added.


    "If Frank truly can't manage the Dodgers anymore, his first choice will definitely be a local businessman," Alan H. Selig smiled.


    "CSE owns teams in the NFL and NBA; they definitely have the capability to make the Dodgers great again," Alan H. Selig continued.


    "But, Frank and his wife's divorce proceedings are still ongoing, and we don't have evidence of his financial troubles," he added.


    Dona Williams had inquired Frank McCourt about Los Angeles Dodgers for Charles, but McCourt didn't seem interested in selling the Dodgers.


    Alan H. Selig's words meant nothing to Charles. Cities like New York and Los Angeles never lacked buyers for their sports teams; it always came down to a bidding war with the highest offer winning.


    Charles gestured to the fans around them. "You can tell from the fans' reactions. Can't the league put a little pressure on?"


    Alan H. Selig knew all too well about the Dodgers' state. But without Frank McCourt making a serious mistake, what pressure could the league exert?


    "Charles, you should have a serious talk with Frank McCourt," Alan H. Selig advised.


    Given Charles Capet's Hollywood background, his involvement would certainly help boost the league's notoriety.


    Sports and entertainment naturally go hand in hand.


    "Alright," Charles nodded. How could he buy what he wanted for the least amount of money? He really wanted the goods but didn't want to pay the price.


  




  Chapter 611: Catwoman


  

    In Southern California, along the Pacific coast, in San Diego, just north of the border with Mexico and the third largest city in California, lay the Santa Fe area.


    The Santa Fe Ranch was a luxurious estate, resembling the style of Beverly Hills, situated 20 miles north of Santa Fe.


    Charles had his eye on a 228-acre luxury ranch estate being sold by diet expert Jenny Craig.


    "There are 30 stables, more than 21 horses, and several 40-acre pastures," an aide explained.


    "There's a guesthouse, an office, four barns, and a 1-mile race track," the aide continued.


    "And finally, a 6000 square-foot Spanish-style vacation villa," he concluded.


    Charles and his mother Evelyn listened intently to the aide's introduction.


    "This place is nice; the environment here in Santa Fe is perfect for a vacation," Evelyn noted. She had recently purchased a ranch in California's Central Valley but hadn't been there much, compared to Charles's frequent visits.


    "You like riding, but mom, don't you have vast pastures for riding too? Plus, there's the Capet Ranch in Colorado with everything you need!"


    Evelyn thought her son had developed quite an interest in investing in ranches.


    Charles smiled. "It's just an investment. They offered an $18 million discount. I guess Jenny Craig needs quick cash flow," he speculated. Jenny Craig was a renowned diet expert in America, after all.


    Evelyn nodded. For her, $18 million was insignificant in the Capet family's current financial state.


    With a smile, she asked, "So you brought me here just to see this ranch estate?"


    Charles shook his head. "I want to buy the Dodgers from the MLB. The current owner, Frank McCourt, is in San Diego. I've met the guy; he won't budge on selling the Dodgers. I was hoping you could meet him and see how much he wants."


    "After all, EDR has substantial connections in the American sports world, right?" he added.


    Evelyn nodded. EDR was an agency intermediary. Especially after merging with IMG, their resources in the sports world were incomparable.


    CSE wanting to buy the Dodgers had her full support; it was a hometown team, after all. Unlike when they had to buy the Miami Dolphins in Miami or the Nets in New Jersey out of necessity.


    "The Dodgers have deep roots. Even though they haven't done well in the past decade, being in a big city like Los Angeles means they won't come cheap," Evelyn said, analyzing the situation with folded arms.


    "Frank McCourt bought the Dodgers from News Corporation in 2004 for $430 million," Charles added. "But sports club prices have been skyrocketing annually. When I bought the Miami Dolphins along with the Bank of America Stadium, it cost over a billion dollars."


    "The Dodgers will definitely be more expensive than the Miami Dolphins. Even though the NFL is more influential than MLB, the Miami market can't be compared to Los Angeles!" Charles explained.


    Evelyn looked at her son, "Isn't the Dodgers' situation stable right now?"


    "Frank McCourt is going through a messy divorce; he's running out of money. Selling the Dodgers is something he's already considering," Charles confessed. "But he'll definitely demand a sky-high price."


    "Alright, I'll meet him first, then add some fuel to the fire. Frank McCourt has mismanaged the Dodgers for six or seven years. Los Angeles fans must have serious complaints," Evelyn began strategizing. She realized that once her son had his sights set on the Dodgers, he would stop at nothing to get them.


    Charles also smiled, "Not just that. Mobilizing the fans isn't enough; I've also arranged people to target his real estate company. Guys like him won't cave unless absolutely necessary. His wife, filing for divorce, must know some dirt."


    "We'll get someone to pry some info from her and leak it. That'll put additional pressure on the league and help her get a bigger settlement," he concluded.


    ...


    After spending a day in San Diego, Charles and his mother returned to Los Angeles.


    Frank McCourt did have thoughts of selling the Los Angeles Dodgers, but the price was too high, with Dodger Stadium alone costing over $1.7 billion!


    "Seems like he wants you to back off, considering such a team increases in value every year," Evelyn reminded Charles after they returned to the Capet estate in Beverly Hills.


    Charles sat on the sofa, seemingly unconcerned. "Let's stick to the plan. We're not in a hurry anyway."


    Early morning, Burbank, Capet Pictures headquarters.


    In the morning, Charles reviewed some blockbuster projects submitted by Phyllis Jones, and he was quickly drawn to Les Miserables. It was a musical film adapted directly from the classic Broadway production, which itself was based on the famous novel by French author Victor Hugo.


    "Les Miserables can move into pre-production, but being a musical film, we need to secure a director first," said Charles. Musical films demanded high levels of directorial skill.


    Phyllis Jones nodded. "Boss, should we renew our agreement with Russell Crowe's production company? Universal has a collaboration with them."


    Charles shook his head. "The era of tying down stars with production deals is over. From movies like Master and Commander: The Far Side of the World, State of Play, and Robin Hood, Universal has basically financed most of his films; except for early successes like A Beautiful Mind and Gladiator with DreamWorks, most of them were flops.


    "Remember, from now on, Universal should tie down directors or producers, not actors!"


    After Capet Pictures acquired NBCUniversal, Charles' first move was to replace Universal Pictures chairman Ronald Meyer, which wasn't a random act.


    Much of Universal Pictures' plight could be attributed to him. Though Meyer managed to attract big stars thanks to his resources from his days at CAA, the dismal financial reports proved his failure.


    It was a situation mirrored by his CAA contemporary, Michael Ovitz, only Disney removed Ovitz in under two years; Meyer, however, held power at Universal for over a decade.


    Since his dismissal from Capet Pictures last year, no other film company had extended an invitation, reflecting how big studios felt about executives who were pure agents without production experience.


    ...


    Night, Charles arrived at Anne Hathaway's villa in Long Beach. When he opened the door, he was startled by Anne Hathaway, who was wearing a facial mask.


    "Hold on, let me wash my face," Anne said as she urged Charles to sit on the sofa and went to the bathroom.


    "Ah, much better," said Anne, emerging shortly afterward. "I've been doing voice work for Blue Sky Studios' animated movie Rio and just finished filming the romance flick One Day. I haven't had much rest yet, but at least I won't start shooting Silver Linings Playbook right away!"


    Charles pulled Anne onto his lap and kissed her. "Alice in Wonderland grossed over $1 billion worldwide. Your role as the White Queen was truly memorable."


    Anne snuggled into Charles' embrace. "I recently received an audition notice for the role of Catwoman in Christopher Nolan's The Dark Knight Rises. What should I do? I feel really conflicted!"


    "Conflicted? Nolan's Batman series is almost flawless both commercially and artistically, but the role of Catwoman can be tricky," Charles smiled, lifting Anne's chin. "Are you worried it might turn out like Halle Berry's Catwoman?"


    A few years back, Oscar-winning actress Halle Berry played the lead in Warner Bros.' Catwoman, only to face harsh criticism and a poor box office.


    Anne nodded. Although she was now a top-tier actress in Hollywood, she wasn't on the same level as Angelina Jolie, who could single-handedly pull in massive box office numbers. She was concerned about backlash from such a big movie.


    Charles wrapped his arm around her waist. "But this is Christopher Nolan we're talking about. He's incredibly talented. Even with the controversy over Inception being accused of plagiarism, it still grossed $800 million; Sweetheart, you have a perfect body and face. Give it a shot. I'd love to see you as a sexy Catwoman!"


    Anne smiled, leaned in close to Charles, and whispered into his ear, "I actually have a Catwoman outfit here. Should I go change into it?"


    "Oh, absolutely," Charles said as he leaned in for another kiss...
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    Early morning, in the bedroom, Charles rolled off Anne Hathaway, and the woman quickly slipped under the covers.


    Charles lay back with his hands behind his head, gazing at the ceiling with a satisfied expression on his face.


    After some time, Anne Hathaway popped out from under the covers, taking deep breaths, and playfully smacked Charles, saying, "My mouth is sore!"


    Making a point, Anne Hathaway pinched her own lips.


    "Whew," Charles took a deep breath, reached out to touch the woman's soft skin, and glanced at the Catwoman outfit on the floor with a smile.


    "Oh man, last night, I wonder who kept shouting: 'Dear, take me to the sky!'..."


    Anne Hathaway giggled and pressed her face against Charles's abdomen, "This bad guy is really something else, no wonder he's so attractive. What about Emily Blunt? Isn't she in the US anymore?"


    Charles stroked the woman's bare back, "Emily went to Venice. The international premiere of Black Swan is at the Venice International Film Festival. The Wrestler's director's new work is still getting some attention!"


    "Recently, I saw in the news that Disney and Lucasfilm seem to be getting close. People speculate Disney wants to buy Lucasfilm to get the Star Wars rights," Anne Hathaway suddenly mentioned a hot topic in Hollywood.


    Charles frowned. George Lucas meeting with Robert Iger, plus Steven Spielberg had known George Lucas for years and now took DreamWorks to Disney.


    Disney's acquisition of Lucasfilm wasn't just a rumor. It was just that George Lucas hadn't decided whether to retire yet.


    "George Lucas had previously collaborated with Disneyland," Charles sighed.


    "Forget it. Even if Disney gets Star Wars, they won't be our competitors."


    As for consumer products, there was already a big gap with Disney.


    "It's time to get up," Charles said as he patted the woman next to him.


    ...


    Warner Bros, New Line Cinema, and MGM jointly developed the Hobbit series, a prequel to the Lord of the Rings trilogy, and held a grand launch event in Los Angeles.


    The Lord of the Rings director Peter Jackson, along with main actors Ian McKellen, Martin Freeman, Orlando Bloom, and Richard Armitage, attended the press release.


    However, because The Hobbit was a series shoot, the first part wouldn't be released until at least 2012.


    Currently, Hollywood was filming quite a few blockbusters, and everyone was more focused on the big movies coming out next year.


    When Capet Pictures, one of the leading movie companies in Hollywood, released their movie list, it could make the whole of Hollywood go silent.


    It still mainly consisted of sequels to series, with almost all heavyweight IPs: The Avengers, Transformers: Dark of the Moon, The Incredible Hulk 2, The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1, The Hangover Part II, Fast Five, and Skyfall.


    Unless other movie companies' large IPs combined to compete with Capet Pictures, they couldn't hold a candle. Warner Bros with Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 2, Green Lantern, Journey 2: The Mysterious Island, and Happy Feet Two.


    Disney with Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides and Cars 2.


    Paramount with Mission: Impossible - Ghost Protocol and Kung Fu Panda 2.


    20th Century Fox with X-Men: First Class and Rise of the Planet of the Apes.


    Additionally, Capet Pictures wasn't just dominating movies but was also formidable on TV. One of the most expensive TV series ever, Game of Thrones, was being filmed in New Zealand. Over the years, Capet TV's developed series were making big bucks.


    This year, Universal International (UK)'s co-produced British series Sherlock became a global sensation.


    ...


    At the London West Hollywood Hotel, Charles met Emma Roberts, whom he hadn't seen for some time, and they headed straight to the suite upstairs.


    "Hmm, Charles," Emma Roberts directly kissed Charles, wrapping her legs around his waist as she hugged him.


    After the intense kiss, Charles carried the woman to the bed. He lay on top of her and asked, "By the way, what brings you here today?"


    "Director Tarsem Singh wants to invite my aunt to play the Queen in the Grimm fairy tale adaptation Snow White. I just tagged along to check it out," Emma Roberts didn't hide anything.


    "Tarsem Singh, isn't he filming Relativity Media's movie Immortals based on Greek mythology?" Charles said as he removed the woman's sexy dress and kissed her breasts.


    Emma Roberts felt the unusual sensation at her chest, scratched Charles, and then with a look of enjoyment, shook her head, saying, "I'm not sure about that. Seems this script is also interesting to Relativity Media, called Mirror Mirror. Tarsem Singh is also preparing it, and he invited my aunt Julia Roberts to play the Queen!"


    "Did your aunt agree?" Charles asked as he took off his shirt.


    "They just got in touch," Emma Roberts didn't know much, "But, I heard Relativity Media saying your company Universal is also adapting Snow White?"


    Charles nodded, "Indeed, it's still in the script creation phase!"


    Relativity Media definitely grew wings, now independently developing films, having acquired Rogue Pictures and half the shares of Overture Films, giving them the confidence to distribute films.


    "Charles, stop talking about those things. You've been so busy lately, haven't found time for me," Emma Roberts removed Charles's clothes and started kissing his chest.


    Charles maintained his body well; even if his muscle lines weren't as prominent as some male stars, they looked well-proportioned.


    "Hmm, I missed you too," Charles lay on the bed as Emma Roberts climbed onto him and kissed him passionately.


    "Are you going home tonight?" Charles whispered in the woman's ear.


    Emma Roberts kissed Charles on the neck, smiling, "No worries, I'll just make a call later!"


    Charles stroked her back, regretfully saying, "Dear, will you be satisfied this time?"


    Emma Roberts looked at him, licked her lips, and said, "I'll wear you out..."
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    Charles and Emma Roberts spent the night at a hotel in London. The next day, when Charles took Emma Roberts home, she had a rosy face and looked very pleasant.


    Emma Roberts' villa, which Charles had previously gifted her, was located in the small seaside town of Venice near the Marianne Bay Wharf.


    "It's still more comfortable being at home," Emma Roberts said as she changed into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, showing off her good figure.


    "Gossip Girl Season 4 premieres tomorrow night. I wonder if the ratings will bounce back," said Emma Roberts, who participated in Gossip Girl Season 4. This fashionable teen idol drama suited her well.


    "As long as Channel CW renews it, Gossip Girl will continue filming," Charles said while gently brushing his hand over the girl's lips.


    "Next year, the SyFy cable channel will air the series American Horror Story. You seem to have joined it, right?" he asked.


    Emma Roberts nodded. "I think I'll be joining the crew in a bit. I just finished filming a campus romantic comedy called The Art of Getting By earlier this year. The crime drama Twelve, which I shot last year, was released last month, but it didn't do too well.


    Next week, Universal will be releasing a crime thriller, 4.3.2.1, that I starred in. Next month, Focus Features will be releasing another romantic comedy I'm in, It's Kind of a Funny Story. 


    And this year, there was Valentine's Day and What's Wrong With Virginia, I participated in both!" she added, sitting on Charles's lap and wrapping her arms around his neck. "Charles, with all these projects, I feel like they haven't had much impact."


    What could Charles say? Universal and Focus Features were indeed distributing many low-budget films this year, which he didn't care about.


    Next year, Universal had fewer projects, and the two Capet Universal films Emma Roberts was about to star in cost less than $10 million, which weren't even on Charles's radar.


    "Teen idol dramas don't have a big audience base," said Charles, caressing the girl's thigh.


    Emma Roberts, who wasn't even 160 cm tall, lacked a particularly impressive figure. She looked nice but certainly wasn't sexy. Her face was pretty, typical of a teen drama star, but her status as Julia Roberts' niece kept her well-resourced, even if her acting and body couldn't support her leading roles in commercial blockbusters.


    "Sigh," Emma Roberts understood the situation. "Why don't you develop some more love stories or women's dramas like Juno? That movie was really good!"


    Ellen Page skyrocketed to fame through Juno and even got an Oscar nomination for Best Actress. Plus, Ellen Page was older than Emma Roberts but still had a baby face!


    "Ellen Page, huh," Charles looked at Emma Roberts in his arms and smiled. "In that drama Hard Candy, the role that made her known, do you think you could handle that character? And the pregnant girl in Juno wasn't a simple role either!"


    Emma Roberts was stunned, then patted Charles on the shoulder, laughing. "You're saying my acting isn't good enough. But Gossip Girl's attention is high, and after joining, there are more reports about me. I want to transition roles. I've recently taken a part in Dimension Films' Scream 4. Next year, besides the horror series American Horror Story, I'll also be part of this classic horror series!"


    Charles touched his chin. "Bob Weinstein is producing it, which is good. Anyway, Harvey Weinstein is like a rat in the street now, and Weinstein Company has stopped production. Only Dimension Films is still hanging on in the B-movie market!"


    Emma Roberts, being an American teen idol star, had some fanbase.


    "You definitely need some commercial projects. Horror films have a better chance of good box office returns than teen romance films," Charles said with a smile.


    "Capet's Piranha 3D was quite successful, wasn't it?"


    The two main elements of a B-movie: horror and sensuality...


    Emma Roberts's face fell as she looked at her figure, remembering the eye-catching Alexandra Daddario in Piranha 3D and Megan Fox, the dream girl from the Transformers series. Even Gossip Girl's Blake Lively and Odette Yustman were sexier than her.


    "However, your image might not be suitable for such sultry films. You've been a children's and teen idol for years," Charles reminded her.


    Emma Roberts shook her head. "I turned 18 last year and started to transition. Some ordinary intimate scenes would definitely be fine. I don't oppose them, as long as it isn't too explicit!"


    No matter what, Emma Roberts couldn't change her image too drastically; it was her foundation. And her aunt wouldn't permit her to take on explicit films either.


    "How about this? The bestselling novel The Hunger Games is being adapted into a script. Blake Lively will play the lead. Do you want to play a supporting role in it?" Charles suggested, hugging her shoulders. "Plus, I'm very confident about this novel's adaptation. It'll be the next successful commercial adaptation like Twilight!"


    "Haha, so confident?" Emma Roberts needed a commercially successful project. "So I have to support Blake again?"


    "Blake Lively is popular now and can attract audiences," Charles laughed, slipping his hand under her T-shirt and caressing her soft skin.


    Emma Roberts leaned into Charles, making him more comfortable. "Dear, I think Blake's cup size is B+, isn't it more comfortable to touch than mine?"


    "Hmm," Charles kissed the girl in his arms a few times, "You're great too!"


    "Charles, should I get a breast augmentation? Just a little upgrade from B- to B+," Emma Roberts suddenly suggested.


    "There's no need," Charles leaned to her ear and said, "I like you just the way you are!"


    Emma Roberts's figure wouldn't look good with larger breasts. Scarlett Johansson wasn't tall either but had enough allure to be a bombshell.


    Emma Roberts turned to kiss Charles, "What's your favorite part of me?"


    Charles smiled, "Your lips, very sexy!"
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    The 2010 MTV Music Awards took place on the night of September 12 at the Nokia Theatre in downtown Los Angeles.


    Currently, the globally popular Lady Gaga was leading with 13 nominations, in contrast to last year's scandal where Kanye West bullied Taylor Swift during the awards.


    This year, Lady Gaga drew attention with her outlandish and eye-catching outfits, especially her ensemble made entirely of meat slices!


    At the same time, the Venice International Film Festival held its closing ceremony. Sofia Coppola won the Golden Lion for Best Film with her movie Somewhere.


    Because the president of the jury at this year's Venice Film Festival was Quentin Tarantino, who had a past romantic connection with Sofia Coppola, the movie Somewhere didn't receive such high praise and the festival was quite controversial.


    At the Four Seasons Hotel in Beverly Hills, Sofia Coppola held a celebration party after returning to Los Angeles, and Charles attended with Scarlett Johansson.


    "It's a pity Black Swan didn't win," Scarlett Johansson said with a chuckle, dressed in a sexy sleeveless low-cut dress while chatting with Charles.


    Charles, who no longer cared much about these things, didn't even think highly of the Oscars, let alone Venice International Film Festival. This year's Oscar Best Picture winner, The Hurt Locker, had set the record for the lowest box office earnings of any film to win the award.


    Now, except for the box office, everything else was fake!


    "Why? Do you think Sofia shouldn't have won the Golden Lion?" Charles smiled.


    "The Cannes Film Festival and the Venice Film Festival's judgment is mostly subjective, especially influenced by the jury chairman's preferences. Quentin Tarantino is an unconventional person. It isn't much of a surprise. In 2004's Cannes Film Festival, Fahrenheit 9/11 winning the Palme d'Or was also controversial, and Tarantino was the jury president that year too."


    Charles shook his head, putting an arm around Scarlett Johansson's waist. "Alright, let's go congratulate Sofia!"


    "Scarlett, Charles," clearly delighted, Sofia Coppola warmly hugged them both.


    "Congratulations, Sofia, you're the fourth female director in history to win the Golden Lion!" Charles wasn't stingy with his praise.


    Sofia Coppola smiled, glancing at Scarlett Johansson beside her, "Thanks," then moved closer to Charles' ear, "Didn't expect that you're quite loyal, huh?"


    Charles nodded, "I always have been."


    "Alright, eh, where's your mother? Didn't she come with you?" Sofia Coppola seemed not to see Evelyn.


    Charles shook his head, "I came from Burbank. As for my mother, I don't really know!"


    Sofia Coppola looked up and suddenly saw Evelyn Capet approaching from a distance, immediately breaking into a smile, "Here she comes, let me go greet her."


    Charles glanced in the same direction and saw his mother too.


    In a moment, Charles and Sofia Coppola's father, Francis Coppola, sat together.


    Since Francis Coppola's return to filmmaking with Youth Without Youth in 2007, followed by last year's semi-autobiographical film Tetro, he was currently attempting to shoot a 3D thriller drama, Twixt.


    Francis Coppola's legacy was undeniable, with the Godfather series being his crowning glory in film history.


    Unfortunately, the past remains the past. When the times change, they show no mercy!


    Francis Coppola today was more of an outsider in Hollywood, much more like a winemaker than a director.


    "Charles, you're not even 30 and already Hollywood's top man," Francis Coppola smiled. "In 10 years, from a small company like Capet Pictures, you built the Capet Empire. When I filmed The Godfather, I couldn't have scripted a story like that!"


    Charles smiled, "Mr. Coppola, it was the era that made me, not the other way around."


    "But the era chose you, and there are many people in Hollywood," Francis Coppola shook his head.


    "Hollywood certainly has changed, but your name, Charles Capet, will always leave an indelible mark on Hollywood!"


    "Charles, what does Hollywood look like to you?" Francis Coppola suddenly asked.


    "Hmm?" Charles looked surprised at Francis Coppola but hadn't answered before Francis started speaking again, "Is it just about producing special effects blockbusters, chasing visuals and sensations while abandoning storyline and humanistic concerns?"


    Charles smiled, "Today's society is different from before, the pursuit of profit is deeply ingrained. The clash between cinematic art and commerce no longer has any advantage, it's all about seeking commercial returns!"


    Francis Coppola looked at Charles and reminded him, "Charles, the movies you developed before like No Country for Old Men, Lost in Translation, The Departed, Juno, and Walk the Line were all full of emotion. The harmonious blend of art and commerce, you can do it well. Capet shouldn't always just develop franchise movies, original stories should be one of Hollywood's features!"


    Charles sighed. Francis Coppola was undoubtedly a great director.


    However, his Cinematograph Film Company's business could be considered a complete failure commercially. The commercial and artistic success of The Godfather allowed him to freely make the films he wanted.


    Cinematograph Films' war drama Apocalypse Now led him into financial difficulties, and then his all-in bet on the romantic film One from the Heart similarly failed.


    Following that, Francis Coppola directed The Outsiders, Rumble Fish, The Cotton Club, Peggy Sue Got Married, and Gardens of Stone, but none of them achieved significant artistic or box office success.


    "Mr. Coppola, do you think Hollywood is just Hollywood?" Charles shook his head. Your disappointment at unmet dreams and all those brave enough to dream deserve respect.


    Unfortunately, Hollywood has never been just about movies!


    Francis Coppola smiled, "Yes, you are indeed beyond our reach now. But I hope you still put more thought into the movies, after all, that's your foundation!"
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    Francis Ford Coppola himself could choose movie themes from a historical and social perspective. Films like The Godfather series or Apocalypse Now reflected the vast vision and deep thinking of this world-renowned filmmaker.


    The movies touched on anti-war themes and the American dream, giving new interpretations to American culture and expressing strong contemporary features and social responsibility, adding critical realism to his films.


    Maybe Charles meant to say that Francis Ford Coppola was indeed a true lover of Hollywood cinema.


    But alas, Charles was not like that, and he didn't want to become a simple filmmaker. He was always just a businessman!


    Francis Ford Coppola's worries about Hollywood weren't unfounded. The Marvel model hit Hollywood hard.


    Under the same model, a story could repeat endlessly, and dazzling computer effects became the main attraction.


    High box office returns proved how vast this market was, showing other film companies the benefits of such a model!


    If that's the case, who would still spend time refining a story? Who would pursue original screenplays? Could artistic pursuit compare to commercial success?


    Marvel Studios continued to release blockbuster superhero movies in the same model, pioneering this new trend in cinema.


    The Marvel series and James Bond series were inherently infinite-loop models. To filmmakers like Francis Ford Coppola, Hollywood shouldn't just be like this.


    At Sofia Coppola's celebration party, various stars were present, and Charles briefly chatted with the recently troubled Nicolas Cage.


    "Cage is taking on a lot of B-movies these days. Seems like he's taken quite a hit," Charles mentioned to his mother, Evelyn Capet.


    "Really? Do you think highly of him?" Evelyn asked, somewhat unsure.


    Charles shook his head. "His time has passed. I just think it's a pity. He did contribute several great films as an actor."


    "I actually liked some of his earlier works!" he continued.


    "Well, in recent years, apart from The Da Vinci Code and Angels & Demons, his movies haven't done well at the box office," Evelyn said, moving closer to her son.


    "When you sold the rights for Angels & Demons to Universal, did you already know the movie's reputation would flop?"


    "Well, how should I put this? I felt Ron Howard wasn't quite fit for directing commercial films. The Da Vinci Code mainly relied on the novel's intrigue, plus the curiosity about religious secrets. The movie was pretty average. The sequel followed the same pattern but with more action scenes. I wasn't very confident about it. Also, the author's fee, director's fee, and lead actor's fee were too high. Universal wanted to buy it from me for a few million dollars in advance. Why not!"


    Charles shrugged, "At least, Universal didn't lose money. It's better than other blockbusters that lost money."


    "By the way, any news on Ari Emanuel recently?" Charles asked.


    Evelyn shook her head. "He contacted Harvey Weinstein before, but nothing much after that. Someone probably warned him. You know he controlled ETA for years. He must have some connections."


    Charles laughed. "No way. ETA first merged with WMA, and now it merged with IMG to form Endeavor. And Ari Emanuel still has connections there? You know, after Michael Ovitz left CAA, the factions were directly purged!"


    Evelyn rolled her eyes at Charles. "Ari Emanuel only left last year, and it's not that fast to clean up his people. I'm busy with the integration and now have to work on merging with IMG."


    "Oh, that makes sense," Charles laughed. He then helped his mother to a couch in the rest area and reminded her, "Ari Emanuel's brother, Rahm Emanuel, is about to step down as White House Chief of Staff. Rahm is running for Mayor of Chicago. But he doesn't stand a chance. I've already talked it over with the Daley family in Chicago. Rahm Emanuel's been given up."


    Evelyn recalled what her son had mentioned and asked quizzically, "Charles, you don't think Ari Emanuel has any chance of returning to Endeavor now, do you?"


    What could being the Mayor of Chicago really do for him?


    Charles shook his head. "No chance. But Jewish people like to stick together. Ari Emanuel's political resources won't do anything dramatic just because of one small piece. Perhaps your competition with CAA will get even fiercer!"


    Evelyn understood. Ari Emanuel used to represent Jewish capital while Hollywood, due to Charles Capet's rise, was experiencing a power reshuffle.


    Jewish capital's influence had waned significantly, and other forces started to come in. The Capet family, supported by native American and European white powers, was currently the most dominant force in Hollywood!


    "CAA, huh?" Evelyn chuckled and said, "It's the only competitor left. EDR now has expanded from purely representing film and television artists to representing business in film, music, investment banking, advertising, sports, and gaming. CAA can only compete with me in Hollywood now!"


    Charles and his mother controlled one of the largest media groups and the biggest entertainment company for artists in Hollywood. Anything major in Hollywood couldn't bypass the Capet family!


    "Are you really opposing Jewish capital?" asked Evelyn, surprised.


    Charles paused. "What opposition? I collaborate with Jewish capital quite a lot; I just don't trust them. Hollywood is my private land. I won't allow Jewish capital to do anything here without accounting for me. Now is the perfect time to clean some of them out given the rising anti-Semitic sentiment."


    Evelyn then thought of those Jewish executives at NBC Universal who were fired due to the company's business losses orchestrated by Charles.


    "You need both cooperation and competition," Charles continued. "Wall Street's Jewish capital really has money. There are quite a few Jewish capital shareholders in Capet Universal now."


    "Alright, but don't you think you're getting too involved in politics now?" Evelyn asked, puzzled.


    "Mom, I've never participated in politics. I only make donations to the candidates I support!" Charles laughed. "Politics? Ugh, I hate it the most!"
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    Charles hoped his mother could swiftly integrate EDR and become the top agency in Hollywood.


    CAA had many people. Although they couldn't match EDR in other areas, CAA's strength in the entertainment industry was formidable.


    Hollywood's Jewish capital was deeply rooted. Charles could only slowly trim it away, making Capet Pictures the first step.


    Then he planned for his mother, Evelyn, to completely control Hollywood's largest talent agency, EDR.


    This way, they could establish strong influence in Hollywood!


    In the evening, Charles returned to the villa at the Los Angeles Country Club in Beverly Hills with Scarlett Johansson.


    "Mm..." Charles lay on top of Scarlett Johansson in the bedroom, kissing her 32D chest while Scarlett held his head.


    After their enjoyment, Scarlett Johansson lay in Charles' arms with a flushed face. "I saw you talking with Francis Ford Coppola at the hotel tonight. Seemed like a good chat."


    "Not bad. He's a famed director in Hollywood." Charles didn't feel much for these traditional Hollywood filmmakers who had all experienced the red sofa era.


    None had superior morals; they were all the same.


    "Okay," Scarlett said, kissing Charles' chest. "I'm joining the We Bought a Zoo crew soon. If you miss me, come find me."


    "Of course," Charles smiled, reaching to massage her chest. "As long as you keep up your stamina!"


    Scarlett reached out and grabbed him, "Eva Green didn't return to France, right? Weren't you excited when it was the three of us?"


    "She's not in Los Angeles either; she's filming out of town," Charles felt regretful as well.


    "What about Kate Beckinsale? You have a lot of women, you heartbreaker," Scarlett said, biting Charles lightly.


    "Heh, get some rest; there's still a lot to do in the future," Charles yawned.


    Human desires are endless. Now Charles longed for immense power, the ability to control nations from behind the scenes.


    ...


    The next day, Charles flew to Chicago to meet with Richard Daley. Charles met Richard Daley at the Trump International Hotel in Chicago.


    Richard Daley said with a smile from the sofa. "Rahm Emanuel will soon officially step down as Chief of Staff. The new acting Chief of Staff is Pete Rouse, one of Obama's former aides. Do you know him?"


    Charles nodded, smiling, "Pete Rouse was an advisor when Obama first served as Illinois senator in 2005. He's of mixed Japanese-American descent, 64 years old, a seasoned political advisor. Previously, he was Chief of Staff for former Democratic leader Tom Daschle. Pete Rouse is very familiar with Washington affairs."


    Richard Daley smiled, "Indeed. Pete Rouse contributed significantly when Obama entered the Senate. Obama has many candidates for Chief of Staff this time. Choosing Rahm Emanuel was to strengthen Jewish influence in the White House. Unfortunately, Rahm Emanuel's personality is too distinct, isn't it?"


    Charles smiled without commenting. After watching Richard Daley, he responded, "Anti-Jewish sentiment spiked because of this financial crisis. Rahm Emanuel's Jewish background is too conspicuous."


    Replacing Rahm Emanuel with Pete Rouse was a smart move: reducing Jewish influence in the White House, addressing Charles' grievances with Rahm, and easing U.S.-Japan relations.


    "Mayor of Chicago, I've also found a new candidate to replace Rahm Emanuel. Rahm's political path is over," Richard Daley added.


    "That's good," Charles nodded. "People must pay for their actions, right?"


    Richard Daley stood up, patted Charles' shoulder, and laughed, "Just that the price is a bit too high."


    Rahm Emanuel's political career ended. His brother was also ousted from the talent agency he co-founded. Facing dual pressures from Washington and Hollywood, Rahm was directly crushed by the insurmountable mountain that is Charles Capet.


    ...


    For Charles, Chicago held no particular significance. As the third-largest city in the U.S. and an international financial center, Chicago boasted a mix of clustered skyscrapers, the scenic Lake Michigan, and the abandoned factories from the industrial era. This versatile and artistic city was quite recognizable.


    There were many movies and shows filmed in Chicago, albeit not to the extent of Atlanta!


    However, Charles did not linger in Chicago for long. He soon left for Toronto, the largest city in Canada.


    Charles received a call from Lin Chi-ling, who informed him she would be in Toronto.


    It was the Toronto International Film Festival at that time, and Lin Chi-ling was attending it specifically for the event.


    In Toronto, early morning, in the bedroom of a suite at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel, following some blush-inducing sounds, the room became calm.


    Lin Chi-ling, with a flushed face and gleaming with sweat, lay in Charles' arms. 


    Lin Chi-ling had graduated from the University of Toronto, so she was more familiar with Toronto compared to Vancouver.


    It seemed that Gao Yuanyuan was still reluctant to give up on the film import business. They had planned to come to the American film market next month to pick up films. Now, Lin Chi-ling was trying her luck at the Toronto Film Festival!


    "Do you have any plans for the next few days? We could go to the film festival together," Lin Chi-ling insisted on checking out the market herself.


    "Sure, showing you around sounds fun. Plus, our company has a film to promote here. Black Swan is having its North American premiere at the Toronto Film Festival and soon will be released in North America."


    Toronto in September was crisp and pleasant, making the climate very enjoyable!


    In recent years, Capet Pictures had leaned heavily into commercial films. Last year's The Wrestler was also bought at the Cannes Film Festival. Whether it's Sundance or Toronto, it was harder to find successful projects!


    In the next few days, Charles and Lin Chi-ling watched several movies. Charles was most impressed by two films: MGM's The King's Speech and Lionsgate's Buried.


    The King's Speech was initially developed by The Weinstein Company. Due to its thematic restrictions, it was hard to attract big investors or stars, but eventually, they managed to raise $15 million to start the project.


    Unfortunately, when Harvey Weinstein got into trouble, The Weinstein Company halted production, and The King's Speech moved to its distribution partner MGM!


    As for Buried, it was a thriller bought by Lionsgate at Sundance earlier this year.


    A coffin, a man, a phone, and a lighter - all that made up an entire movie!


    "MGM is so lucky," Charles said, sitting on the hotel sofa, looking at the information about The King's Speech. No matter how great Buried was, its box office would only reach around $20-30 million.


    The King's Speech, as far as his memory served, had a global box office of over $400 million!
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    Charles really regretted missing the movie The King's Speech. That Harvey Weinstein guy actually had good taste sometimes.


    Now, MGM struck it lucky since Weinstein's distributive partner was MGM, which used to be an independent film company. But now, being acquired by Comcast, it became part of a media conglomerate!


    Inside a suite bathroom at the Ritz-Carlton in Toronto, Charles held Lin Chi-ling in the bathtub.


    "That movie Buried, it's basically a one-man show. Can it even make any money?" Lin Chi-ling had watched the movie with Charles earlier in the day.


    "When you watched it, didn't you feel tense? The plot had quite a pull. Despite the simple settings, the director used props like a phone and a lighter. Along with the actor's performance, it felt pretty urgent and suspenseful," Charles said, his hands on her chest.


    "Yeah, it was indeed thrilling; it gave me a lot of pressure," Lin Chi-ling replied, then kissed Charles.


    ...


    This year's Toronto International Film Festival was a complete failure for both Lin Chi-ling and Charles. Charles even felt down after seeing The King's Speech.


    Lin Chi-ling went straight back to Beijing while Charles visited the Capet production base in Montreal before returning to Los Angeles.


    The California governor candidate was working hard to campaign. Charles gave his full support to Jerry Brown.


    In downtown Los Angeles at the InterContinental hotel, a low-key ball was in progress. Apart from celebrities and businesspeople, many guests were California legislators and officials!


    "What's the city council's attitude towards selling Dodger Stadium?" Charles Capet asked Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa.


    "The city's finances aren't great right now. If the price is right, the government would prefer to sell its shares in Dodger Stadium to recover some funds," Antonio Villaraigosa knew that Charles Capet wanted to acquire the Los Angeles Dodgers, and the stadium's ownership was held by the city government.


    Frank McCourt, the owner of the Dodgers, didn't own Dodger Stadium!


    Charles nodded, "Whether it's the ownership of Dodger Stadium or the Dodgers, CSE hopes to have them both. Frank McCourt has failed miserably in managing the Dodgers. I hope we can continue to pressure him through public opinion!"


    "I understand. The Dodgers' finances aren't doing well, and Frank McCourt is also facing some personal issues. I believe the citizens of Los Angeles don't want to see the Dodgers go under," Antonio Villaraigosa looked at Charles again and reminded him, "The Dodgers' loans from Wells Fargo and Bank of America are about to mature. Maybe we can work from that angle."


    "In November," Charles smiled, "Let the bullet fly a bit."


    ...


    Near the coast of Los Angeles, on the yacht Star, Charles was gasping for air in the bathtub with Britney Spears and Megan Fox. Both Britney Spears and Megan Fox were flushed, leaning weakly against the edge of the bathtub!


    Taking advantage of Britney Spears' stay in Los Angeles after attending the MTV Awards, Charles also brought in Megan Fox, who had just finished filming Transformers 3. After sleeping together, the friendship between the women deepened significantly!


    "How does it feel?" Britney Spears leaned into Charles' arms, "Dreams fulfilled, right?"


    Charles smiled, pulling Britney in for a kiss, "Very nice," then he brought Megan Fox into his arms too.


    After kissing Charles' chest, Megan Fox asked, "Charles, I heard you ordered a superyacht in Bremen, Germany?"


    Charles nodded, "Yes, it'll take two or three years to deliver. Let's wait patiently!"


    "When it's ready, the three of us can go sailing in the Caribbean or the Mediterranean. Such a big yacht could even go around the world," Megan Fox was quite excited, probably because of her experience filming Transformers. Megan had a high fondness for sports cars, but a superyacht was something else entirely - no one could dislike it.


    "Of course, that's no problem. We can travel anywhere," Charles said, looking at Britney, "Right now, our record company should be doing fine, right?"


    "Lady Gaga is unstoppable in album sales, concerts, and various music award shows. She's absolutely the focus!" Britney smiled as she spoke. Capet Records was now a gathering place for new-generation female singers. With Britney Spears, Taylor Swift, Katy Perry, Lady Gaga, and pop king Michael Jackson, they were dominating the scene.


    "Lady Gaga's fashion sense is peculiar, but it sure grabs attention," Megan Fox chimed in.


    "It doesn't matter as long as she can write and sing," Charles stroked his chin. The record industry wasn't booming, but Capet Records had laid the groundwork for music streaming early on, and their investment in Spotify was doing well!


    Going forward, Capet Records would undoubtedly focus on music rights. Charles pondered whether to spin off Capet Records from the group but decided to wait until Capet Global went public.


    ...


    Washington, D.C., the White House.


    Obama was having a chat with Pete Rouse, who would soon become the White House Chief of Staff, in the Oval Office.


    "Rahm Emanuel is out. He won't win as the mayor of Chicago. The Daley family has found a new candidate," Obama said calmly as if talking about a trivial matter.


    "Rahm Emanuel is Jewish. Doesn't that make it more complicated?" Pete Rouse, an experienced politician, was well aware of these nuances.


    Obama shook his head, "My favorable policies towards Jews have already upset many people. Additionally, Jewish capital has become quite arrogant. The financial market and media industry have traditionally been Jewish strongholds. The global financial crisis exposed the greed of Jewish capital. Moreover, over the past decade, Hollywood has seen the rise of a genius, Charles Capet. Now, Capet's influence in Hollywood is growing, which makes the path for Jewish capital more difficult. Who would've thought Charles Capet could also handle the financial world?"


    Pete Rouse nodded, "I also studied Charles Capet. Calling him someone kissed by Jesus wouldn't be an exaggeration. He seems to have connections with the Daley family!"


    Obama sighed, "It's not just the Daley family. Most of California's political families have received his support. The primary reason Rahm Emanuel won't become Chicago's mayor is because of his conflict with Charles Capet. The Daley family chose to abandon Emanuel to align with Capet."


    "With wealth and media influence," Pete Rouse found it tricky, "who can beat Hollywood at manipulating the media?"


    "He's not even 30, and he already has such immense wealth and status. In ten more years..." Obama couldn't bear to imagine it. By then, he'd be retired; what would a 40-year-old Charles Capet be like?


    "Sir, building a good relationship with Charles Capet is crucial for us!" Pete Rouse said earnestly.


    "Don't worry, I understand," Obama nodded.


  




  Chapter 618: Lucasfilm


  

    "Disney acquired Lucasfilm for 4 billion dollars, using a mix of cash and stock." Charles had been having a good sleep on the Star ship in the morning when this news jolted him awake.


    "Mad, how did it happen so fast?" Charles couldn't help but utter a swear word when he got the call. Although he knew that negotiations had been going on behind closed doors for a while, the immediate press conference made it a done deal, leaving Charles without any hope.


    Climbing out from between four white arms in bed, Charles threw on a robe and went to the living room. He turned on CNBC and lit a cigarette. Disney CEO Robert Iger and Lucasfilm Chairman George Lucas were being interviewed by reporters.


    Robert Iger: "We will manage Lucasfilm following the Pixar model. Star Wars is one of the greatest American IPs, and Disney will start planning for the seventh Star Wars film."


    George Lucas: "I believe Disney can take good care of Lucasfilm because Star Wars is like my child. Handing over Star Wars to Disney makes me feel at ease..."


    Disney was in a rush, likely feeling the heat from the Marvel series in Hollywood. Charles always knew Disney had a better chance of acquiring Lucasfilm than he did. But now that it happened, he did have some opinions on George Lucas's choice, likely with some help from Steven Spielberg and Steve Jobs.


    Steven Spielberg and George Lucas were long-time friends. And Steve Jobs, who had cancer at the time, had bought Pixar - which was once Lucasfilm's computer animation division -for $10 million in the 1980s.


    "Wow." Charles exhaled, watching as America's beloved Star Wars was snatched up by Disney.


    "Honey, what are you looking at?" Britney Spears, tired and wearing a scanty nightgown that barely covered her curves, walked over. Her exposed, sexy legs moved slowly towards him.


    "I'll head back to the company this afternoon. Disney is developing the seventh Star Wars, so we need to come up with a plan," Charles said, leaning on the couch as Britney sat beside him and took the cigarette from his mouth for a puff.


    "Mad about it?" Britney smiled, knowing it wasn't a secret that Charles Capet wanted to buy Star Wars.


    "Mad? Just a bit annoyed," Charles shrugged.


    With Disney acquiring Lucasfilm in late September 2010, other film companies also worried it would become Disney's next Pixar, increasing the industry's focus on Disney.


    ...


    That evening, a Bugatti Veyron stopped in front of Hollywood Boulevard's Roosevelt Hotel. Charles exited the car while a valet took it to park.


    "Mr. Capet, this is a celebration party for Disney's acquisition of Lucasfilm. Any comments on Star Wars joining Disney?" Reporters at the hotel entrance didn't care about much else but Charles showing up at the celebration.


    Charles took off his sunglasses, donning a radiant, Italian-made silver-gray suit, and looked at reporters, shaking his head.


    "What do I have to say? This isn't the moment for Capet Universal to voice opinions. It's about how other Hollywood film companies can narrow the gap with us. Next year, Capet Universal's lineup includes The Avengers, Transformers 3, The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1, The Hangover Part II, The Incredible Hulk 2, Fast & Furious 5, and Skyfall."


    As Charles listed these sequels, the reporters took deep breaths, realizing just how strong Capet Universal really was. Avatar couldn't release every two or three years, but Capet Universal's IPs were a constant stream.


    "So, Charles, do you think the new Star Wars series Disney is developing can compete with Marvel movies?" another determined reporter asked.


    "Marvel Comics and Star Wars are both very influential American IPs. Which is better? That depends on the results," Charles said before entering the hotel, uninterested in the reporters.


    With beautiful music, stunning dances, abundant food and drinks, and sexy ladies, a Hollywood party never lacked these elements.


    "Charles, welcome." Disney Chairman John Pepper approached Charles, his face radiating the joy of Disney's successful Lucasfilm acquisition, showing its critical importance.


    "Congratulations, John," Charles shook hands with John Pepper.


    With the Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal's Orlando studios opening just recently, Disney acquiring Lucasfilm and planning Star Wars-themed areas at Disneyland didn't seem far off. Charles acknowledged that while box office wasn't a worry, consumer products were the focus.


    John Pepper called a server to bring drinks. Taking a sip, he smiled. "The pressure from Capet Universal is immense on us at Disney."


    "The film industry is the group's locomotive. Capet Universal owns several enviable movie IPs. Without change, the gap between Disney and Capet Universal will only widen," John Pepper acknowledged.


    Charles looked towards Disney CEO Robert Iger chatting with George Lucas in the distance. "Pixar, Lucasfilm - Disney's strategy is impressive."


    John Pepper nodded, "But some regrets also come with it. After acquiring Pixar, Robert's top desire was to acquire Marvel Entertainment. Unfortunately, it already belonged to you, Charles."


    Closing his eyes momentarily before reopening them, Charles said, "Good thing I took a risk to acquire Marvel back then. Otherwise, we'd see a Disney owning Pixar, Marvel, and Lucasfilm." 


    'Such a depressing thought.'


    John Pepper felt relieved, "Good thing Lucasfilm belongs to Disney. But Charles, you must be cautious in the future."


    "Hollywood is interesting only with competition," Charles smiled, pondering over John Pepper's confidence. Who was behind it? George Lucas? Robert Iger?


  




  Chapter 619: Restarting Jurassic Park?


  

    After George Lucas sold Lucasfilm, he didn't continue to personally manage it. Instead, he appointed the famous producer Kathleen Kennedy, Steven Spielberg's partner, as the president of Lucasfilm.


    Kathleen Kennedy started as Spielberg's assistant producer in the 80s and gradually became a prominent Hollywood producer.


    Together with her husband Frank Marshall, they helped Spielberg establish Amblin Entertainment and managed it until founding the Kennedy/Marshall Company.


    "Congratulations, Kathleen. Lucasfilm is a great platform," Charles expressed when he met Kathleen Kennedy.


    "Thank you, Charles," Kathleen Kennedy warmly shook hands with Charles, having been involved in almost all of Spielberg's productions.


    Amblin, DreamWorks, and Kennedy/Marshall all had considerable collaborations with Universal Pictures!


    Universal's Bourne series was produced by the Kennedy/Marshall Company. However, Charles axed the plans for Bourne 4 last year.


    "Now Capet Universal is thinking of rebooting the Jurassic Park sequels, tentatively titled Jurassic Park 4. What are your thoughts?" Charles suddenly asked.


    In the 90s, Universal released two Jurassic Park movies, both directed by Steven Spielberg, and produced by Kathleen Kennedy. They were very popular.


    In the new millennium, Kathleen Kennedy pushed for the development of Jurassic Park 3. Although Spielberg didn't direct it, the box office was still good.


    As one of Universal's most successful franchises, the importance of Jurassic Park was undeniable.


    "Jurassic Park 4?" Kathleen Kennedy was surprised. Jurassic Park 3 was released in 2001.


    "Charles, you guys really want to reboot the Jurassic Park series?"


    "Of course. Jurassic Park means a lot to Universal," Charles wasn't making a rash decision. Even Star Wars was preparing for its seventh installment. Why couldn't Jurassic Park have a fourth one?


    Kathleen Kennedy nodded. "I'll discuss this with Steven since he is very familiar with the series."


    "Of course. Right now, Universal is just considering it, and the specific preparation process hasn't started yet. We can take our time," Charles explained. He could slowly go through Universal's vault to reboot or remake some old films.


    After chatting with Kathleen Kennedy for a while, Charles ran into David Geffen and Steven Spielberg. Almost the DreamWorks founders, except for Jeffrey Katzenberg, reunited at Disney!


    Shortly after, Robert Freeman, CEO of Summit Entertainment, approached Charles to discuss adapting Marvel Comics characters into movies.


    Of course, Charles promptly rejected the request. Marvel Studios was currently working hard to reclaim the rights they had previously sold off. They wouldn't consider selling adaptation rights now.


    Summit Entertainment's DC Comics adaptation Red was about to be released, Charles knew.


    Though under the DC Comics umbrella, there were several companies. Let's see if you can get permission to adapt DC Universe characters, Charles thought to himself, feeling sorry for Summit's CEO Robert Freeman for three seconds. Without the Twilight series, Summit seemed to be languishing in a half-dead state.


    "I wonder how long they can hold on?"


    Charles then thought about Lionsgate, another independent film company. The Hunger Games series didn't seem to be associated with them either.


    Actually, developing some thriller and horror genre films wasn't bad. At least they could still make money on DVD and TV!


    "Miss, would you care to dance?" Charles extended his hand, inviting a young lady.


    "Ah, sure, Mr. Capet. I'm Elizabeth Olsen!"


    "Olsen?" Charles asked deliberately, though he knew it was Elizabeth Olsen and was surprised to run into her here.


    "Ashley Olsen and Mary-Kate Olsen are my sisters," Elizabeth Olsen said, who was 21 years old and in the prime of her youth, studying at NYU's Tisch School of the Arts while participating in film and TV productions.


    Charles led the lady to the dance floor, wrapping his arm around her waist. "The famous Olsen twins! I had no idea they had a younger sister who is so beautiful!"


    Elizabeth Olsen smiled, glancing at Charles Capet, her heart beating faster. Since childhood, she had participated in a few productions thanks to her sisters' fame.


    Now Elizabeth found that the actor's path wasn't easy. The Olsen twins, strictly speaking, weren't Hollywood insiders, so their available resources were quite limited!


    "Are you an actress too?" Charles asked.


    Elizabeth Olsen nodded. "Apart from some minor roles as a child, I've only been in one low-budget film. Just finished this year, titled Martha Marcy May Marlene. It's about a girl named Martha who gets involved with a cult. After escaping, she suffers from paranoia upon returning to her family. The script is based on a true story."


    Elizabeth Olsen didn't hold back. As it was a low-budget indie film, it was yet to find a distributor after being shot.


    "A true story..." Charles responded calmly, seeing as the U.S. had numerous cults; it wasn't surprising anymore.


    "How about we discuss Martha Marcy May Marlene somewhere else?" Charles suggested.


    "Okay..."


    Inside a suite at the Hilton Garden Inn on North Highland Avenue, Charles and Elizabeth Olsen began kissing as soon as they entered the room.


    After a while, Charles embraced her from behind, guiding his hands into her dress, feeling Elizabeth Olsen's breasts. "Dear, are you a D cup now?"


    "Mmm," Elizabeth Olsen turned and kissed Charles. "Almost, it's more like a 34C!"


    Then Charles swiftly undressed her, pushing her onto the bed. "Is Martha Marcy May Marlene your first major film?"


    "Yes, I love acting," Elizabeth responded as Charles kissed her breasts.


    "Mmm," Charles kissed her lips passionately while Elizabeth quickly helped him unbutton his shirt...


    ---


  




  Chapter 620: Elizabeth Olsen


  

    In the morning, in the bedroom of the Hilton Garden Inn Hollywood, Charles Capet tightly hugged Elizabeth Olsen, who was sitting on top of him.


    "Ooh," Elizabeth Olsen also held Charles' head tighter; soon after, they both calmed down.


    "Phew," Charles, with his entire face resting on the woman's 34C, kissed her chest a few times before lying back down on the bed.


    Elizabeth Olsen lay on top of Charles, breathing heavily.


    "Are you still juggling college and looking for acting opportunities?" Charles asked, stroking Elizabeth Olsen who was on him.


    "Yeah, I'm studying at NYU's Tisch School of the Arts, though it's been on and off, I don't even know when I'll graduate," Elizabeth Olsen smiled. "I started college at 17, and it's my fourth year now!"


    Elizabeth Olsen was 21 years old. With two famous sisters in America, she didn't lack for money.


    "From what you said, Martha Marcy May Marlene should be a standard art film, right? And it seems to have some nude scenes, doesn't it?" Charles knew about Elizabeth Olsen's future role in the American version of Oldboy.


    No matter how you looked at it, Elizabeth Olsen was an actress who didn't mind explicit scenes or had low demands for movie roles before becoming famous.


    The famous Scarlet Witch's appearance was still a wait until Avengers: Age of Ultron.


    "Yes, it has some explicit scenes," Elizabeth Olsen said, clearly unbothered.


    "Alright, I'll have someone keep an eye on Martha Marcy May Marlene. For a low-budget movie costing a couple million dollars, Charles certainly wasn't going to waste his time supervising it personally.


    He would just give orders for Focus Features to look into distributing it; after all, independent films like Martha Marcy May Marlene came out in droves every year, and finding a distributor would be a stroke of luck.


    "Really?" Elizabeth Olsen's eyes lit up after hearing that, feeling a sort of relief that her first starring role would see the light of day if Charles Capet just said the word to get Focus Features to distribute it.


    "Of course, it's a small thing," Charles said, sitting up, "Are you staying in Los Angeles for a while?"


    Elizabeth Olsen nodded, "I'll stay for a few days and then head back to New York!"


    "Got it, I'll pick you up tonight," Charles smiled and went into the bathroom.


    ...


    Capet Pictures had long considered Disney's acquisition of Lucasfilm, mainly to expand on Star Wars with Disney's help.


    Now that Disney announced development of Star Wars: The Force Awakens, Capet Pictures of course had to respond.


    Jurassic Park 4 was in preparation, Marvel Studio's new hero Aquaman (Namor) was also in the works, and Iron Man 3 from Marvel Studios had been scheduled.


    In Burbank, at Capet Pictures' headquarters, Charles received a call from his mother.


    "Ari Emanuel seems to have had some interaction with Bryan Lourd, chairman of CAA; he might be looking to switch to CAA!"


    "Switch to CAA? What qualifications does Ari Emanuel have to join CAA now? He doesn't have any big-name stars anymore. Bryan Lourd wouldn't be stupid enough to take him in," Charles wasn't worried, knowing that Ari Emanuel wasn't what he used to be.


    Even Bryan Lourd, a representative of Jewish capital, wouldn't find Ari Emanuel useful now.


    "CAA is our biggest competitor in EDR. I keep a close eye on them. They're also investing in sports agency business, so the international market competition will get fiercer," Evelyn had led EDR to significant wins in film and music industries over the years with Charles' vision.


    After merging, they could now hold their own against CAA, and in sports, CAA definitely couldn't compare to EDR.


    "Don't worry, Ari Emanuel no longer has the chance to make a comeback. He's better off retiring with the money he has; there's no place for him at EDR. Would anyone at EDR even consider giving their position to him?" Charles laughed, even Michael Ovitz, who established CAA's dominance, was mercilessly removed by CAA.


    Ari Emanuel's importance to EDR was much less than Michael Ovitz was to CAA.


    "Next, focus on securing film financing channels. Investments like Relativity Media's packaging deals and international capital are what you need to vie for," Charles reminded his mother.


    "In film project financing, CAA seems to be doing slightly better," he added.


    After hanging up, Charles quickly watched an official message from the White House on TV, announcing that Pete Rouse would replace Rahm Emanuel as Chief of Staff.


    ...


    Soon after, Phyllis Jones entered Charles' office with information on Martha Marcy May Marlene.


    "Boss, this is a low-budget art film looking for a distributor. How did you know about it?"


    Charles shook his head, too lazy to explain, and waved his hand, "Just have Focus Features handle it."


    Despite stopping several projects after Capet took charge, Focus Features still had quite a few projects in the pipeline.


    Overall, Martha Marcy May Marlene had good artistic value, but commercial potential was low.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "The marketing department thinks this film has award potential."


    "We have TV channels and streaming platforms. Films should either be box office hits or critically acclaimed to have commercial value," Charles didn't care much about independent films but knew they couldn't be ignored.


    Otherwise, he'd have sold Focus Features immediately.


    Phyllis Jones acknowledged, "By the way, the production department received a letter from actor Ryan Reynolds about the Deadpool character. He's very interested in playing this unique role."


  




  Chapter 621: Deadpool


  

    "Ryan Reynolds? Isn't this guy filming Green Lantern with Warner Bros.?" Charles was taken aback by Phyllis Jones' words.


    "Green Lantern just wrapped up, and he really likes the character Deadpool," Phyllis shrugged.


    "Previously, when 20th Century Fox was developing X-Men Origins: Wolverine, they proposed to secure the rights to Deadpool, intending for Ryan Reynolds to play the character. But we didn't agree!"


    Deadpool is an anti-hero from Canada, and Ryan Reynolds is also Canadian. This hero is quite the talker, which is pretty in line with Reynolds' comedic talent.


    "Anti-hero," Charles stroked his chin. Deadpool is a famous anti-hero from Marvel Comics, with the power of immortality and a sharp tongue and strong abilities.


    He first appeared in New Mutants. However, his genetic enhancements were injected post-birth, so he's not considered a part of the mutant species. This was the reason why 20th Century Fox wanted to purchase the rights separately back then. Unfortunately for them, Charles acquired Marvel early on, closing the door on any further sales of hero rights!


    "We could include him in the plan. After all, this guy did join the Avengers. We could start with a solo Deadpool movie," Charles was not opposed. Although Capet Pictures couldn't use the mutant system, Deadpool could break the fourth wall, allowing for limitless creative expansion.


    Moreover, Reynolds' comedic talent had shown through in Blade: Trinity and The Proposal. He was indeed quite fitting for the role of Deadpool!


    In the evening, Charles went on a date with Elizabeth Olsen. Perhaps because they were newly acquainted, there was a sense of freshness.


    ...


    In Washington D.C., Rahm Emanuel, who had stepped down as the White House Chief of Staff, had already realized that the Daley family had abandoned him. He was out of the running for the Mayor of Chicago.


    Upon returning home, his brother Ari Emanuel was sitting on the couch, drinking tequila. Seeing Rahm return, Ari simply sighed.


    "So, are you planning to go back home to Chicago or to California?" Rahm sat down on the couch and poured himself a drink.


    "What about you, any thoughts? I've been tossed aside by Hollywood. Soon, I might vanish like Michael Ovitz. Hollywood's pace is too fast," Ari Emanuel felt extremely unwilling but helpless.


    Rahm looked at his brother, "How about we both return home to Chicago?"


    Ari shook his head, still unwilling to give up, "Are we really out of options? We're Jews. Is there no one who can help us?"


    Rahm frowned, "I was the White House Chief of Staff because Obama wanted to appease Jewish organizations. Unfortunately, after the financial crisis, anti-Semitic sentiments have been rising in society, and some forces were pushing this narrative from behind. 


    Besides, back then, due to Florida, I had a falling out with Charles Capet. The Jewish community will not estrange him just because of me. You should understand how important Capet Pictures' position is in the media world."


    "So, are we just supposed to be Charles Capet's punching bags?" Ari Emanuel was obviously dissatisfied.


    "He controls Capet Pictures, and his mother Evelyn controls EDR. Is there really nothing we can find out about them?"


    Rahm closed his eyes for a moment, "What could we find out? You're from Hollywood yourself. You know clearly about the development of Capet Pictures and EDR. What do you think you can find?"


    "Do you think the antitrust investigation committee hasn't been paying attention to these two Capet family companies? Even if there were issues, the Capet family's powerful lawyers would smooth everything out!"


    "I do know some information; Evelyn got some tips from Charles..." Ari explained.


    "Ha, violating fair trade principles?" Rahm shook his head. "Don't be foolish. You don't even believe that nonsense yourself. Yes, EDR's development did ride on Capet Entertainment's rapid growth, but is there a problem with that? Stop thinking about it. You're not on his level at all!"


    "Recently, Maurice Greenberg, former CEO of AIG, sued the Federal Government, claiming their bailout plan diluted original shareholders' stakes. Former Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson, current Treasury Secretary Tim Geithner, and Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke are going to testify. 


    You need to understand that Charles Capet made as much money during the subprime crisis as John Paulson (Chairman of Paulson & Co.). Not only was there no summons from Washington last year, but it's even more unlikely this year that he'd be court-ordered to testify on these bailout cases.


    Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae, like AIG, were also taken over by the government. Many hedge fund managers and investment company heads were summoned, but no one mentioned Charles Capet."


    Don't think that his youth or his knack for filmmaking and media games are his only strengths. His political connections run deep, with numerous allies in Congress."


    Handling such major financial cases is the task of the U.S. Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission. Upon Congressional authorization, the commission can summon related individuals to ensure the objectivity and fairness of their final conclusions.


    Yet Congress never authorized them to summon fund managers and owners like Steve Cohen, John Paulson, and Charles Capet, who amassed fortunes during the financial crisis!


    What's a Treasury Secretary or Federal Reserve Chairman? They're just spokespeople for the capital behind them.


    They aren't in the same league as those who truly control capital. Why do you think they spend money every year to support those members of Congress? Isn't it to ensure they stay safely hidden behind the scenes?


    Rahm said seriously, "Don't overthink. The political world is far scarier than Hollywood. In politics, death is common. Right now, you're like an ant in front of him; he could crush you easily!"


    "The current Eurozone crisis also involves the operations of these funds and investment companies." Rahm worried his brother might do something foolish, which would indeed result in serious consequences.


    Originally hoping to become the first Jewish Mayor of Chicago, Rahm Emanuel now had to continue waiting for another opportunity.


  




  Chapter 622: Chapter 622


  

    In Beverly Hills, Westwood, at the Manne Village Theater, Charles was with Elizabeth Olsen enjoying the movie Black Swan.


    Since its North American debut at the Toronto International Film Festival, Black Swan had been released to the public. However, as an art film, Focus Features didn't invest much in its promotion.


    Black Swan had been in theaters for about half a month, with only around 600 cinemas showing it in North America. This was Charles' first time watching it in its entirety.


    "Martha Marcy May Marlene is expected to release next March or April. Focus Features will have a few preview screenings before it hits theaters," Charles explained to Elizabeth Olsen while holding her.


    "I know, getting the film into theaters is already quite an achievement. Many movies don't even qualify for theater release," Elizabeth Olsen said, resting her head against Charles' chest, before lowering it suddenly.


    In the dim environment, with only the light from the screen showing Black Swan, Charles was stunned by her sudden action for a few seconds.


    Looking around and seeing no one nearby, he leaned back and placed his hand on Elizabeth Olsen's hair, enjoying her attention...


    ...


    After hanging out with Elizabeth Olsen in Los Angeles for a few days, Charles asked her to return to New York to continue her studies and wait for further opportunities.


    "US Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission?" At Capet Manor, Charles had just learned that Britney Spears was pregnant when he received a call from Camille.


    "Yes, they're investigating whether any fund companies manipulated the market or made unfair profits during the financial crisis."


    "Does it have anything to do with me? Just send a fund manager to cooperate. Isn't that how Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley handle these things?" Charles clearly didn't take this matter seriously. At that time, he mainly bet short internationally, which was much cleaner than most Wall Street funds and investment banks.


    Camille reminded over the phone, "Of course, it has nothing to do with you, boss. But this will make you more noticed by others. The members of this commission come from various backgrounds, including bankers, real estate insiders, financial regulators, economic and financial researchers, etc. You might have to cooperate with the government more in the future."


    Charles laughed, "Isn't that what Bank of America is for? I am now a shareholder and a board member of Bank of America!"


    "Got it, boss. Don't worry, our legal team will keep any trouble at bay," Camille assured one last time.


    Charles hung up and went to the living room. Evelyn was sitting on the couch with Britney, who looked up at Charles, "It's been two months. The pregnancy symptoms are quite obvious. What are you going to do?"


    "Um," Charles scratched his chin, "Just go ahead and have the baby!"


    Britney Spears touched her belly and was quite happy, "I can have the baby by next June."


    Evelyn gave Charles a stern look, knowing he didn't want to get married but still had to accept the situation. "Let Britney take a break from work and rest at home."


    The ranch estate in San Luis Obispo County was a great place; the environment was good and quiet, and it wasn't too far from Los Angeles.


    Britney Spears didn't have any objections, and neither did Charles. Evelyn's arrangements were fine.


    "By the way, you got pregnant in New York, right?" After Evelyn left, Charles asked Britney while holding her.


    "Yes, around that time," Britney didn't care much about the details.


    "Better start resting early. You don't want the reporters to find out you're pregnant; that would be a mess." Charles imagined the chaos if Britney's pregnancy got out.


    Britney Spears nodded, "But it's still too early. I'll rest at home once my belly starts to show."


    "Alright," Charles agreed, as it was only two months in and barely visible.


    "Charles," Britney Spears whispered while wrapping her arms around his neck, her eyes full of suggestion.


    "No, you know the first three months are off-limits for sex. Didn't you hear what my mom said?" Charles quickly shook his head. Who knew what the baby would turn out like, a boy or a girl? Better not risk it.


    Before he knew, he had even dragged Megan Fox into it, unknowingly affecting the baby inside.


    "Alright," Britney Spears stopped her thoughts.


    "Yeah, read some literature, listen to soft music or piano pieces. Start educating the baby early. That way, they'll have a head start!" Charles began offering advice.


    Britney Spears couldn't care less about when she got pregnant. They were healthy people, after all, and getting pregnant was normal. As long as it wasn't intentionally avoided, there wouldn't be any problem.


    ...


    By the time October came around, the biographical film The King's Speech, distributed by MGM, and Black Swan under Capet's Focus Features, were neck and neck.


    Both gained traction through good word-of-mouth and gradually expanded their theater count.


    Clearly, after Comcast's acquisition of MGM, they had a great start. The King's Speech, costing less than $15 million, even less than Black Swan, raked in nearly $50 million in North America within a month. With its acclaim, it surely was headed for over $100 million in North America.


    As for Black Swan, its North American box office had just reached $40 million. MGM's distribution capabilities were not exceptionally strong, but the film's quality played a huge role.


    "Charles, what do you think about us at MGM rejoining the MPAA Association as official members?" At the Peninsula Hotel in Beverly Hills, Comcast's Chairman Brian Roberts invited Charles for afternoon tea.


    "I think it's a good idea. If MGM were official MPAA members, The King's Speech wouldn't have been rated R," Charles smiled. The relationships among the major Hollywood studios were quite nuanced, and Capet Universal indeed needed a strong ally.


    Comcast was mainly a television network operator, so its interests were not directly affected by his. Moreover, MGM was no longer a threat.


    Supporting MGM's return to the MPAA was something Charles welcomed.


    "Steve agrees with you. The King's Speech being rated R reminded him of your Slumdog Millionaire!" Brian Roberts laughed. "We still have to slowly get used to Hollywood's rules..."


  




  Chapter 623: Chapter 623


  

    Brian Roberts appointed Steve Burke as the chairman of MGM. Steve Burke expressed his hope that MGM would return to MPAA, clearly for his own reasons.


    The preparation for the shooting of Skyfall and the Hobbit series showed that MGM, after being acquired by Comcast, wasn't just sitting idle!


    The unexpected hit, The King's Speech, might have been a catalyst or trigger for Steve Burke's hope to bring MGM back to MPAA.


    The King's Speech was rated R by MPAA, not without reason, as the released version contained a lot of profanity.


    Previously, the producers and director had submitted a cut version for rating, but it still received an R rating because the intense storyline created too much pressure.


    This was a familiar scenario; Charles's Slumdog Millionaire was rated similarly for the same reason. It was only through Universal's efforts that it got a PG-13 rating!


    "The rules, these are Hollywood's game rules. Every player entering has to follow," Charles smiled as he watched Brian Roberts leave the Peninsula Hotel.


    Now, the two main competitors of Capet Pictures globally were Time Warner and Disney. As for 20th Century Fox, Sony, and Paramount, Charles didn't consider them as close competitors.


    The fact that 20th Century Fox and Sony owned the rights to the X-Men series and Spider-Man series originally from Marvel was quite frustrating!


    ...


    In the evening, Charles met with Senator Christopher Dodd from Connecticut at the Wilshire Theatre in Koreatown, Los Angeles, along with Senator Gavin Newsom.


    MPAA President Dan Glickman's term was ending, and Christopher Dodd was going to be the next MPAA Motion Picture Association President.


    "Charles, Dodd is also the chairman of the Congressional banking committee. With all the major banks in America thriving now, you might have a lot to talk about!"


    Gavin Newsom laughed, as besides being the chairman of Capet Pictures, Charles was also a shareholder and board member of Bank of America.


    Christopher Dodd was set to succeed as MPAA President by the end of the year, and he and Charles Capet were going to interact a lot!


    Charles smiled, watching the stage performance, and said, "It's all thanks to the recovery of the American economy, with the Euro being slapped back and the dominance of the dollar continuing. Financial, energy, and manufacturing industries' recovery is, of course, reflected in the stock market!"


    "Charles, the importance of Hollywood cannot be overlooked now. Capet Pictures' international strategy is very exemplary for American cultural exports," Christopher Dodd's future work mainly involved Hollywood, so befriending Charles Capet was essential.


    "Oh, by the way, I heard Maurice Greenberg, former CEO of AIG, sued the U.S. government, claiming the previous government's bailout plan harmed the shareholders' interests. Maurice Greenberg is supposedly the largest individual shareholder of AIG. The government didn't even help Lehman Brothers; AIG seems a bit like burning bridges, right?"


    Charles asked about the recent lawsuit in the Federal Court in Washington.


    Former Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson, current Secretary Timothy Geithner, and Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke were all testifying!


    These three were the rescue trio during the U.S. subprime mortgage crisis.


    Christopher Dodd wasn't concerned, "It's all about interests. The government invested in AIG to prevent its bankruptcy. Now that AIG's stock price has recovered, those who sold their shares cheaply are dissatisfied, but they won't stir up much trouble!"


    Charles shook his head, "There was no need to dive into CDS, AIG was doing great in the insurance business. Delisted from the Dow Jones, now they have to sell their businesses to pay debts!"


    At this moment, Gavin Newsom spoke, "The California gubernatorial election is crucial now, and Meg Whitman's appearances on Fox TV are frequent. Charles, we need your support!"


    "No worries," Charles smiled, "Jerry Brown's rich experience can't be faked, and his support rate is the highest. Unless something unexpected happens, the governor of the first state in the U.S. will be a Democrat!"


    The governor is a powerful figure, requiring background and influence; money is just a basic condition.


    Jerry Brown, counting his father, has been governor of California for almost 20 years!


    ...


    In the evening, Charles visited Alexandra Daddario's villa in Hidden Hills, Los Angeles. Alexandra gained some fame from the release of Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief this year.


    On the sofa, Charles passionately kissed Alexandra Daddario, whose curvy 36E figure made him infatuated.


    "Honey, shouldn't we have a drink first?" Charles laughed to the seemingly aroused woman in his arms.


    At that moment, with her clothes partially undone and eyes full of affection, Alexandra Daddario pressed against Charles's chest, "Aren't I more tempting than champagne?"


    "Of course you are," Charles replied, fondling her chest again, "We have plenty of time, don't we?"


    Alexandra Daddario smiled, "Then I'll go get the wine!"


    After a while, she emerged with two glasses and a bottle of wine.


    "Charles, cheers!" Alexandra Daddario sat next to Charles and started enjoying the wine.


    "How was filming Transformers 3?" Charles asked, as he had arranged her role to showcase her sexy figure.


    Alexandra Daddario smiled and nodded, "The shooting went well! Unfortunately, my scenes are limited!"


    "Don't worry, it's a trilogy. There will be a few years before the fourth one, and your role will expand by then," Charles said, taking a sip of his wine. "Breaking Dawn - Part 1 invited you for a role, right? You should seize the opportunity!"


    "I understand..."


  




  Chapter 624: Chapter 624


  

    In the morning, Charles woke up from bed and found that Alexandra Daddario was already up, working out in the courtyard pool.


    He went to the poolside and admired Alexandra Daddario in her swimsuit for a while. She truly lived up to being one of Hollywood's best figures.


    "Charles, you're awake?" Alexandra Daddario got out of the pool, her ample chest shaking with movement.


    Charles handed her a towel and sat down with her on a beach chair. "No wonder you always maintain such a great figure!"


    "Uh-huh, you men love it," Alexandra Daddario said, giving Charles a kiss on the cheek.


    "By the way, you should stop taking poorly made B-movies like Shadows of Death from now on. At least Piranha 3D did well at the box office. This year's Shadows of Death completely relied on your figure as a selling point," Charles said, holding Alexandra Daddario in his arms.


    "By next year, when Transformers 3 and The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1 are released, your fame will definitely rise even more!"


    Alexandra Daddario hugged Charles's neck and smiled. "I know, but I'm still just a small-time actress right now. Horror movies are inevitable. However, opportunities aren't lacking now. I'll be more careful!"


    Charles nodded and smiled. "You must be hungry by now; let's go have breakfast."


    Alexandra Daddario smiled and whispered in Charles's ear, "You mean, your breakfast..."


    Soon, Charles enjoyed breakfast at the table, while Alexandra Daddario was busy under it...


    ...


    Soon, Charles took Alexandra Daddario to Miami.


    The Doral Golf Resort had the famous golf course designer Gil Hanse redesign and plan the Blue Monster Course.


    With the hotel and clubhouse renovations included, Charles was very excited about the new Doral Golf Resort with its $100 million budget.


    At the CSE office near the Miami Gardens American Bankers Field.


    "Liverpool has a new owner now? Wow," Charles sat in a chair, one hand holding the phone, the other resting on Alexandra Daddario's chest.


    David Dein called to inform him that New England Sports Ventures spent 300 million pounds to buy Liverpool from Tom Hicks and George Gillett!


    "Liverpool had such high debts. Shouldn't this money be used to pay off loans first?" Charles asked.


    "The 237 million in debt must be paid off first, but Tom Hicks and George Gillett bought Liverpool leveraging debt. They didn't lose much," David Dein's voice on the phone sounded a bit schadenfreude-like. "They didn't really make much either!"


    "Let's see how John Henry from New England Sports Ventures manages it. Liverpool has quite a few problems now," Charles also laughed. Currently, Arsenal was the Premier League's top dog.


    Then, Charles hung up the phone. Why worry about Tom Hicks and George Gillett selling Liverpool? It was now owned by John Henry. 


    All that mattered was his body's instincts...


    Charles, leaning back in the chair, with Alexandra Daddario kneeling in front of him. 


    Charles's hand moved to the lady's 36E, tracing across her chest, "Darling, did you forget this?"


    ...


    Charles took the opportunity to inspect the reconstruction work at the Dora Golf and Country Club and met with Scott Richard, a candidate for the governor of Florida.


    "Orlando Universal Studios' performance over the past few months proves that Capet can provide greater support for the city's development," he said.


    "Universal Studios needs more land to plan its buildings according to its design, and only then can Universal Studios' theme park resort become even more attractive to visitors!" he added.


    More visitors would promote consumption in Orlando and across Florida. After all, Florida was not only about Disney World.


    Charles spent money and effort to support Republican Scott Richard's campaign for governor for the future of Orlando Universal Studios.


    "Don't worry, the land belonging to Orlando Universal Studios will definitely be yours," Scott Richard said with a smile. His support rate was high, and once he became the governor of Florida, he would give Charles Capet what he wanted.


    Charles nodded. "Let's go in and have a drink," he said, as he and Scott Richard returned from the balcony to the club's hall.


    This was a private club located in Lauderdale, on the outskirts of Miami, filled with wealthy businessmen, politicians, and various other figures.


    The sexy Alexandra Daddario, holding onto Charles' arm, followed the man as they mingled and chatted with the crowd. Coming from a middle-class lawyer family, Alexandra Daddario was far more articulate than many Hollywood stars who had risen from the bottom.


    Graduating from Marymount Manhattan College in New York's Upper East Side, Alexandra Daddario's choice of becoming an actress was not fully understood by her parents.


    "Geez, these rich people have such leisurely lives every day," Charles shook his head, sat on the sofa with Alexandra Daddario in his arms, and took a sip of the champagne in his hand.


    "Honey, you seem to be talking about yourself!" Alexandra Daddario said, giving Charles a peck on the cheek.


    Charles shook his head, looked at the crowd clinking glasses in the distance, and muttered, "This kind of life was what I always dreamed of!"


    "Now your dream has come true," Alexandra replied.


    "Maybe," Charles said, holding the lady's waist, looking at the crowd in the hall, reflecting on how he used to need to know these people, but now they wanted to please him.


    Suddenly, Charles spotted Jeffrey Epstein, a well-known entrepreneur and financier in Florida.


    Charles never expected to see Jeffrey Epstein there, considering Epstein had previously been convicted of sexually assaulting underage girls and had served 13 months in prison.


    Many wealthy individuals knew about Jeffrey Epstein's actions, as he wore the label of a sex offender, and many famous elites were also his clients!


    "Let's go, Lauderdale is like the Venice of the United States. Let's go for a nighttime boat ride," Charles suggested, not caring about Jeffrey Epstein. "What woman doesn't Hollywood have?"


    Being labeled a sex offender didn't matter; the lives of these wealthy individuals remained unchanged, with elite businessmen, top Washington officials, and European royalty still being his guests!


    "Sure, Lauderdale's canal routes are well-developed and the scenery is nice," Alexandra Daddario said, as she had often vacationed in Lauderdale.


    In the evening, back at the hotel with Alexandra Daddario, Charles prepared to return to Los Angeles the next day.


    "Honey, you seem to like Lauderdale a lot," Charles said, lying on the bed with Alexandra Daddario in his arms.


    "Yeah, I used to often come here with my family for vacations. But in recent years, I've mainly focused on my acting career, staying in New York and Los Angeles," Alexandra Daddario replied.


    Charles nodded. "Tomorrow, I need to go back to Los Angeles. You stay and check out some houses. Lauderdale isn't bad and is closer to Miami Gardens. Maybe I'll need a couple of houses as vacation villas too, in case I need to host guests at the Bank of America Stadium."


    Though Charles owned a luxurious seaside villa in West Palm Beach, Lauderdale was closer to Miami Gardens than West Palm Beach.


    Alexandra Daddario blinked her big eyes. "Charles, aren't you asking me to stay by your side? Next month, I need to join the Breaking Dawn, Part 1 crew." 


    Charles laughed, "Don't worry, I've spent plenty of time with you these past few days. You can take the opportunity to rest too. Amelia will stay to help you with the house hunting."


    Charles stayed in Miami for four days, handling matters regarding the Doral Golf and Country Club and the Florida governor's election before flying back to Los Angeles.


  




  Chapter 625: Eye of Hollywood


  

    In San Diego, at the luxurious Santa Fe Ranch Estate that Charles recently purchased, he watched as Frank McCourt, the owner of the Los Angeles Dodgers, drove away, his face expressionless.


    "Reckless fool," said Charles as he beckoned Jasmine Bloom over.


    "Find Anthony Pellicano and have him look into Frank McCourt's divorce case!"


    Anthony Pellicano, a top Hollywood private investigator, often referred to as the "Eye of Hollywood," held many secrets and scandals of celebrities. Especially in divorce case investigations, Pellicano made many Hollywood big shots tremble during divorce proceedings.


    In 2006, he was sent to prison through the efforts of many Hollywood moguls for illegal wiretapping...


    "Anthony Pellicano just got out of prison. Will he still want to work?" Jasmine Bloom asked, doubtful.


    "Don't worry, private investigators don't have much of a moral compass. We're not asking him to kill anyone - just uncover some dirt on Frank McCourt," Charles was indifferent.


    Previously, Charles' mother had sent someone to contact Frank McCourt's wife, but it was unclear why the woman was persuaded by McCourt. She agreed to postpone the divorce case!


    Jasmine Bloom nodded. After such a long break, she finally had something to do again. "Don't worry, boss. The outcome will be satisfactory."


    Charles looked at Jasmine Bloom, "You used to be an athlete. Now that CSE's sports entertainment layout in the US is almost complete, would you be interested in participating in CSE's management? NFL, NBA, LA Dodgers - they should all be mine. Right now, all I want is to acquire the Los Angeles Dodgers. I'm not interested in the rest. Can I leave this task to you?"


    Jasmine Bloom thought for a moment before replying, "Boss, I'm not very passionate about sports. Being an athlete was my father's dream. Now, I run several chain hotels in New York, and I'm quite content. But I will help you acquire the Los Angeles Dodgers as soon as possible!"


    Charles smiled, "I see, running hotels sounds good too."


    "By the way, boss, Frank McCourt is also a wealthy American. I might need some financial support," Jasmine Bloom reminded.


    "No problem. I'll have Dona Williams assist you," Charles was nonchalant. "I don't care about Frank McCourt's fate. I just want to buy the Dodgers."


    Jasmine Bloom knew that Dona Williams and Phyllis Jones were Charles' personal assistants, though she had only met Phyllis Jones.


    ...


    In the evening, Ivanka Trump, who had come from the Bay Area, accompanied Charles on the terrace to watch the Pacific sunset.


    "What brings you back? Isn't Jerry Brown's campaign headquarters in Oakland?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Ivanka stuck out her tongue, "Look at the current support rate - Jerry Brown is almost certain to be elected the new governor of California. The vote is at the end of the month, and there's nothing major left to do, so I came to accompany you. The last day of the month is my birthday, and you promised to take me to Las Vegas for a vacation!"


    Charles nodded, went to Ivanka's side, and kissed her on the lips, "Don't worry, I'll keep my promise. Also, I need to meet Sheldon Adelson and Stephen Wynn in Las Vegas."


    As for Kirk Kerkorian from MGM Grand, he had rarely been involved in the specific business of MGM Resorts International.


    Ivanka sat in Charles' lap, holding her lover's neck. "Mr. Stephen Wynn has a good relationship with my father. Now that the hotel and entertainment business is recovering, are you really interested?"


    "West Pacific Union Bank set up a special investment fund targeting casino and entertainment company stocks in Las Vegas. Many people have invested!"


    Charles smiled. Politicians led by Arianna Huffington had bought stocks from Sands or Wynn Resorts.


    "Oh," Ivanka nodded, "I heard that Nevada's Democratic Senator Harry Reid made some negative comments about you? People like Stephen Wynn and Sheldon Adelson, who run casinos in Las Vegas, support the Republicans. We can use them to hit back at Harry Reid. Currently, the leading candidate for governor of Nevada is Republican Latino Brian Sandoval. We should also meet him."


    Charles lifted Ivanka's chin, "Looks like you've learned some things from Mrs. Huffington. California, Florida, and Nevada all have high unemployment rates. The subprime mortgage crisis hit the real estate sectors in Nevada and Florida hard. Nevada has a single-industry economy. To solve unemployment, we need to look beyond gambling," Charles said, smiling. "Las Vegas, as a tourist city, has always welcomed Hollywood. If Brian Sandoval is elected the next governor of Nevada, I wouldn't mind increasing investments in Las Vegas."


    Don't forget, CSE's UFC ultimate fighting events are held in Las Vegas. UFC's growth in recent years is obvious to all.


    Making money, Charles wouldn't hesitate to reinvest some profits back into Las Vegas.


    "When do you plan to go to Las Vegas?" Ivanka whispered in Charles' ear.


    "Next week. I have to return to Los Angeles tomorrow!"


    "Alright, I'll go to Las Vegas first and make arrangements. You need to come quickly," Ivanka said, blowing into Charles' ear.


    Charles turned his head and kissed her on the lips, his hand caressing her chest...


  




  Chapter 626: Chapter 626


  

    The day after returning from San Diego to Los Angeles, Ivanka went to Las Vegas to prepare for her birthday party.


    In Los Angeles, Charles discussed the construction plans for the Universal Studios theme parks with the new Chairman of Universal Parks & Resorts and Consumer Products Group, Steve Blount.


    "If there are no surprises, the Shanghai Universal Studios movie theme park should open in the second half of 2014. The Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal Studios Japan will also open in the summer of 2012..."


    ...


    In the evening, Charles met Pete Rouse, the new White House Chief of Staff, at the Universal City Hilton (formerly the Hilton Universal).


    "Sweetheart, you go to the room and wait for me," Charles kissed Anne Hathaway, who was in his arms.


    Anne Hathaway nodded, "Just make sure you come back early."


    Soon, Charles met Pete Rouse at the hotel bar.


    "Good evening, Charles!"


    "Good evening, Pete," Charles said, ordering some drinks from the waiter.


    "Jerry Brown's election as California governor is practically decided. His main rival, Republican Meg Whitman, will most likely have to concede," Charles assumed Pete Rouse might be interested in this matter.


    Pete Rouse smiled, "For the California governor election, as long as it's a public vote, it's in line with the U.S. Constitution. The Washington D.C. government and the White House will have no objections!"


    ...


    "Back so soon?" Anne Hathaway's eyes sparkled as Charles returned to their suite at the Universal City Hilton.


    "There wasn't much to talk about," Charles said, taking off his coat and sitting on the sofa.


    "You came here for a reason, didn't you?" Charles kissed Anne on the neck and laid his hand on her thigh.


    Wearing a sexy slip dress, Anne Hathaway smiled seductively, "I've moved from CAA to EDR, and I've met Evelyn Capet. Is Universal preparing a film version of Les Miserables? Do you think I'd be good as Fantine?"


    Charles chuckled, "Aren't you filming Silver Linings Playbook at the end of the year? And you've also taken on the role of Catwoman in Christopher Nolan's The Dark Knight Rises. Are you sure you'll have the time to shoot Les Miserables next year? Plus, Fantine's part isn't that big."


    Anne Hathaway paused, "Looks like I don't have time after all."


    "Don't worry, I know what you're thinking," Charles said, caressing her shoulder. "Les Miserables' original novel is very famous. An adaptation could easily attract Oscar attention, right?"


    Anne Hathaway nodded, "Musicals have always been award favorites!"


    Charles shook his head, "Focus on Silver Linings Playbook. This movie is the one I've prepared for you. Don't you remember?"


    "Of course I remember. I've got the script down pat. I won't disappoint you," Anne Hathaway wouldn't neglect the award-seeking film Charles had prepped for her.


    If Nicole Kidman could win her second Best Actress Oscar for The Blind Side, Anne Hathaway was confident in Charles.


    "Exactly. Silver Linings Playbook will be out at the end of next year, plus you have The Dark Knight Rises. You'll have both an art film and a commercial movie," Charles said, smiling again. "When I get you that Best Actress Oscar, we can focus on starting a family."


    Anne Hathaway smiled, "Alright, we'll do it your way!"


    She leaned in and kissed Charles passionately.


    Before long, they headed to the bathroom together.


    While Charles was behind her, he said, "Honey, Emily seems to be abroad promoting Black Swan. When she gets back, let's go horseback riding at the San Diego ranch."


    "Sure...," Anne smiled seductively, kissing Charles again.


    Half an hour later, Anne Hathaway was brushing her teeth at the sink, while Charles relaxed in the bathtub.


    "Charles, are you hungry?" Anne asked, sitting by the bathtub after washing her face and touching Charles's chest.


    "I'm a bit hungry," Charles had used a lot of brainpower discussing Universal projects with Steve Blount and had just exerted himself with Anne.


    "I'll call for room service," Anne wrapped herself in a towel.


    "Sure, ask them to send up more wine. I'd like to have a few more drinks tonight," Charles smiled.


    ...


    As Halloween approached, the annual Halloween Horror Nights at Universal Studios began.


    Paranormal Activity 2 was scheduled to be released during this Halloween season, continuing the success of last year's Paranormal Activity, which had followed Matrix Pictures' Saw 3D.


    Oscar-winning director Danny Boyle, who previously made Slumdog Millionaire, returned with his new biographical film, 127 Hours.


    127 Hours, distributed by Focus Features, was released right after Black Swan to contend for awards.


    In the morning, Charles Capet took a deep breath while leaning against the headboard in a bedroom at the Hollywood Universal Studios Resort Hotel.


    Shortly after, Anne Hathaway emerged from the covers, gasping for breath and leaning on Charles's chest.


    "Darling, Capet Pictures doesn't seem as dominant as last year, huh?" Anne Hathaway laughed while gently caressing his abdomen.


    Charles ruffled her hair nonchalantly, "Avatar, Toy Story 3, Inception, and Alice in Wonderland had everyone fooled; this year's performance is still strong. It's just that Universal's big films like Robin Hood and The Wolfman didn't do so well!"


    Next month, The Twilight Saga: Eclipse was set to premiere, going head-to-head with Warner Brothers' Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 1.


    And come Christmas, Marvel's blockbuster Captain America: The First Avenger would debut.


    "Oh, right," Anne Hathaway giggled and nibbled on Charles's abdomen, "Capet Pictures laid off a lot of people this year. Isn't that affecting you?"


    Charles shook his head, "Unemployment is already high. Capet Pictures is just optimizing resources legally. It won't affect me."


    ...


    By noon, Charles went straight to the office at Universal Studios.


    "Molly Bloom first went to New York and then to Boston. I think she'll have Frank McCourt's weak spot soon," Phyllis Jones said as she handed Charles a cup of coffee.


    "Is Molly Bloom trying to get Dona Williams to go after Frank McCourt's assets?" Charles asked.


    Phyllis Jones nodded and smiled, "Probably. First, acquire his company's debts, then force him to split and sell his assets. The usual routine!"


    Charles sipped his coffee, knowing that these kinds of business maneuvers were routine. Capet Capital had grown so large it could easily manipulate other companies.


    "By the way, where's my mom? I haven't seen her lately," Charles asked about Evelyn.


    "Madam seems to have gone on vacation to Hawaii," Phyllis Jones said, glancing at Charles, "or maybe she's now in the Mediterranean."


    Charles rubbed his chin, "Is that so? She didn't even tell me. Whatever, it's not a big deal."


    After Phyllis Jones left, Charles spun the globe on his desk, stopping it on the Middle East and North Africa.


    The financial crisis of the past two years hadn't been kind to the Arab world. Corrupt governments, economic decline, high unemployment, and widespread poverty were the norm.


    The United States sought complete control, keeping a close eye on this resource-rich region of the Middle East and North Africa.


    "Looks like I'm an accomplice too. With Hollywood's cultural invasion leading the charge and countless spies causing internal disruption..." Charles mused, knowing the region would be in turmoil by the end of the year.


    The Jewish community's actions were ruthless, aiming to completely destabilize the Arab world.


    Thinking of Gavin Newsom and Barbara Boxer's calm expressions when discussing such matters, Charles felt he had much to learn. The chaos would allow the U.S. to sell more weapons and acquire resources.


    Who cared about the ensuing war? It didn't matter. 


    The scale involved multiple countries and billions of people.


    But Charles didn't dwell on it. Leaning back, he lit a cigarette and took a puff. The rising smoke calmed his mind. The higher his status, the greater his power.


  




  Chapter 627: Land of Sin


  

    At the end of October, Charles went to Las Vegas to attend Ivanka Trump's birthday party, which happened to be the day before Halloween.


    Ivanka used to celebrate once in New York or Florida, and then celebrate again in Las Vegas in November!


    "Happy Birthday!" Charles hugged Ivanka while admiring the Las Vegas night view from the top-floor suite of the Stratosphere Hotel.


    The Stratosphere Tower was the tallest building in all of Las Vegas and offered a panoramic view of the entire city.


    "Thanks," Ivanka turned around and kissed Charles.


    Afterwards, Ivanka asked, "Aren't you worried about the California governor election at all?"


    "Not worried. It's a done deal!"


    "Your movie Twilight: Eclipse is also about to premiere. I heard it's going up against Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 1," Ivanka chatted about the movies while leaning into Charles' embrace.


    Charles chuckled, "The two movies are opening two weeks apart, so it's not really a showdown. It's just hype for promotion."


    "By the way, Stephen Wynn isn't in Vegas lately, but Sheldon Adelson is," Ivanka reminded.


    "Going to meet him?" she asked.


    "I've already set up a time to meet Sheldon Adelson - on the day of the governor's election. Don't forget, West Pacific Union Bank has been buying a lot of stocks from Sands Entertainment in the past six months," Charles was indeed very interested in Sheldon Adelson. No surprise, he's the richest in the gambling world in the U.S.


    As for Stephen Wynn, not only couldn't he compare to Sheldon Adelson, but even Kirk Kerkorian's assets could easily surpass his.


    Ivanka turned around, wrapping her arms around Charles' neck intimately, "Look, all these tycoons you're dealing with now are in their seventies or eighties. And you, you're not even 30. Age-wise, you'd be their grandchild! Now, whether it's financial news or entertainment news, there's a lot about you. People are guessing if Capet Pictures will make you the world's richest someday."


    Charles was taken aback for a moment, then laughed, "The recently released movie The Social Network, about Facebook's founder Mark Zuckerberg, is very popular too. He's even younger than me. Isn't he also an idol for young Americans now!"


    Ivanka laughed, "I almost forgot, you're also a big investor in Silicon Valley..."


    Charles didn't wait for her to finish; he simply kissed her, making her dress fall, revealing her perfect 32D figure.


    Before long, they moved to the bedroom, with Ivanka clinging tightly to him. "Charles, tomorrow I don't want you to leave the hotel at all..."


    ...


    With the governor elections opening in California and Nevada, Charles, enjoying time with Ivanka in Vegas, didn't care much about it. He still attended Halloween parties, UFC matches, and more.


    The next morning, in their suite at the Trump International Hotel.


    Ivanka picked up the newspaper, "Jerry Brown won the governor election and has become the 39th governor of California. After New Year's Day, he will officially take over from Arnold Schwarzenegger."


    Charles stretched and sat on the couch next to Ivanka, rubbing her thigh and smiling, "Get ready, we have to meet Sheldon Adelson this afternoon."


    "Republican Brian Sandoval also won Nevada's governor election. You should know Sheldon Adelson has always been one of the main financial backers for the Republicans."


    In Las Vegas, who can disregard these casino tycoons?


    East Las Vegas, Henderson, Lake Mead Reservoir, a large lake created by the Hoover Dam over the Colorado River.


    Lake Mead is shared by Nevada and Colorado and provides water for the entire Las Vegas area.


    At the Lake Mead Holiday Hotel, Charles finally met with Sheldon Adelson.


    "Charles, you're quite accomplished at such a young age!" Sheldon Adelson, 77, still looked rather energetic.


    "I just have some fame in Hollywood," Charles said, hugging Sheldon Adelson.


    "Mr. Adelson!" Ivanka also greeted with a smile.


    "Oh, my dear Ivanka," Sheldon Adelson looked at Charles again, "Not bad."


    After a while, "Charles, take a walk with this old man!" Sheldon Adelson stood up, smiling at Charles.


    "Ivanka, you don't mind letting your boyfriend take a walk with an old man, right?"


    Ivanka shook her head with a smile.


    Soon, Charles and Sheldon Adelson, accompanied by their bodyguards, walked up a hill near Lake Mead.


    Sheldon Adelson looked at the Hoover Dam over the Colorado River and said, "The prosperity of Las Vegas owes a lot to the Hoover Dam!"


    Charles also looked up, "Indeed, the historical and practical significance of the Hoover Dam needs no further explanation. A gambling city in the desert, Las Vegas was a brilliant idea. Those were truly grand times back then!"


    "Grand times?" Sheldon Adelson seemed lost in thought, "Charles, do you know what other purpose Lake Mead serves, apart from providing water for Las Vegas?"


    Charles glanced at Sheldon Adelson and smiled, "I think it's used to hide bodies. Cement and burlap-wrapped bodies, thrown into Lake Mead one by one, without a trace."


    Charles had done his homework on Sheldon Adelson. Las Vegas had always been built by gangs from New York and Chicago.


    Given Sheldon Adelson's Jewish mob background, Charles was well aware of the sinful path Las Vegas had taken.


    "Haha, that's right," Sheldon Adelson wasn't surprised, pointing to Lake Mead. "In those days, iron barrels filled with bodies were tossed into the lake almost every day, after being filled with cement. Mafias, drug dealers, arms dealers, bounty hunters, and even thieves, FBI agents - it's both a heaven and hell in Las Vegas!"


    Charles' expression didn't change and he agreed with Sheldon Adelson's view.


    "Las Vegas is slowly declining," Charles smiled, acknowledging that the current world's top gambling city is Macau.


    "Yes," Sheldon Adelson admitted, having invested heavily in building casino resorts in Macau and Singapore to keep Sands Entertainment growing.


    "Pity, the new governor of Nevada might have hurdles to overcome too," Charles hinted,


    "Democratic Senator Harry Reid has a different opinion, it seems..."


  




  Chapter 628: Chapter 628


  

    "Dear, what did you talk about with Sheldon Adelson? It wasn't a short time," Ivanka asked as she hugged Charles.


    "Not much," Charles chuckled, rubbing her 32D breast, "Just some things about Las Vegas's past and present."


    Ivanka's fair chest was now dotted with red marks, clearly showing that she had been thoroughly ravished by Charles.


    "Sheldon Adelson told me that at the bottom of Lake Mead, there are many missing people, all encased in iron barrels and filled with cement before being sunk together!"


    Ivanka was stunned for a moment, "Las Vegas was indeed quite chaotic before."


    "Alright, I don't have the energy anymore," Ivanka didn't want to move at all and was unresponsive to Charles's mischievous hand.


    "Did you look at the design blueprints for the Doral Golf and Resort? What do you think?"


    "Pretty good, all four courses inside have been expanded, and the hotel and clubhouse are set for a full upgrade. After the renovation, it will definitely become the top-tier golf and country club," Charles said, after all, he had spent a considerable budget on it.


    Ivanka smiled, "Even my father is interested in the Doral Golf and Resort. If you hadn't bought it in advance, he might have made a move too."


    "Your family already operates several golf and country clubs," Charles said as he moved closer to kiss Ivanka's chest again.


    "Charles..." Ivanka closed her eyes, feeling her chest being kissed and kneaded, seeming to lose control again.


    But her tired body left Ivanka with no strength at all...


    ...


    Sheldon Adelson and Democratic Senator Harry Reid from Nevada were old opponents. Harry Reid had previously used his political influence to push the Justice Department to investigate money laundering at Sands Entertainment's casino hotels.


    Now, Charles proposed that everyone sit down and figure things out together, and Sheldon Adelson was, of course, willing to cooperate. After all, Charles Capet's political influence was not weak!


    ...


    After spending a week in Las Vegas, Charles returned to Los Angeles, while Ivanka stayed in Las Vegas before heading directly back to New York.


    On Friday, November 6th, the highly anticipated The Twilight Saga: Eclipse was fully released in 4468 theaters across North America!


    After attending the premiere, Charles was on his way to the Pacific Palisades villa in Santa Monica with Kristen Stewart.


    "If I had known, I would have contacted Blake Lively to join us," Kristen Stewart said, feeling a bit tired.


    Charles caressed the girl's thigh and smiled, "You're just tired. The Twilight Saga: Eclipse just premiered, and the promotion schedule is packed. And you still need to shoot The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1!"


    Changing the topic, Kristen Stewart asked, "By the way, was Alexandra Daddario, the new actress added to the crew, your recommendation?"


    "Yes, Alexandra Daddario is quite good. Her performance in Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief was well-received by young audiences!"


    Kristen Stewart rolled her eyes at Charles and muttered, "But a 36E figure, that's really too tempting."


    Yawning, Kristen Stewart said, "Let's head back early. I have to go overseas soon to promote the movie, and then immediately start filming The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1."


    "Of course."


    The strong performance of The Twilight Saga: Eclipse did not disappoint anyone, grossing 72 million dollars in North American box office over its first weekend.


    Keep in mind, The Twilight Saga: Eclipse only had a production budget of 68 million dollars!


    ...


    In Burbank, at Capet Pictures, Evelyn walked into Charles's office.


    "The Hunger Games is almost done with pre-production?" Evelyn loved that Charles developed these youth films. The actors become big idols and hugely popular when these films take off!


    Zac Efron and Megan Fox from the Transformers series;


    Blake Lively and Odette Yustman from the Gossip Girl series;


    Especially Robert Pattinson and Kristen Stewart from the Twilight series, who became global sensations thanks to this low-cost fantasy film!


    Charles smiled, "Almost. Blake Lively is set to be the female lead, and you can arrange for the other roles to be auditioned; If all goes well, filming will start in March next year!"


    Evelyn pouted, "Gossip Girl's ratings are dropping, and you've already lined up another movie for Blake Lively so soon. Forget it, I won't nag you. Britney will be back from New York in a few days, so spend some time with her!"


    Charles nodded, "Don't worry, I know what to do. The Twilight Saga: Eclipse just premiered, and it's doing so well, so I won't be leaving Los Angeles anytime soon. And we have another big movie, Captain America: The First Avenger, releasing next month too!"


    "Come on, let's go for lunch," Evelyn saw that Charles knew what he was doing and didn't say more. It's hard to control your son when he's a self-made top billionaire!
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    "Paranormal Activity 2 has been out for just half a month, and it's already grossed $75 million in North America!"


    Charles Capet sat on the couch in Emily Blunt's villa, reading the newspaper. He couldn't help but feel like dancing.


    "This series is really impressive. I heard the production costs were quite low again," Emily Blunt praised with a smile. Black Swan's performance was also good; her supporting role garnered quite a bit of praise!


    "Yeah, it was cheap. The production cost was only around $3 million," Charles said as he put down the newspaper and poured himself a glass of Romanee-Conti.


    "Last year's Paranormal Activity pulled in nearly $200 million globally. It even outdid Saw!"


    Charles took a sip of his drink. A $200,000 bottle of Romanee-Conti felt just average to him.


    "Aren't you drinking? My mom brought back more than ten bottles from her French vacation. Each one costs about $200,000," Charles reminded Emily Blunt with a smile.


    "That expensive?!" Emily Blunt poured herself a glass, took a small sip, and shook her head.


    "I can't really taste the difference with such fine wine."


    "Twilight Saga: Eclipse and Paranormal Activity 2 have really revived Capet Pictures at the end of the year!"


    Charles leaned back on the couch, lit a fine cigar from the coffee table, and said, "Black Swan is also pretty good. Its North American box office has already reached over $90 million, and it's surpassed $100 million internationally. When the time comes, North America should surpass $100 million, and globally it should cross $300 million without much problem!"


    As Charles exhaled a puff of smoke, he added, "There's been a lot of news lately about Black Swan plagiarizing works by Japanese animation director Satoshi Kon. Black Swan is facing the same ordeal that Inception did back then!"


    Charles chuckled as he remembered how much effort he put into promoting the plagiarism rumors of Inception during the summer. However, Satoshi Kon passed away two months ago.


    Emily Blunt stuck out her tongue. "Should be fine. Natalie Portman values this film a lot. Her performance might even win the favor of the Oscar judges!"


    Charles nodded. "Natalie Portman certainly values this movie. Her PR team is working tirelessly to highlight the ballet scenes in the film were performed by her personally. They're downplaying the issue with the stunt double and are also linking her romantically with the movie's choreographer. Her chances at the Oscars are quite high!"


    Emily Blunt was well aware of the romance between Natalie Portman and Benjamin Millepied, the French ballet choreographer in Black Swan.


    Benjamin Millepied served as the lead choreographer and also played the role of the prince in Black Swan.


    "An Oscar for Best Actress?" Emily Blunt couldn't help but dream about it herself.


    "Come on, no need to envy. She's Jewish and already has a lot of support. Plus, her performance in Black Swan is indeed outstanding," Charles reminded her.


    "Near the Oscars, there will definitely be many PR firms in action, and it's better if you refrain from commenting too much on Natalie Portman!"


    After all, Black Swan was a Focus Features production. Working with their actors to win awards was part of the deal, though the company's main goal was definitely the Best Picture award.


    "I get it. The director, producer, and writers for Black Swan have many Jewish connections. Natalie Portman didn't actually do much of the dancing; it was mostly her stunt doubles," Emily Blunt wouldn't meddle unnecessarily.


    Then, Emily Blunt smiled and reminded Charles, "You always have a film that gets nominated for an Oscar. Black Swan getting a nomination should be a certainty. Starting this year, there are ten nominees for Best Picture!"


    "It doesn't mean much. Capet Pictures is now focusing on blockbuster commercial films. I don't want to spend too much effort diving into the art film market," Charles mused.


    "By the way, Universal is preparing a new musical version of Les Miserables. Go and try out for the role of Fantine. Anne Hathaway was also vying for the role, but she doesn't really fit!"


    Emily Blunt's eyes lit up. Les Miserables! She eagerly nodded.


    Emily Blunt, being British, was naturally more suited for European classics compared to America's preference for more outgoing and straightforward characters. Europe valued depth and grace.


    Americans hated insincerity the most - pretending to be something you're not, saying one thing and meaning another. Anne Hathaway was a quintessential American girl. Her strong American accent when she played Jane Austen in Becoming Jane had already drawn criticism.


    Now she wanted to play the blonde-haired Fantine in Les Miserables. Never mind the accent; she wasn't even willing to dye her hair!


    People often said that Anne Hathaway was disliked by Americans because she was too perfect, but it was her insincerity that they disliked.


    Charles wouldn't let Anne Hathaway go down that path. It was better to show sincerity where it was due!


    "This Les Miserables will focus on blending film and music, using cinematic art to present the musical to the audience. Music and sound production are critical parts of this Les Miserables, and actors will need to personally perform their lines. So, take the time to prepare well!"


    Though Charles could recommend someone, he wouldn't blindly push them into roles. At the very least, the actor had to meet the basic requirements of the character.


    Emily Blunt hugged Charles's neck and gave him a passionate kiss. "Don't worry, I'll definitely prepare well for this role. If Anne Hathaway loves this role so much, then why did she give it up so easily?"


    "She's filming The Dark Knight Rises and Silver Linings Playbook, so she doesn't have much time," Charles said as he leaned in close to Emily's ear, "Besides, I think you're more suitable!"


    "Really?" Emily Blunt looked a bit skeptical.


    "Hmm," Charles leaned in and kissed her on the lips. Emily Blunt responded enthusiastically, embracing Charles.


    Before long, Charles pinned her down on the couch.


    "Darling, I've arranged for Anne Hathaway to come over this evening," Charles said as he slipped his hand under her shirt.


    "Hmph, got away with it again," Emily Blunt caressed Charles' face and kissed him passionately...
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    "Are you satisfied now?" Early in the morning, Anne Hathaway woke up cuddled with Charles, just in time to see Emily Blunt waking up on the other side. She playfully pinched Charles.


    Charles smiled, "It's pretty good!"


    "We really are too good to you," Emily Blunt teased.


    "I'm your man. Isn't it natural to be good to me?" Charles said as he sat up.


    "In a few days, I need to go to China for the groundbreaking ceremony of Shanghai Universal Studios Resort!"


    "Right now, Orlando, Los Angeles, and Osaka Universal Studios are all being renovated, and now there's the new Shanghai Universal Studios. Charles, your ambition is really big!" Anne Hathaway smiled. Since she was planning to have a child with Charles, she became more and more interested in Capet Universal's business.


    "Of course, becoming number one in the world is not that simple," Charles said as he got out of bed.


    "Capet Universal is expected to launch its IPO plan next year. I'll start offering shares internally at that time. Currently, you should prepare some cash yourselves. My company is sure to be profitable!" Anne Hathaway and Emily Blunt both nodded, "Got it. But for now, we're doing well with Dona Williams' AC Capital!"


    Vanguard, BlackRock Fund, State Street Group, Fidelity Fund, BNP Paribas, Bank of America, and so on were all shareholders of Capet Universal.


    Investors were waiting for Charles' Capet Universal to go public. With Capet Universal's current strong presence in Hollywood, becoming the top media stock was a sure thing.


    NBC TV, Universal Pictures, Netflix streaming, and Universal Studios Resort, along with consumer products, Capet Records, and other businesses, were all booming.


    Capet surely needed to go public. The Universal Studios Resort project was costly, and Charles was expanding NBC Group significantly. Next, Netflix was going to start producing its own series, all of which required substantial funds!


    ...


    On California's Central Coast, at Evelyn's ranch in San Luis Obispo, Charles picked up Britney Spears, who had just returned from New York.


    "Isn't it too soon for my belly to show?" Britney laughed. It would at least be apparent by the New Year.


    "It doesn't matter. The scenery here is great, and it's very quiet. Staying here isn't bad," Charles said, touching Britney Spears' belly.


    "How about it? Do you feel anything?" Britney asked.


    Charles nodded, "A little. It will become more obvious later on."


    "By the way, I want to visit the big ranch in Colorado. Will you come with me?" Britney Spears requested.


    "Capet Ranch in Colorado? It's really cold there. Are you sure you want to go?" Charles looked at Britney somewhat puzzled.


    Britney Spears wrapped her arms around Charles' neck and kissed him. "I want to see the big snow. Let's go there for Christmas next month. Do you remember the first time we went there? Outside was heavy with snow, inside there was thick carpet and a warm fireplace. We didn't wear any clothes by the window..."


    "Stop, alright, alright," Charles interrupted Britney's memories. She was talking about their moments on the bedroom floor, on the couch, by the fireplace.


    "You are pregnant now, don't think about such things," Charles reminded her. "Right, and you shouldn't worry about your album either. Continue after the baby is born next year."


    Britney Spears smiled, "Actually, it's almost ready. But, I'll listen to you. After next year, I'll release it. I also want to hold concerts. I hear Michael Jackson's world tour is starting soon. That's great!"


    "Michael Jackson..." Charles thought he had given Jackson a second chance at life. The film The Hunt, released this year, was basically about him, and it swept various awards at independent film festivals.


    "Now that the record industry is in a slump, it's a good thing that our company's artists are doing well!"


    Britney Spears didn't really care about such things initially, but after being with Charles, she began to care about the company.


    "EMI seems to be in serious trouble," Charles leaned back on the sofa, touching his chin.


    In 2007, EMI was acquired by the British private equity fund Terra Firma.


    Now, Terra Firma seemed to be considering selling EMI!


    "I've heard that Warner, Sony, and Universal are all interested," Britney chuckled.


    Originally one of the Big Four record labels, if EMI was divided up, there would only be three major labels left. Given Capet Records' strong current performance, it could be the fourth major label.


    However, there was still a significant gap compared to the Big Three. Capet Records' catalog was too poor, having only acquired a few independent labels.


    "I heard that Universal Music wants to merge with Capet Records. Charles, do you agree with that?"


    "Considered it," Charles had planned to use Capet Records as a bargaining chip when he acquired the 20% of NBC Universal from Vivendi.


    Unfortunately, with the record industry in decline, Vivendi was not optimistic about Universal Music's expansion plans, so it went nowhere!


    But with Capet Records doing well now, it was undoubtedly valuable. However, Charles didn't want to go too deep into the record business.


    Capet Records was now entirely tied to Spotify, betting on the future of streaming music.


    Still, Charles wasn't opposed to Universal Music merging with Capet Records. It just depended on what Universal Music could offer.


    Now, Capet Records had the entire Capet Universal group behind it, so there was nothing to worry about. When Charles needed to streamline the business later on, Capet Records, Pacific Theatres, and the Huffington Post could all be spun off.


    "Let's keep an eye on EMI for now. Capet Universal is already one of the leading media conglomerates in the world," Charles smiled. Merging with another record label group was unlikely; however, having Capet Records merge with other labels seemed reasonable!


    "Fine. I don't understand these things anyway," Britney said as she snuggled closer to Charles. "It's been three months. We should be good now, right?"


    "Just take it easy, it should be fine."


    Charles sighed, "Are you really interested?"


    Britney Spears nodded, "Not sure why, but the feeling is intense. Maybe it's a pregnancy thing."


    "Alright, but still be careful," Charles didn't want to disappoint Britney. The doctor had said it was okay anyway.


    "Hmm..."
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    Soon, Charles left San Luis Obispo for Los Angeles.


    At the Four Seasons Hotel in Beverly Hills, a business cocktail party was taking place. As the year was drawing to a close and with the domestic economic recovery, more capital was flowing into Hollywood.


    Representatives from Citigroup, Morgan Stanley, Credit Suisse, Deutsche Bank, and Bank of America were all present!


    "Charles, Steve Burke wants to strengthen the cooperation between MGM and Universal. I think it's worth considering," said Donna Langley, clinking her glass with Charles as she spoke about her meeting with MGM chairman Steve Burke.


    Charles took a sip of his drink and smiled, "Comcast's advantage in cable TV operations is still very important."


    "MGM now needs to perfect its own film distribution channels. Cooperation is definitely possible. After all, we are working together on Skyfall, aren't we?"


    Especially since Charles had discussed this matter with Comcast chairman Brian Roberts before, it was feasible!


    "Understood. What do you think about Relativity Media then? It seems they have started collaborating with Paramount," Donna Langley inquired.


    "Relativity Media?" Charles glanced at Relativity Media chairman Ryan Kavanaugh chatting nearby.


    "It's okay. Relativity Media is currently pursuing self-development. Their recent release The Social Network has already grossed over $200 million worldwide. Their biggest collaborator is still Sony Columbia, while Paramount and other independent film companies aren't involved much in mixed investments!"


    Ryan Kavanaugh was steering Relativity Media towards becoming an independent film company, with Sony Columbia as a long-term collaborator.


    Additionally, they were independently developing some other selected films.


    "The Social Network was indeed pretty good! For an independent film company, such success is remarkable," Donna Langley smiled.


    The screenplay for The Social Network was adapted by top Hollywood screenwriter Aaron Sorkin from Ben Mezrich's book The Accidental Billionaires: The Founding of Facebook, a Tale of Sex, Money, Genius, and Betrayal.


    Aaron Sorkin's adapted script was based merely on an outline of Ben Mezrich's novel, which was only 80% complete when the screenplay was finished!


    Relativity Media was indeed lucky to pick The Social Network. David Fincher was not an unknown director in Hollywood.


    "That guy, he's a broker, a smart financial broker," Charles explained.


    Donna Langley knew Charles was talking about Ryan Kavanaugh, and he wasn't wrong. But Ryan Kavanaugh's biggest advantage was securing funding from Wall Street to develop films.


    Moreover, Relativity Media now possessed the ability to distribute films independently, definitely not wanting to be dependent on other film companies!


    "With the film market rising, both Relativity Media and Legendary Entertainment are looking to transform from film investors to film producers," Charles shook his head. "Haha, I hope they remember that I want more than just 20% of the whole Hollywood share."


    "So, has MGM decided about rejoining the MPAA?" Charles asked.


    Donna Langley shook her head, "Steve Burke seems to still be thinking about it, probably won't happen quickly!"


    "Considering the number of films MGM produces annually, it might not be worthwhile. But if MGM wants to return to its peak, rejoining MPAA is a necessary step," Charles couldn't understand MGM's hesitation, as it was just an annual membership fee of few million dollars.


    Donna Langley laughed and reminded him, "Charles, don't forget MGM just discussed a distribution partnership with us! When the time comes, we will surely handle everything with MPAA!"


    Charles rubbed his forehead, "Is that all the ambition they have?"


    Donna Langley shrugged, "There aren't many people who can replicate your success, producing one blockbuster after another. And also daring enough to invest huge amounts to build their own distribution channels!"


    "True, it wouldn't be bad for MGM to follow DreamWorks' path back in the day, at least they have Comcast behind them," Charles nodded. "When the time comes, we can take over their international distribution operations. After all, Comcast's focus is still on cable TV."


    Soon after Donna Langley left, Charles ran into Roger Ailes, chairman of FNC (Fox News)!


    "Charles, congratulations. Jerry Brown has become the governor of California," Roger Ailes supported the Republican Party.


    "Given California's current situation, how can someone with no political experience like Meg Whitman really change things?" Charles shook his head.


    "Running eBay successfully doesn't mean she can manage a state. Just like Arnold Schwarzenegger, who could plow through Hollywood but isn't fit to be a governor!"
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    Regarding Roger Ailes, Charles didn't really care too much. FNC (Fox News Channel) had already become one of the most successful news channels.


    This guy had long made himself hated within FNC. As soon as something went wrong, he would definitely be attacked by everyone!


    In the lounge area of the banquet hall, Ryan Kavanaugh and Charles sat together. "Relativity Media is also very optimistic about online streaming. This time, signing a film streaming agreement with Netflix is a win-win situation."


    This year, Relativity Media signed a movie streaming agreement with Netflix under Capet Universal. The works produced by Relativity Media would go online on Netflix first instead of DVD and TV channels after they were out of theaters.


    Well, this was the first movie company to sign such an agreement with Netflix, but only if the works were produced by Relativity Media!


    For example, The Social Network was distributed by Sony Columbia. This year, Relativity Media planned to develop its own movies and signed a five-year exclusive distribution agreement with Netflix.


    Strictly speaking, Charles didn't really care about this. DVD and pay TV revenues at the time were far greater than what streaming could offer.


    "Ryan, now that Relativity has the ability to distribute its own movies, you should be leading your own projects soon, right?" Charles asked casually, leaning back on the sofa.


    Ryan Kavanaugh smiled, "Of course, we aim to become a Hollywood studio. The entertainment industry is a really big pie! By the way, regarding the algorithm selection for film and TV projects, Charles, do you have any interest..."


    Ryan Kavanaugh brought up using data algorithms to select scripts again, and Charles only wanted to find an opportunity to get away from this guy.


    Charles didn't have the leisure to listen to Ryan Kavanaugh's nonsense!


    Afterward, Charles found Bank of America Chairman Ken Lewis to chat about the bank's profits during the euro debt crisis.


    "The profits are not high, as you know, Bank of America's market share in Europe and Asia cannot match JPMorgan Chase, Citigroup, or Goldman Sachs. After acquiring Merrill Lynch, we expanded a bit in the overseas market. Now, Merrill Lynch serves as Bank of America's wealth management department, which is still mainly focused on the American market."


    Ken Lewis did not hide anything. As a large commercial bank, Bank of America had many differences from Wall Street's hedge funds.


    Charles frowned, "I know the competition in the European market is fierce. The main problem is Bank of America's low investment in the Asian market. Don't even think about comparing with Citigroup, HSBC, Goldman Sachs, or JPMorgan Chase. We're not even comparable to Credit Suisse, Barclays, or Standard Chartered. I suggest setting up Bank of America offices in Hong Kong, Singapore, Tokyo, and Seoul to expand business there. And the Middle East. Haven't you seen Mitsubishi Bank, Nomura Securities, and Mizuho Financial Group conquering the Asian market?"


    Ken Lewis laughed, "The Asian market is now the group's focal point. We want to invite your partner, Lily Ying, to be the president of the Asian region. What do you think?"


    "Lily Ying?" Charles shot a glance at Ken Lewis and smirked, "Do you think John Paulson would want to replace you as the CEO of Bank of America?"


    John Paulson, head of Paulson Hedge Fund!


    "Do you know her annual income?" Charles laughed and shook his head, "If Citigroup or HSBC invited her to be the president of the Asian region, she might glance at the invitation. But for Bank of America or Wells Fargo, what's our standing in Asia? If you invited her, the invitation would go straight to the shredder before it even reached her! She's also good at hedge funds. Maybe we could invite her as a consultant in the future!"


    "By the way, I heard you are considering providing financing guarantees for the Los Angeles to San Francisco high-speed rail project?" Charles asked.


    Ken Lewis shook his head, "We're just cooperating with the government's inquiries. How could that railroad ever be built?"


    Charles nodded in relief, "Otherwise, I would seriously reconsider my investment in Bank of America. If such a low-level mistake happened, it would anger me more than any failure!"


    Ken Lewis' eyebrows shot up, "Maybe it's because the federal government previously sponsored $3 billion, giving some investors false confidence."


    "This is a project that won't even have final design plans," Charles shook his head. "Private property is inviolable. It's the first article of the Constitution. How could you design a railroad with that much private land in the way?"


    Ken Lewis nodded, "Have you thought about Capet Universal's IPO plans?"


    Charles narrowed his eyes, "Next summer, I plan to bombard Hollywood and the whole United States with a box office bomb. Make Capet Universal go public on NASDAQ in grand style!"


    "Great, Capet Universal will definitely become the leading stock in the media industry," Ken Lewis was absolutely confident.


    "Once Capet Universal goes public, Hollywood's landscape will truly change!"


    "Cheers, to bombarding Hollywood..."


    "Cheers, to bombarding America, haha..."
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    In Beverly Hills, at Rupert Murdoch's luxurious villa, Roger Ailes sat somewhat uneasy on the sofa in the study.


    He glanced at Rupert Murdoch, who was sipping coffee opposite him, and said, "The governor of California, along with congress senators and representatives, Charles Capet's influence on the West Coast is growing!"


    "Aren't those legislators and the governor in our circles?" Rupert Murdoch shook his head. "It's all about trading interests; you shouldn't provoke Charles in front of him. A person who can amass a fortune of billions of dollars in just ten years is not an ordinary person. And you have your own controversies. Have you forgotten Harvey Weinstein's lesson?"


    Roger Ailes was indifferent, "Does he really want to break the rules? Does Hollywood need another scandalous cleansing?"


    "Enough, just be careful. As long as he doesn't truly break the rules, nothing will happen," Rupert Murdoch said as he stood up, giving Roger Ailes a meaningful glance.


    "Adapting to his rules and your rules are different!"


    Rules are only meant to bind ordinary people and the poor, some can ignore them, and some can leverage them...


    ...


    Despite the love-hate drama in Hollywood in November with Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows and The Twilight Saga: Eclipse, Charles boarded his private plane to China.


    In the evening, in a traditional courtyard house in Shunyi District on the outskirts of Beijing, Charles sat on the sofa staring blankly at the fireplace. Liu Yifei came over and patted Charles on the shoulder, "You've been sitting here for over half an hour, what are you thinking about?"


    Charles put down his wine glass, "Nothing much, just remembering some things," he said as he pulled the lady into his arms and kissed her on the lips.


    Liu Yifei, wrapping her arms around Charles's neck, responded actively, soon feeling a strange grasp on her chest!


    After the kiss ended, as Charles felt the softness of the lady, he asked, "Aren't you going to shoot a movie soon?"


    "Yes, a romantic comedy, but it should be filmed next spring," said Liu Yifei, who was now the leading lady of Red Fruit Entertainment since Gao Yuanyuan's enthusiasm for acting had waned, and Lin Chi-ling had treated it as a side gig.


    "By the way, aren't you going to Shanghai early for the Universal Studios groundbreaking ceremony?" Liu Yifei changed the topic.


    "No rush. There are arrangements, I'll go directly when it's time," Charles smiled. "Anyway, I'll stay for several more days!"


    "It's late, aren't we resting?" Liu Yifei looked out at the night sky.


    "Of course, we are," Charles said, carrying the lady into the bedroom.


    Soon, Charles was on top of her, kissing, and as their clothes fell, they met with nothing between them...


    ...


    In late November, Beijing's weather had already turned cold. The cold winds outside were biting, but it was warm and cozy inside!


    In the bedroom, Charles was kissing Liu Yifei's chest, a scene full of passion, contrasting sharply with the howling wind outside.


    "Charles, don't you have something to do?" Liu Yifei patted the man on top of her, "It's getting late!"


    "Yeah," Charles looked up at the kiss marks on her chest, smiled, and got off. "The winters here really are hard to bear!"


    Charles said as he got up, walked to the window, and pulled back the curtains to look at the somewhat desolate yard outside.


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles went to the Dawn Building in the Chaoyang District.


    "Didn't expect that the Shanghai Universal Resort is starting construction so soon," Xu Xiaoling chatted with Charles about their purpose in the office.


    Charles shook his head, "The above-ground construction will probably wait until 2012 to start. Right now, they're working on the underground and some surface work, along with the surrounding infrastructure. Mainly highways, subway routes, and bus lines. You know, this Shanghai International Tourism and Resort Zone project is quite large. The Universal Studios Theme Park and the surrounding facilities are key projects and require careful planning."


    Xu Xiaoling nodded, "Disney is talking with Beijing's government about building a Disneyland there."


    "It doesn't matter. Disney isn't doing well in Hollywood with live-action films, which is their weak spot. We won't compete with Disney's strengths. We'll focus on crushing them in the Hollywood movie sector!"


    Xu Xiaoling smiled, "Got it. By the way, what about Stephen Chow's next movie? Sony Columbia wants to use the title Kung Fu Hustle 2: Tai Chi for the sequel. The director disagrees and wants to use just Tai Chi."


    "Oh, is the script finished?" Charles was clearly interested, "He's been busy directing The Green Hornet this year, so he probably hasn't had time to prepare the script."


    "They've always had a script outline, but it's not perfected yet," Xu Xiaoling smiled.


    "And you need to understand that around here, scripts are always subject to change during filming, so they're not as important as in Hollywood."


    "Then keep an eye on it. Universal will fully support this new film, Tai Chi. We can follow the same model as Kung Fu Hustle."


    ...


    On November 28, 2010, Charles Capet attended the groundbreaking ceremony of Shanghai Universal Studios, bringing along staff from Capet Universal.


    The first phase of the construction project officially commenced after signing the formal construction contract at the Shanghai World Financial Center, and everyone finally felt relieved.


    Steve Blount, the current chairman of Universal Studios Resort and Consumer Products Group, was responsible for overseeing the overall construction of this Universal Studios.


    The initial investment for the first phase exceeded 3 billion USD, financed by Capet Universal and the Shanghai International Tourism Group.


    ...


    In the luxury high-rise of Lakeville Regency, Lin Chi-ling lay sweetly in Charles' arms, tracing circles on his chest with her fingers. "Are you planning to go to Japan for hot springs?"


    "Yeah, I've handled everything, and there's nothing else to do," Charles said, touching her breasts and then kissing her.


    "Weren't you filming in other places?" he asked.


    Chi-ling lifted her head and kissed Charles. "My scenes are done. Compared to Gao Yuanyuan, I have much more free time."


    "Gao Yuanyuan doesn't have time to come to Shanghai either; with more business at Red Fruit, it makes sense," Charles laughed.


    "How about this, we will go to Korea tomorrow first?" Charles wanted to check on his investments, and definitely not because he was interested in the girl group T-ara.


    "Korea? That works," Chi-ling had no objections and kissed Charles.


    After a moment, Charles positioned Chi-ling on top of him with a grin, "Still got the energy?"


    Swinging her long hair, Chi-ling smiled, "I work out every day!"


    "Is that so," Charles said as he reached for her chest.
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    In the 2010 U.S. midterm elections, 36 states elected new governors and House of Representatives members were up for re-election; The ruling Democratic Party suffered a complete defeat; out of the 36 states, 21 elected Republican governors. The Republicans also won a majority in the House of Representatives elections!


    The environmental bill and the carbon emission bill, which President Obama initially committed to, both faced obstructions.


    In the office of Barbara Boxer, Speaker of the House of Representatives, Washington D.C., California Senator Gavin Newsom knocked and entered.


    "Sit down, have you met the President?" Barbara Boxer asked, looking up.


    Gavin Newsom nodded, "Yes, I have, the Republican backlash this time was too strong."


    "Ultimately, the environmental protection card can't block the black gold of energy tycoons!" Barbara Boxer put down her pen and leaned back into her chair, "Have the Koch brothers met with Charles Capet yet?"


    Gavin Newsom was puzzled, "Why do you ask so suddenly?"


    Koch Industries, a titan in the U.S. energy manufacturing sector and the largest private company globally; the biggest financial backer of the Republicans, and an important player at the black gold political table, an octopus with many tentacles!


    "Charles Capet left the U.S. late last month and went to Asia," Gavin Newsom explained, "In California, with him around, Republicans can't pull any tricks; Jerry Brown's campaign spent less than $40 million, while his opponent Meg Whitman's campaign funds exceeded $100 million. Yet, Jerry Brown still became the governor of California, didn't he?"


    Barbara Boxer sighed, "I received word that right-wing forces have high hopes for Charles Capet;


    Young, wealthy, and in control of a powerful media group, they're trying their best to win him over;


    Just as the midterm elections ended, Charles Capet quickly left the U.S., it's intriguing!"


    Gavin Newsom was indifferent, "He's invested in many Democratic figures, he won't change his support now; businessmen know their accounts best."


    "He has also invested in Republicans and maintains close relations with some Republican figures. Obama's previous unclear stance towards Hollywood caused a rift between him and Charles Capet," Barbara Boxer glanced at Gavin Newsom, "The Universal Studios project in Orlando, Florida, widened that rift. Although the troublemakers have been cleared, the rift remains!"


    "Rahm Emanuel, it's always these damn folks wanting all the benefits! Otherwise, Charles wouldn't bet on both sides!" Gavin Newsom complained.


    Hearing Gavin Newsom's complaint, Barbara Boxer shook her head. Now, the House seats were in Republican majority hands, and Democrats only barely held the Senate majority. From this year on, America entered an era of a divided Congress. Having regained the House majority, Republicans surely wouldn't let Obama's proposals pass smoothly!


    "Charles Capet's advisory team is really remarkable, supporting university projects, research centers, and strong media control, continually supplying blood for his Capet Empire," Barbara Boxer knew Charles now annually donated over $80 million through his charitable foundation.


    "Let him hold up for another decade or so, and it'll be harvest time for him then..."


    Though Barbara Boxer knew Charles Capet wasn't yet qualified to sit at the very center of the black gold political stage. But now, Charles Capet had already gotten a ticket into the banquet hall, because the essence of capitalist politics is money!


    Gavin Newsom smiled, "Charles Capet is our hope in California; his unreasonable speed of making money is his biggest capital card. Moreover, he aims to become the king in Hollywood, the world's media hub. In a few years, the Capet family will also become a new generation consortium capable of employing a President!"


    The Mellon family, Rockefeller family, Morgan family, and DuPont family, it's all been the same...


    ...


    While the political scene in the U.S. was in turmoil, Charles was enjoying his time in distant East Asia, Korea!


    In late November, North Korea and South Korea had exchanged artillery fire near the disputed Northern Limit Line, targeting military installations and civilian structures, drawing significant global attention!


    However, Charles didn't concern himself with it. Seoul had just welcomed its first snow of December. Charles was at the villa in the hot springs, enjoying the Seoul nightscape with Chi-ling Lin and Son Ye-jin.


    Son Ye-jin leaned on Charles's shoulder and looked at Chi-ling Lin on the other side, smiling, "Sis, your figure is really amazing!"


    Chi-ling Lin took a sip of champagne and also glanced at Son Ye-jin, "Ye-jin, your figure isn't bad either," she said, kissing Charles on the cheek,


    "What do you think, Charles?"


    "You're both great, both great," Charles laughed, then leaned in to kiss Son Ye-jin.


    After the kiss, Charles leaned back against the hot spring edge, "How's the development of East Asia Korea now?"


    "Very promising, television, movies, and music are all performing well," Son Ye-jin's eyes brightened,


    "And we own 16% shares in YG Entertainment and 5% in CJ E&M. The reputation of East Asia Korea is growing rapidly; However, YG's IPO failed this year; otherwise, our 16% shares would've surely brought a big profit!"


    "Don't worry, it'll go public again," Charles didn't care much, YG might be something in Korea, but it didn't matter much to him.
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    "Charles, I'll go to Japan first. When are you planning to come?" Early in the morning, Lin Chi-ling sat up in bed and asked.


    Charles leaned against the headboard, enjoying the service under the covers from Son Ye-jin. "Three or five days, not more than a week!"


    "You really are something..." Lin Chi-ling wasn't able to finish her words before Charles pulled her into his arms and kissed her on the lips.


    "Phew..." After a while, Charles loosened his grip on Lin Chi-ling and leaned back against the headboard, feeling utterly relaxed.


    Son Ye-jin also emerged from under the covers, taking deep breaths, "Sis, are you going to Japan?"


    Lin Chi-ling nodded, "Yes, I'm going ahead to make some arrangements. If you have time, you can come along later."


    ...


    That very afternoon, Lin Chi-ling flew straight to Tokyo!


    In the evening, Charles took Son Ye-jin to a private club in Gangnam District for a party hosted by Shin Dong-joo, the chairman of Lotte.


    "How does it feel? Isn't it different from before?" Charles asked with a smile, noticing how everyone they met along the way would bow to Son Ye-jin.


    Son Ye-jin wore a low-cut Dior haute couture dress, looking even more graceful and elegant; but she still seemed a bit unaccustomed to this change in status.


    Son Ye-jin held Charles's arm, "Ever since East Asia Korea acquired shares in YG and CJ E&M, things have been different. East Asia Korea became the fourth largest shareholder of YG and formed a partnership with CJ E&M. Now, many directors, producers, and writers hope to get investment from East Asia Korea!"


    If Son Ye-jin wanted, she could invest in several movies and TV shows at any time, potentially deciding the fate of countless people.


    She then whispered in Charles's ear with a smile, "It's all because of you, Oppa. Otherwise, as just an actress, I wouldn't get any respect!"


    "The value of East Asia Korea is now at least a trillion Korean won. You're already the president managing a company worth over a trillion won. It's only natural to get external respect," Charles wrapped his arm around the lady's waist and headed upstairs.


    ...


    "Is Captain America: The First Avenger promoting in Asia?" Charles saw the news. It was only the beginning of December, and there were still a couple of weeks left until the movie's release.


    However, Charles didn't care too much. Just like how The Twilight Saga: Eclipse had started its Asian promotional activities in October, mainly in Singapore, Seoul, Tokyo, and Australia.


    In the office of East Asia Korea, Charles was holding Son Ye-jin while sitting on a chair. "Oppa, The Twilight Saga: Eclipse has a really high box office now!"


    After being in theaters for a month, The Twilight Saga: Eclipse had made 250 million dollars in North America, with an even higher overseas revenue.


    Charles was surprised and responded, "Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 1 is even more amazing. It's been out for just over two weeks, with North American box office earnings reaching 200 million dollars and overseas earnings exceeding 500 million dollars!"


    It seemed that the Twilight series still couldn't compete with the ferocity of the Harry Potter series.


    "Isn't Captain America: The First Avenger coming out soon? Next year's big Marvel movie, The Avengers, is highly anticipated," Son Ye-jin reminded with a smile.


    Son Ye-jin hugged Charles's neck and gave him a voluntary kiss, then said, "Because of my current status, I've been avoiding any projects with intimate scenes. There are abundant resources in East Asia Korea. Shouldn't we sign more artists?"


    "You all can decide on your own. Isn't that T-ara group making a lot of money right now? If you have confidence, you can train a few more groups," Charles laughed. The idol economy market in Japan and Korea was huge!


    "T-ara was part of the earlier legacy. Every day, new idol groups debut in Korea, but the success rate is very low due to the large number of people in the industry and the fast turnover rate. We also have a duo, Davichi, that's not bad," Son Ye-jin said, leaning close to Charles's ear for a reminder.


    "The proportion of entertainment industry workers in Korea is indeed very high," Charles had to admit. The Korean wave had been doing well in recent years. "Girls' Generation debuted in Japan this year and even released an album. How's T-ara doing in Japan?"


    Son Ye-jin quickly responded, "T-ara released a single in Japan, and their first Japanese album will be launched next year, with agent work handled by East Asia Japan, and the records managed by King Records under Capet Japan."


    Right now, T-ara was definitely the golden goose of East Asia Korea. 


    "Alright then," Charles checked his watch, "Aren't you supposed to attend the promotion event for Captain America: The First Avenger?"


    Son Ye-jin nodded, "It's time to head to the release venue!"


    "Let's go," Charles patted the lady on his lap, also getting ready to check it out.


    ...


    In the afternoon, the Hollywood blockbuster Captain America: The First Avenger held a release event at the Four Points by Sheraton Hotel in Seoul. Lead actor Chris Evans and supporting actor Sebastian Stan attended the event, but the leading lady Gal Gadot was currently filming Skyfall in the UK and couldn't promote in Korea!


    Charles just casually met with some members of the crew and then left early.
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    Charles went back to Tokyo with Lin Chi-ling. He wanted her around to help with translations since her Japanese was much better than his.


    In the villa of Roppongi Hills in Tokyo, Charles was sitting with Lin Chi-ling chatting when suddenly the doorbell rang.


    "They're here. I'll get the door!" Lin Chi-ling got up from Charles' embrace and adjusted her clothes.


    Then Kyoko Fukada, Haruka Ayase, and Keiko Kitagawa showed up together.


    "Oni-san... Oni-chan..." They greeted.


    Charles smiled and hugged them, noticing how well they were doing. "Kyoko, you're looking better than ever!"


    Feeling her chest, Charles joked, "Your figure is quite impressive, Kyoko."


    Kyoko Fukada leaned in and whispered in Charles' ear, "Oni-san, Haruka has the best figure among us, isn't she your favorite?"


    "I love everyone," Charles hugged Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase as they sat on the couch. Lin Chi-ling smiled and pulled Keiko Kitagawa aside, saying, "Recently, Keiko's been handling more and more in East Asia International, and she's been very helpful to President Okada!"


    "Yeah, she's been in fewer productions lately," Haruka Ayase agreed.


    Keiko Kitagawa shyly added, "I'm still learning, just doing some side work!"


    "Take your time, Keiko. You might find that your seniors come to you for help someday," Charles said, kissing Haruka Ayase on the cheek.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles took Lin Chi-ling to the Okura Hotel near Akasaka. "Charles, I'll wait for you in the room!"


    Charles nodded and kissed her before heading to the meeting room where he had an appointment with the U.S. Ambassador to Japan, John Roos.


    "Charles, welcome to Tokyo," John Roos greeted Charles with a hug, "I just attended a business networking event here!"


    Charles smiled and nodded, sitting on the couch and taking the fine cigar John Roos offered.


    Leaning back, Charles exhaled a puff of smoke. "This is a good time for an overseas trip."


    "Indeed, it is. John Boehner just replaced Barbara Boxer as Speaker of the House," John Roos observed Charles's expression, noticing little change.


    "But there's good news from this year. The House passed the Senate's healthcare reform bill with a vote of 219-212," Roos continued. "The final version of the bill will provide insurance to 32 million uninsured Americans, raising the national insurance coverage rate from 85% to about 95%."


    "Obama's biggest accomplishment so far, though it falls short of his campaign promises. At least it's a significant achievement," Roos, appointed by Obama, was part of his team.


    Charles nodded. "In this midterm election, the Democrats faced a massive defeat. Out of 435 seats, the Republicans increased their seats from 179 to 243, while the Democrats dropped from 256 to 192. The Republicans now hold the majority, winning 51 extra seats. This is the biggest win for the Republicans in the past 68 years. Since the House is controlled by the Republicans, it's only natural for them to hold the Speaker position."


    Charles didn't feel much about Barbara Boxer losing the position. At least she remained the Democratic leader in the House and held a deputy position.


    John Roos reminded, "Charles, although the Democrats hold the majority in the Senate, the House is now under Republican control, which will make things tough for Obama."


    "So what?" Charles shook his head. "Economic recovery and job creation are the most important issues now. If he doesn't address those, the 2012 election will be even harder for him. Competence isn't as important as being open to suggestions. If he's too arrogant to listen, then it's hopeless."


    John Roos furrowed his brow, "Are you planning to...?"


    Charles waved dismissively. "No, Hollywood's liberalism doesn't align with conservative strategies. My influence in the entertainment industry and among feminists is significant. I wouldn't cripple myself, just maybe moderate a bit, not too far left. If Obama makes some progress in these two years, with Senate support, his chances of reelection in 2012 are high."


    "Good, that's all I need to hear," John Roos, continuously supported by Charles, expected either to return to Washington or get appointed as an ambassador to the UK, France, or Germany after his tenure in Japan, which was what Charles hoped for.
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    After leaving the meeting room, Charles went back to his room to find Lin Chi-ling.


    "How did it go, is everything settled?" Lin Chi-ling helped Charles take off his coat and hung it up.


    "Yeah, the people from the US Embassy in Japan," Charles smiled and sat down on the sofa with the lady.


    "Our business in Japan is getting bigger, and in many places, we still need them," Charles said, leaning into the lady's embrace.


    "Tomorrow, come with me to meet Osaka Governor Toru Hashimoto. The Universal Studios Japan resort is currently being renovated, and we should fight for any tax incentives we can get!"


    "Got it," Lin Chi-ling let Charles rest his head on her lap and started giving him a massage.


    "Right now, Universal Studios Japan and East Asia have a lot of collaboration. Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase have both done promotions for them before.


    "And I heard Universal Studios Japan is also building a Harry Potter theme park. Have they started yet?"


    Charles closed his eyes, enjoying the head massage. "It should be soon. Universal Studios Japan started the design work a while ago. The success of the Wizarding World of Harry Potter in Orlando proved it to them. Now, with no lack of funds, the renovation of Universal Studios Japan will surely proceed quickly!"


    "Mm," Lin Chi-ling mumbled as she lowered her head and kissed Charles.


    ...


    The next day, Charles met Osaka Governor Toru Hashimoto at Okura Hotel.


    "So, you're saying that Suo Mikio got a lot of resources for East Asia Japan?" On the way to the East Asia Japan headquarters in Shibuya, Charles listened as Lin Chi-ling talked about Suo Mikio.


    "I sold him some shares of NHN Japan before, looks like it's working out well!"


    Lin Chi-ling leaned into Charles' arms, "Suo Mikio is quite capable; his network is extensive.


    "The number of signed artists in East Asia Japan is increasing, and they all seem to have work!"


    Charles smiled. Suo Mikio was just a move in the larger scheme. "By the way, if you come to Japan frequently, are you staying in Roppongi Hills or the Setagaya villa?"


    "Oh, I've been to the Setagaya villa, but I didn't stay long. I mainly stay in hotels; Setagaya is a bit far from Shibuya," Lin Chi-ling laughed.


    "Looks like you don't like living in the high-rise villas of Roppongi Hills," Charles shook his head.


    "Well, for the next few days, look for a standalone villa in the Minato or Shibuya areas. Tokyo real estate is still a good investment.


    "I'll give you a Christmas gift!"


    Lin Chi-ling was already 36 this year and had been with Charles for several years. Charles wouldn't be stingy with his woman.


    After arriving in Shibuya, Lin Chi-ling went to the East Asia Japan headquarters while Charles headed to Capet Universal's Japan headquarters building.


    Capet Universal's Japan General Manager Masami Takahashi and Universal Studios Japan Resort General Manager Takeshi Narita both reported their work to Charles.


    "Did the funds from Nomura Securities come through?" Charles asked Takeshi Narita, this was his concern.


    Although Universal Studios Japan had signed a contract with Nomura Securities, the funds were to be disbursed according to the progress of the renovation work.


    "Two installments have already come in. The funds will continue to be injected as the renovation progresses," Takeshi Narita was very excited. He had personally led a team to the Wizarding World of Harry Potter in Orlando for training earlier this year.


    Charles nodded, "I've already met with Governor Toru Hashimoto of Osaka. You should meet him after returning to Osaka.


    "Ha, Universal Studios Japan Resort has greatly boosted the local tourism industry, necessary policy incentives shouldn't be missing!"


    "I understand, Sir," Takeshi Narita nodded and bowed before leaving the office.


    ...


    After coming back to the Setagaya villa, Charles called Ivanka in America, "Darling, where are you?"


    Ivanka replied from the phone, "I'm sunbathing on Bone Island in the Caribbean, what's up? Are you back?"


    "Oh, after Christmas. We can go to Jerry Brown's governor inauguration in Sacramento together," Charles chuckled. "I'm still in Japan now. Ambassador John Roos and his wife will be back in Miami for a vacation tomorrow, can you arrange that?"


    "Ambassador? Didn't expect you to stay in Japan, is he one of us?"


    "Yes, we've worked together several times. I will support him in the future; he'll be a political ally," Charles reminded.


    "Okay, I'll arrange it. I'm on your private island, very close to Miami," Ivanka was laid back. "Oh, I've got my eye on a sapphire necklace at the Sotheby's auction, you gotta get it for me!"


    "Of course, just buy it, hahaha..."


    "I'll wear it to Jerry Brown's inauguration..."
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    By Christmastime, Charles returned to Los Angeles, just in time for the North American premiere of Captain America: The First Avenger.


    However, Liu Yifei also followed Charles to the US for some scheduled activities.


    In the newly renovated bedroom of Capet Estate in Beverly Hills, Charles held Liu Yifei, "Are you working on a new project this time?"


    "I don't know, I'll be attending a few Christmas events first and see what the company plans," Liu Yifei thought for a moment and then explained. 


    "You've got a good foundation, and at least your first movie was a major production, The Forbidden Kingdom, with Jackie Chan and Jet Li! Anyway, for now, just participate in some Hollywood events and get noticed. If there's a suitable role, I'll set up an audition for you."


    ...


    Christmas in Colorado, at the Capet's forest lodge on the ranch.


    By the burning fireplace, a pregnant Britney Spears stood up from her chair, took a glance at the snowy scene outside the window, and asked, "Charles, has Captain America: The First Avenger been released?"


    Charles smiled, helped Britney over to the sofa by the floor-to-ceiling window, and said, "The opening result was $72 million, not bad. You're five months pregnant now; you should stay in Los Angeles to relax. It's still a bit cold here!"


    Britney nodded, "Don't worry, I feel fine for now. I'll be staying on the ranch in San Luis Obispo after the New Year."


    Charles draped a shawl over Britney and pointed at the snowy forest scene outside, "The California sunshine and this snowy valley are quite a contrast. I used to love hunting here. Deer hunting is quite interesting!"


    "Hey, by the way, the Nets are moving to Brooklyn this year, right? By then, the baby will be born, so how about having the first concert at the Barclays Center?"


    "Alright, you're thinking too far ahead," Charles said as he patted Britney's belly gently.


    "Recently, I've been thinking about acquiring the LA Dodgers from the B-League, but the club's owner, Frank McCourt, is kind of hard to deal with!"


    Britney touched Charles' leg and smiled to comfort him, "Alright, don't think too much about it. Let's have something to eat first..."


    Charles and Britney Spears stayed in Colorado for about a week before returning to Los Angeles. Britney Spears stayed at the San Luis Obispo ranch estate to wait for the baby.


    ...


    On the night of December 31st, Charles spent a lively New Year's Eve at Universal Studios Hollywood Resort with Scarlett Johansson and Eva Green.


    The celebration crowd, dazzling fireworks, passionate music, and splashing champagne still showcased Hollywood's infamous parties on New Year's Eve.


    "Charles, did you have fun?" a slightly drunk Scarlett Johansson leaned into Charles's arms as she gazed at the fireworks outside the suite.


    "What do you think?" Charles kissed the lady on the lips, then pulled Eva Green closer.


    "Doesn't the Eiffel Tower in Paris have a New Year's Eve show too?"


    Eva Green nodded, "Yes, many cities have events like that!"


    "By the way, Charles, how's the box office for Captain America: The First Avenger?" Scarlett Johansson suddenly asked. After all, next year, the blockbuster Marvel's The Avengers would be released.


    Eva Green looked at Charles with curiosity, waiting for his answer.


    "It's been half a month, it's crossed a hundred million in North America. Not sure if it'll cross $200 million," Charles smiled somewhat uncertainly, as WWII stories seemed to be less popular.


    "But, as long as the global box office exceeds $400 million, it'll be enough since it's a lead-up to The Avengers!"


    Scarlett Johansson nodded, "I saw an Aquaman Easter egg in it. Isn't Marvel developing Ant-Man? Does that mean Aquaman will appear too?"


    "Correct," Charles nodded, "In 2011, The Avengers and The Incredible Hulk 2 will be released. In 2012, it will be Iron Man 3 and Ant-Man. In 2013, Captain America 2 and Aquaman!"


    [Note: Because the author does not like African Americans, the movie Black Panther movie is removed and his place is taken by Namor since DC's Aquaman has somewhat similar story, brothers/cousins fighting for the throne, advanced technology, unknown to general public, etc.]


    And in 2014, it will be The Avengers 2 and Thor 3. Marvel has already planned several years' worth of releases.


    "Okay, I'm going to lie down for a bit," Scarlett Johansson, a bit drunk, got up somewhat unsteadily and headed for the bedroom.


    "Slow down, I'll help you," Eva Green, along with Charles, helped Scarlett Johansson to the bedroom.


    After settling Scarlett Johansson, Charles and Eva Green returned to the living room. Charles, holding Eva Green, caressed her thigh, "I heard you auditioned for Tim Burton's new project?"


    "Yes, it's an adaptation of the 60s ABC soap opera Dark Shadows," Eva Green, hugging Charles's waist, didn't hide anything. "Tim Burton is quite suited for this kind of film. I auditioned for the role of a witch, powerful and beautiful!"


    Charles smiled, "Is Johnny Depp the male lead?"


    Eva Green nodded, "Yes, Johnny Depp is the male lead, Burton's go-to actor. Not just Johnny Depp, but also Helena Bonham Carter, Christopher Lee, and other frequent actors in his films!"


    Clearly, after making extensive use of green screens and special effects in Alice in Wonderland, Tim Burton and Johnny Depp were returning to their dark, moody, Gothic film styles.


    "As long as the movie isn't just about showcasing your body, it's all good," Charles said as he kissed Eva Green.


    Eva Green responded as she removed her clothes, quickly showing off her beautiful chest to Charles.


    "Charles, I'm not taking any meaningless films now, unless it's a literary film like Cracks," Eva Green reminded as she felt Charles kiss her chest while lying on the sofa.


    "Heh heh, of course. The Marvel films are really popular now, and they have high standards for actors," Charles, lying on top of Eva Green, smiled at her. "Otherwise, fans might petition the company to replace the actors!"


    Eva Green nodded, "Carry me to the bedroom, Scarlett is probably not asleep yet!"


    Charles's eyes lit up, and he carried Eva Green into the room...


    "Mmm," a while later, Scarlett Johansson, feeling someone undress her, softly moaned as her ample chest was being touched.


    Opening her eyes, she saw Eva Green helping to remove her clothes. She reached out to touch Charles's abs, "Charles, Eva!"


    "Mmm," Charles immediately pressed down on Scarlett Johansson and kissed her, and she passionately responded by holding Charles tightly.
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    As the new year arrived, Beverly Hills, Capet Estate, Ivanka Trump returned from her vacation in the Caribbean.


    "John Rouss should be heading back to Japan soon. Aren't you planning to see him?" Ivanka asked while sitting on the sofa.


    Charles shook his head, "No need, everyone is more concerned with domestic affairs right now. Jerry Brown's gubernatorial inauguration is tomorrow afternoon. Let's go tonight. I heard tomorrow's ceremony will be quite simple!"


    Ivanka smiled, "Indeed simplified. The main problem in California right now is the budget deficit. Jerry Brown's slogan to attract votes was about frugality and cutting down the state's deficit..."


    On January 3rd, 2011, at the California State Capitol in Sacramento, under the auspices of the Chief Justice of the California Supreme Court, Jerry Brown held his oath-taking ceremony as the 39th governor of California.


    Notable attendees included the mayor of Sacramento, elected in '08 and former NBA player Kevin Johnson and his wife, former governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and his wife, and a total of 300 known personalities.


    After Jerry Brown delivered his inaugural speech, everyone truly felt the "hospitality" of Jerry Brown and his wife.


    Charles looked at the hot dogs and fries in front of him, feeling a bit dazed. Beside him, Ivanka laughed and said, "Disappointed there's no caviar and champagne?"


    Charles glanced at Jerry Brown and his wife, Anne Gust, who were eating heartily and whispered, "Isn't this a bit too obvious as a show?"


    Ivanka nodded, "Doesn't matter, this inauguration cost less than $100,000. A few years ago, Arnold Schwarzenegger's inauguration cost over $2 million."


    Upon hearing Schwarzenegger's name, Charles deliberately looked in the former governor's direction to see if Schwarzenegger was eating.


    "Wait a sec," Charles saw Schwarzenegger went to pour a glass of cola and got up to go over.


    "Arnold, good afternoon!" Charles greeted him directly.


    "Oh, Charles," Schwarzenegger responded with a smile, "The food is quite nice, right?"


    Charles nodded, "So, stepping down from governor, are you planning to return to Hollywood?"


    Schwarzenegger gave a bitter smile, "I left in disgrace. No plans to return to Hollywood yet. As for The Expendables, I'm just helping Stallone out!"


    "Hollywood will always wait for you," Charles said, though he didn't take it seriously. Perhaps because Schwarzenegger had been governor for a few years, he got a lot better at spinning tales.


    However, California under Schwarzenegger's administration was indeed a mess. To say he left in disgrace was putting it lightly; it was like being chased out!


    Afterward, Charles congratulated Jerry Brown and his wife, wishing California a rebirth under his leadership.


    "Charles, the future of California needs people like you to pitch in, so we can build a better state," Jerry Brown hugged Charles.


    "Don't worry, California will always be the first state of the Union!"


    That evening, after attending the celebration banquet, Charles and Ivanka returned to the State Hotel in Sacramento.


    "This sapphire necklace is so beautiful, it almost feels wasted," Ivanka said while looking at the necklace in the mirror. "It cost $2.2 million at auction!"


    Charles laughed and hugged Ivanka from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder, "It's beautiful and suits you perfectly, you're glowing!"


    "The banquet was too simple," Ivanka said as she took off the necklace and kissed Charles.


    Charles's hand slipped into Ivanka's low-cut dress, feeling her 32D, and passionately responded to her kiss.


    Not long after, Ivanka was pressed onto the bed in the bedroom by Charles...


    "Do you think Jerry Brown can solve California's budget deficit? Otherwise, he'll be the next disgraced Arnold Schwarzenegger," Ivanka asked, her face flushed, lying in Charles's arms, looking satisfied.


    Seeing the marks Charles left all over her pretty chest, she sighed, "Oh no, I won't be able to wear low-cut clothes for the next few days!"


    Charles slightly smiled and played with her marked 32D, "You seemed to enjoy it just now!"


    Ivanka pinched Charles slightly, making him gasp, "Alright, alright."


    "I have confidence in Jerry Brown changing California's current predicament. He's doing well at cutting costs," Charles replied.


    "Look, his plan to take back half of the state employees' cell phones is good. There are about 100,000 state employee phones now, and reducing them can save at least $20 million in yearly telecom expenses. He plans to cut $12.5 billion in public spending, including reducing employee salaries, cutting some welfare subsidies, and cutting public health and disability benefits!"


    Ivanka laughed, "Jerry Brown ran with the slogan of being a son of California to tackle the $28 billion deficit. He refused to move into the luxurious governor's mansion, rejected the fancy governor's car, chose to live in a modest apartment near the government building, and drove himself to save government expenses. He canceled the governor's wife office budget and rejected all transition costs for assuming the governorship!"


    Ivanka couldn't help but hug Charles's neck, "He's taken frugality to the extreme. No wonder Meg Whitman spent so much money campaigning and still got crushed by him!"


    Charles laughed, "Jerry Brown's rich experience helped him a lot. Ultimately, a campaign is just a political game!"


    Ivanka laid on Charles's chest, "I know, money and the media have decisive influences on elections. Though Jerry Brown didn't raise much himself, many of his supporters spent money on ads for him. Moreover, the Democratic Party in California is strong, making it easier to pull votes!"


    "Good that you understand," Charles said, caressing her back, "Dear..."
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    After attending Jerry Brown's inauguration, Charles and Ivanka Trump didn't leave Sacramento right away.


    In the suite of the Intercontinental Hotel, NBC was broadcasting a massive national protest in Tunisia, a North African country.


    Ivanka, lazily draped in a bathrobe and leaning against Charles on the sofa, explained: "This happened because a few days ago, a university graduate in Tunisia's capital, unable to find a job because of the economic downturn, resorted to being a street vendor. Local police treated him harshly, and he set himself on fire in protest, succumbing to his injuries..."


    Charles stared at the TV for a moment. "Tunisia is just the trigger. Next, it'll spread east to Libya, Egypt, and all the way to Syria!"


    He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, realizing that the conflict would spread eastward, aiming at Syria.


    With this initial spark, it was inevitable that Western countries would start to intervene. America's stance on Syria was already pretty clear.


    "Looks like another war is coming," Ivanka sighed, seemingly uninterested. "Charles, I'm planning to run for the New York State Assembly. What do you think?"


    Charles caressed her face gently. "What's so difficult about that? Should be a piece of cake. Isn't New York's new governor, Andrew Cuomo, pretty close with Ms. Huffington? Just go meet him when you're back in New York. The Cuomo family has been a prominent political family in New York for ages!"


    "Yeah, I know," Ivanka responded, giving Charles a tender kiss.


    ...


    Charles wasn't too concerned about the conflicts in North Africa and the Middle East. The glamorous and glittering Hollywood award season was more his style.


    Ivanka went back to New York to start planning her political career, while Charles, back in Los Angeles, was ready for a new set of challenges!


    Movies like The Social Network, The King's Speech, and Black Swan, which had been prominently featured at producers, directors, and writers guild events, were gearing up for some open and covert competition.


    The head of MPAA switched from Dan Glickman to Christopher Dodd.


    Fox News Channel (FNC) Chairman Roger Ailes started to lay low.


    Capet Universal began planning its IPO.


    In Los Angeles, at the SLS Beverly Hills Hotel, Charles was lounging in a warm pool with Kristen Stewart and Alexandra Daddario.


    Not too far away, the TV was announcing that Lakers legend "Magic" Johnson had teamed up with Guggenheim Investment to form a group aimed at buying the Los Angeles Dodgers!


    Kristen Stewart and Alexandra Daddario had just come from the set of The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1 and were in Los Angeles for a short break.


    Especially Kristen Stewart, who not only saw The Twilight Saga: Eclipse rake in $300 million in North America and $700 million worldwide, but also received praise for her performance in the indie drama The Runaways.


    "This guy wants to compete with me for the Dodgers, huh?" Charles sneered.


    Kristen Stewart glanced at the TV briefly before turning her attention back to Alexandra Daddario, smiling. "With a sexy lady like this soaking with you, you still have time to care about financial news?"


    Alexandra Daddario chuckled, holding Charles close, her 34F figure rubbing against him. "Charles, your Nets are moving to Brooklyn this year. They're even holding an online poll to rename the team. Have you decided yet?"


    Charles shook his head. "I haven't really given it much thought. Let's wait for the end of the season and see how the votes turn out!"


    However, Charles was puzzled by why "Magic" Johnson was getting involved with the B League. After all, even Jordan had become the owner of the NBA's Charlotte Bobcats.


    "Magic" should be eyeing an NBA team. Just with his funds, he'd need to gather investors to buy an NBA team. Like the Dodgers, he'd only end up a minority shareholder.


    "Alright, I'm going to make a call," Charles said, kissing Alexandra Daddario on the cheek. He needed Dona Williams to look into Guggenheim Investments.


    "Let's head back too! I'm done soaking," Alexandra said to Kristen Stewart. "How about some whiskey?"


    "Sounds good," Kristen agreed happily.


    Wearing a bathrobe, Charles called Dona Williams as soon as he got back to his room.


    "Earvin Johnson and Guggenheim Investment want to buy the Dodgers?"


    "I thought the owner of the Detroit Pistons was preparing to sell the team, and Johnson was trying to raise funds to buy them?"


    "And he's planning to sell his Lakers shares?"


    Listening to Dona Williams, Charles rubbed his forehead. He almost forgot Johnson still owned a share of the Lakers.


    Before, he reminded his mother, Evelyn, to buy those Lakers shares.


    Charles thought it over. "I guess Johnson couldn't outbid the competition for the Pistons, right?"


    At this moment, Alexandra Daddario, done with her bath, came over. Charles motioned her to sit down next to him on the couch.


    With Alexandra's sexy figure in his arms, Charles continued, "Talk to my mother and buy Johnson's Lakers shares. Then, investigate this Guggenheim Investment. I need to know who thinks they can compete with me for the Dodgers."


    Charles talked on the phone while holding Alexandra close, feeling her 34F form.


    "Got it. There's progress on Frank McCourt's side too, according to Molly. What's your plan, boss?"


    "Good, then bring Molly Bloom to see me. Start by buying Johnson's Lakers shares," Charles said, hanging up as Alexandra got down in front of him.


    He leaned back on the couch, enjoying the moment.


    Not long after, Kristen Stewart joined them. "You know, one day, you might just die with a woman."


    Charles chuckled. "Nah, it's good for my health," he said, holding and kissing Kristen passionately.


    After a heated kiss, an aroused Kristen Stewart knelt down in front of Charles as well.
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    The next day, in the suite at the SLS Hotel, Charles woke up to see Alexandra Daddario.


    "Kristen went back. She has to attend an award ceremony today," Alexandra Daddario explained after seeing Charles wake up, having just washed up in the bathroom.


    Charles nodded, kissed her on the cheek, and said, "I'm going to handle some other things later. I'll come find you tonight!"


    "I'll wait for you," Alexandra Daddario responded.


    Charles, of course, was going to meet Dona Williams to understand the situation with Ervin Johnson, not to mention the investment team this guy had joined trying to buy the Los Angeles Dodgers; He also remembered the 4.5% shares of the Lakers he held...


    "Magic" Johnson seemed to have gotten involved with the Detroit Pistons. The current owner of the Detroit Pistons was Karen Davidson, wife of Bill Davidson. Bill Davidson, who made his fortune in the glass business, had become the owner of the Detroit Pistons in 1974. After Bill Davidson passed away in 2009, Karen Davidson took over the Detroit Pistons. However, her health wasn't great, and she was looking to sell the team!


    The Los Angeles Lakers legend, "Magic" Johnson, had always hoped to own an NBA team, but the Lakers were not interested in selling more shares to him. Seeing Michael Jordan become the owner of the Charlotte Bobcats now, an envious "Magic" finally made up his mind to team up with others to buy the Detroit Pistons.


    Unfortunately, a billionaire from California, private equity giant Tom Gores, also contacted Karen Davidson!


    A private equity fund boss worth over $2 billion versus a basketball legend with less than $100 million in assets. The outcome was pretty clear.


    "Wait a minute, isn't Ervin Johnson selling his shares in the Lakers? Since he's behind Tom Gores in the Pistons bid; Is he still selling the shares? And how did he unite with Guggenheim Partners to buy the Dodgers?" Charles asked Dona Williams in the office of West Pacific Union Bank in Los Angeles, and his mother Evelyn was also there.


    Dona Williams smiled, "He's just a minor shareholder, mainly using his celebrity effect. Whether it's the Pistons or the Dodgers, he has ideas, but he definitely prefers shares in the Pistons. The Dodgers are his backup plan!"


    Evelyn, who was sitting on the sofa with her arms folded, asked, "Never mind that. Is he selling his shares in the Lakers right now?"


    Dona Williams nodded, "Many people are interested, but the shares are few, and the Lakers' major shareholder, the Buss family, will definitely not give up control. Even with these 4.5% shares, it's just a pure investment!"


    Evelyn waved her hand, "Contact Ervin Johnson's team directly and buy these 4.5% Lakers shares in my name!"


    Dona Williams nodded, then looked at Charles, "The head of Guggenheim Partners is billionaire Todd Boehly, and he has a partner, billionaire Mark Walter. 


    Johnson mainly joined their bidding team for publicity, but the main funds for the Dodgers acquisition come from Mark Walter and Todd Boehly. 


    And Todd Boehly's Guggenheim Partners has quite a bit of media business too. For example, Dick Clark Productions and The Hollywood Reporter are part of this company!"


    Charles perked up upon hearing Dick Clark Productions, asking, "Is this the company that produces the Golden Globe Awards, American Idol, Billboard Music Awards, and the American Music Awards?"


    Dick Clark Productions was indeed a well-known variety show and award show producer.


    "Yes, that's the one," Evelyn confirmed. "They partnered with RedZone to buy it for $300 million in 2008."


    "The new NBA broadcast contract is about to be renegotiated. The value of the Lakers has huge room for appreciation, and being in Los Angeles," Charles looked at his mother, "Mom, becoming a minority shareholder of the Lakers isn't bad at all. Staples Center's courtside never lacks your artists!"


    "Alright, I know," Evelyn wasn't bothered, asking, "Who are the investors competing for Johnson's shares right now?"


    "There's one biggest competitor, a renowned pharmaceutical scientist named Dr. Patrick, who is Chinese-American, with assets over $7 billion," Dona Williams explained. "Patrick Soon-Shiong the one invented cancer drugs!"


    "This guy!" Evelyn rubbed her forehead, "He's quite difficult. His assets are very substantial."


    Charles scoffed, "Substantial assets? Can they compare to our family? When negotiating with Ervin Johnson, also bring along old Buss and Philip Anschutz. After all, they are major shareholders of the Lakers!"


    The Buss family, owning 66% of the Lakers' shares, was the biggest shareholder, holding the team's management rights. Philip Anschutz's AEG (Anschutz Entertainment Group) owned 27% of the Lakers' shares, along with half of Staples Center's equity, and managed the Staples Center arena!


    Would Philip Anschutz and old Buss refuse Evelyn Capet joining them?


    Who was Evelyn Capet? Chairwoman and CEO of the world's largest talent agency EDR, and Charles Capet's mother!


    "Okay, I think old Buss and Philip Anschutz will help persuade Johnson," Evelyn didn't mind spending a few million, as it was her hometown team, the Los Angeles Lakers.


    Seeing Charles's focus on the Los Angeles Dodgers now, it was clear that buying a hometown team was very appealing!
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    In the evening, Charles Capet brought Alexandra Daddario to the promotional party for the Golden Globes at the London Hotel in West Hollywood.


    It was a simple film and television exchange event organized by Universal itself. Movie companies or producers often hosted such parties, and journalists and some members of the awards committee were invited to attend.


    While Charles was drinking with Alexandra Daddario, he saw Steve Burke.


    "I'm going to greet a friend," Charles said to the lady beside him.


    "Yeah, go ahead," Alexandra Daddario nodded, "I'll go meet some people too!"


    "Good evening, Steve," said Charles, still giving face since Steve Burke was the chairman of MGM.


    Steve Burke smiled and glanced at Alexandra Daddario, who had just been chatting with Charles. He jokingly said, "They always say the Hollywood son's always got beautiful women around, and it sure ain't wrong!"


    "Who can avoid it in this place?" Charles wasn't too bothered and went with Steve Burke to sit in a corner of the lounge area.


    "Capet Universal is finally going public. Looks like you have some big plans?" Steve Burke took a sip of his drink and said.


    Charles lit a cigarette, took a puff, and responded, "Universal Studios theme parks in Orlando, Los Angeles, Osaka, Japan, and Shanghai, all need funding. Anyway, it's time to raise money from the stock market!"


    "Is that really all?" Steve Burke tapped his finger on his knee and said, "NBC's network, plus the development of Universal Pictures, is getting pretty intimidating now!"


    Charles shook his head, "NBC's ratings rely on the premium TV shows produced by Capet Television; NBC still can't match the momentum of CNN and FNC; In sports, ESPN and TNT dominate the market; In children's entertainment, Disney Channel and Nickelodeon are out of our league; On paid cable channels, our Bravo can't compete with HBO, Showtime, or Starz!"


    Steve Burke smiled, "With Capet Universal's movie content support, cable subscribers have increased a lot; and for a children's channel, Capet Animation's success is just the beginning!"


    He added, looking intently at Charles, "As for NBC Sports Channel, not only did it acquire the broadcast rights for NCAA March Madness with a record-breaking high price, but owning the NFL Miami Dolphins and the soon-to-be-relocated NBA Nets means you can secure regional team broadcast rights; Plus, you're trying to acquire the Los Angeles Dodgers. The Dodgers' future broadcast rights in the LA area will surely belong to NBC!"


    Steve Burke was vice-chairman of Comcast, the largest cable TV platform in North America, with partnerships with ABC, NBC, CBS, and Fox.


    Charles smiled, "The revenue from TV stations can't compare to movies. Capet is now developing its internet media business. With such a big investment, do you think not going public is an option?"


    Steve Burke envied, "Capet is Hollywood's strongest content creator. In just over a year, we've significantly boosted NBC's ratings; I can't imagine what it'll be like when you gain a solid foothold in the children's and sports markets."


    Luckily, Capet Universal is heavily investing in theme park resorts right now.


    Charles shook his head, "Who knows what the future holds? Comcast is already in the game, and Verizon and AT&T are also eager to join; The internet companies in Silicon Valley are no pushovers either, Microsoft, Google, Amazon, and Apple don't exactly follow Hollywood's traditional way!"


    "Yeah, the gap between Hollywood and Silicon Valley is getting bigger," Steve Burke sighed.


    DVD and TV on-demand used to be the most important income sources in the movie industry chain, but with the rise of online streaming, these revenues keep declining!


    "I've already met with Chris Dodd, the new chairman of the MPAA, and MGM's return to the MPAA is settled!"


    "Oh, congratulations," Charles raised his glass and clinked it with Steve Burke's.


    "However, Chris Dodd also mentioned that Hollywood productions have become too monotonous, with blockbuster special effects and sequels becoming mainstream, which seems detrimental to Hollywood's development," Steve Burke shrugged.


    "He means Hollywood needs more original movies, right?" Charles neither agreed nor disagreed, "It's a pity, but that's the choice of the market; Nowadays, it's not like the days when you could make money with VHS tapes, DVDs, and Blu-ray DVDs! Heh, original scripts and art films, how many can recover their costs?"


    Steve Burke nodded, "Just like the recent hits The Social Network, The King's Speech, Black Swan, and The Fighter; except for The Social Network, because David Fincher was in charge, the rest were years in the making before finding investors!"
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    Evelyn planned to acquire "Magic" Johnson's shares in the Lakers, and soon met with Philip Anschutz and Jerry Buss.


    As for the Chinese-American tycoon in Los Angeles, Patrick Soon-Shiong, Evelyn wasn't too concerned.


    After bidding, Evelyn spent $39 million to buy the shares "Magic" Earvin Johnson had in the Lakers.


    Soon, the Lakers' official website released news saying that Lakers legend "Magic" Johnson had sold his shares in the team!


    At night, at the Staples Center, Charles accompanied his mother Evelyn to the game between the Los Angeles Lakers and the Houston Rockets.


    Aside from the Capet mother and son, Scarlett Johansson, who was still in Los Angeles for filming, also came along.


    "How did you manage to buy Johnson's Lakers shares so quickly?" Charles asked.


    Evelyn smiled, "Jerry Buss is about to retire, and most of the Lakers' work is now handled by his son and daughter. Youngest son Jim Buss is the Executive Vice President of Basketball Operations, and daughter Jeanie Buss is the Executive Vice President of Business Operations. Jeanie Buss is very supportive of me becoming a minority owner of the Lakers, and $39 million for these shares is a good deal for Johnson!"


    The Capet mother and son, now Hollywood celebrities, were being interviewed by live reporters.


    Reporter: "Charles, what do you think about last year's Christmas game where the Lakers were badly beaten by the Miami Heat at home?"


    Everyone knew that at the start of the season, the Miami Heat had brought in LeBron James and Chris Bosh to form a Big Three, starting the trend of superstar team-ups.


    Charles smirked, "My team is in the East too. The Heat are strong now, but I don't think they'll win the championship!"


    Reporter: "But isn't the Miami Heat the favorite to win the championship now?"


    Charles: "I know, but I don't like the way they built their team..."


    After the game, Charles took Scarlett Johansson back to the seaside villa in Pacific Palisades, Santa Monica.


    He didn't join his mother and Lakers' Jeanie Buss for the dinner.


    In the bathroom tub, Scarlett Johansson lay on top of Charles, kissing him and wrapping her arms around his neck.


    "The filming of We Bought a Zoo isn't finished yet?" Charles asked while enjoying the sensation of her in his arms.


    "Not until next month," Scarlett replied, splashing water playfully as she leaned against Charles.


    "I'm taking a few days off to attend the Golden Globe Awards," Scarlett added, reminding him. "The Golden Globes are somewhat indicative of the Oscars' direction, but Capet's work last year wasn't that popular. Black Swan's industry ratings can't compare to The Social Network and The King's Speech."


    Charles laughed, "In the past decade, I've already won three Best Picture awards, and every year, my films get nominated. Now, the Oscars' credibility is getting worse. Do I still need to care about this?"


    He then reminded her with a playful touch, "This year, the Oscar committee will give me the Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award!"


    "So, you're going to this year's Oscars then?" Scarlett asked with a smile.


    The Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award is named after legendary MGM producer Irving Thalberg (May 30, 1899 - September 14, 1936). It's an award given by the Academy to a producer responsible for consistently high-quality motion pictures.


    The Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award isn't given annually but might be presented every one, two, three, or more years, unlike the Honorary Oscar or the Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Award, which are given every year.


    The most recent Thalberg Award was given to Francis Ford Coppola at last year's Oscars, and in 2009, it went to actor and producer John Kelly. The one before that was in 2000.


    "I'll go; I haven't been to the Oscars in several years," Charles chuckled. "Otherwise, I might worry that Hollywood will forget about me!"


    Scarlett teased, "Is the committee worried you won't go, so they're giving you this award?"


    Charles scoffed, "Don't forget, my films have high commercial value but also strong artistic merit. I get nominated for Best Picture every year and have won three times. If not for my age, I would've gotten this award two years ago!"


    Charles wasn't like Jerry Bruckheimer or Michael Bay, who mainly made pure commercial films. And unlike Kathleen Kennedy, who worked as Steven Spielberg's assistant. Spielberg won the Thalberg Award in the '90s.


    "Alright, we've been soaking for a while. Let's go rest," Charles patted the girl in his arms.


    Scarlett sat up and had Charles sit on the edge of the tub. She looked at him mischievously, "Wait, I'm worried you'll misbehave tonight. I need to prepare. I wonder if Eva Green and Kate Beckinsale are still in Los Angeles?"


    With that, Scarlett ran her fingers through her wet hair, braced her hands on Charles' thighs, and started doing something intimate...


    "Preparing in advance?" Charles appreciated her initiative.
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    "Hey, are you going to the Golden Globe Awards at the Beverly Hilton tonight?" Scarlett Johansson asked Charles as they woke up in the morning.


    "Not interested. I might show up at the after-party later, but I have a meeting with Frank McCourt today," Charles replied. He wasn't particularly worried about Guggenheim Investments competing with him for the Los Angeles Dodgers.


    Still, better safe than sorry. Charles wanted to cut through the mess quickly.


    "The Dodgers, huh," Scarlett said as she leaned on Charles, smiling and kissing his chest. "You're amazing. Come see me tonight; I'll be back on set tomorrow."


    "Of course," Charles smiled slightly. 


    ...


    At noon, in a high-end cafe near the Dodgers Stadium, Dona Williams handed Charles some documents.


    Charles opened them, and a smile appeared on his face. "Frank McCourt's situation has gotten this bad, huh? Looks like today's negotiations will go much smoother!"


    "By the way, does the National Pension Service of Korea want to fully acquire the HSBC Tower in London?" Charles asked.


    Dona Williams nodded, "They've been in contact with us and offered a decent price."


    "HSBC Tower for 1 billion pounds!" Charles knocked on the table. "We bought it for just over 700 million pounds."


    "70% ownership cost us 500 million pounds," he thought for a moment. "Notify them that I'm willing to sell 70% of the HSBC Tower for 770 million pounds."


    Dona Williams nodded, realizing this priced the HSBC Tower at 1.1 billion pounds.


    Charles now had around 400 to 500 million dollars in cash flow, which wasn't enough to purchase the Dodgers and their stadium. Selling the HSBC Tower to raise funds was a great choice!


    Soon, Frank McCourt walked in and sat across from Charles.


    "Charles, I told you, I don't want to sell the Dodgers right now, you..." Frank McCourt began but was cut off by Charles.


    Charles waved his hand, handing the documents to Frank McCourt. "Take a look first. My time is precious."


    Frank McCourt opened the documents to find debt sheets of his real estate company and records of his scandalous relationships with multiple women.


    "You've got no choice now. Your wife is filing for divorce and will take half of your assets," Charles noted. "But if I hand these over to her, you might end up with nothing."


    He continued, "You're also in desperate need of money. Don't let your real estate company go bankrupt. I'm offering 1.5 billion dollars for the Dodgers and the stadium."


    "You have three days to consider. I doubt Todd Boehly and Mark Walter from Guggenheim will offer more," Charles added. "1.5 billion is a record-breaking price in sports."


    With that, Charles left, leaving Frank McCourt dumbstruck. Charles needed to meet with other minor shareholders of the Dodgers to see if he could obtain their shares.


    "Boss, 1.5 billion dollars, isn't that too much?" Dona Williams inquired in the car.


    Charles smirked. "Don't worry. It's not too high. Don't underestimate Guggenheim Investments; they're serious about sports and entertainment."


    "Also, the Dodgers' broadcast contract with Fox Sports expires next year. I want to secure the team quickly and get NBC Sports the regional broadcast rights," Charles added.


    If he remembered correctly, Guggenheim Investments ended up spending over 2 billion dollars to acquire the Dodgers in May.


    ...


    In the afternoon, the red carpet of the Golden Globe Awards at the Beverly Hilton began, with dazzling actresses showing off their stunning looks. As the biggest event before the Oscars, the Golden Globes drew nearly as much attention as the Academy Awards.


    Since Charles Capet expressed his dislike for the Miami Heat's Big Three model in an interview the night before at the Staples Center, he had attracted widespread attention. Even without considering his other roles, being the owner of the New Jersey Nets put him under the spotlight.


    The formation of the Big Three had been a hot topic since last summer, and Charles' comments reignited the controversy. LeBron James had been the league's most controversial player since last year, and Charles' remarks only fueled the fire. Owners of the Celtics, Clippers, Warriors, Mavericks, and other teams also voiced their opinions, further driving the dispute.


    However, amidst the NBA drama, Oklahoma City Thunder's star Kevin Durant saw Scarlett Johansson on the red carpet and famously tweeted, "Scarlett, I'd drink your bath water..."


    In the Avengers trailer, Scarlett Johansson, as Black Widow, embodied sexiness, coldness, elegance, and heat all in one. It's no wonder young Kevin Durant would openly declare his love.


    At the 68th Golden Globe Awards, the biggest winner was The Social Network, directed by David Fincher, which won Best Motion Picture - Drama, Best Director, Best Screenplay, and Best Original Score.


    Competing head-to-head with The Social Network, The King's Speech received the most nominations but only won Best Actor in a Motion Picture - Drama.


    Black Swan bagged the Best Actress in a Motion Picture - Drama award, while The Fighter won Best Supporting Actor and Actress awards.


    During the after-party at the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel later that night, Scarlett Johansson was bewildered when a reporter asked her about Kevin Durant's willingness to drink her bath water.


    Scarlett modestly stated that she wasn't very involved with the NBA or social media like Twitter and Facebook.


    "Scarlett, would you give your bath water to Kevin Durant?" faced with the reporter's last question, Scarlett just smiled and left the interview area, not wanting to respond to such meaningless matters...
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    "Hahaha, Kevin Durant is quite an interesting person, so direct!" Scarlett Johansson told Charles this news about the bathwater after attending the Golden Globe Awards.


    After seeing Kevin Durant's confession on Twitter, Charles couldn't help but laugh out loud.


    "Hmm," Charles pushed the sexy Scarlett Johansson onto the bed and started kissing her, and her red evening gown got ripped.


    "Hey, you're still laughing," Scarlett Johansson complained while Charles kissed her chest, "I didn't even know him, and suddenly reporters started interviewing me!"


    Charles rolled off the lady and touched her 32D, laughing, "Actually, you should have said that if he joins the Nets, you'd let him drink your bathwater."


    Lying down, Scarlett Johansson rolled her eyes at Charles, "It's our bathwater, right?"


    "Alright, alright, the man is a big NBA star, after all. It only means your charm is too irresistible," Charles said as he hugged the lady and started kissing her again.


    Scarlett Johansson responded passionately. Charles laughed, "But, I'd like to do it in the bathtub..."


    And so, Scarlett Johansson's bathwater became a running joke for Kevin Durant.


    However, Scarlett Johansson didn't take it seriously and didn't respond to it.


    ...


    Charles was also waiting for Frank McCourt's reply, and three days passed quickly.


    Maybe due to pressure and helplessness, Frank McCourt agreed to sell the Los Angeles Dodgers and Dodger Stadium for $1.5 billion!


    "Frank, you made a very wise decision," Charles shook hands with Frank McCourt in the West Pacific Union Bank.


    "Charles, you promised to have the funds ready within three months!" Frank McCourt reminded.


    Charles smiled, "Don't worry, the initial $300 million is ready!"


    Frank McCourt nodded and soon left the West Pacific Union Bank.


    "Dona, quickly settle the minor shareholders of the Dodgers," Charles instructed.


    "Understood, we're still negotiating, and they are satisfied with our offer, so it shouldn't be a big problem!"


    "What about the HSBC Tower in London, any response from the National Pension Service of Korea?" Charles asked.


    "They're very interested, but we still need to negotiate the price; after all, there's a PS100 million difference in valuation!"


    Charles nodded, "Dodger Stadium is very outdated and needs renovation, selling the HSBC Tower isn't a bad idea. If it wasn't for the Capet Center in Midtown Manhattan being useful, I'd consider selling it too!"


    Currently, the Universal Building in the Tribeca area of Lower Manhattan is under construction and will later serve as Capet Universal's headquarters in New York.


    Charles Capet's CSE company spent $1.5 billion to acquire the LA Dodgers club and Dodger Stadium, breaking the record for buying a sports club again.


    Previously, it was for purchasing the Miami Dolphins and Bank of America Stadium!


    ...


    Los Angeles, Brentwood Community, Kate Beckinsale poured a glass of wine for Charles.


    "Are you really selling the HSBC building in London?"


    Kate Beckinsale had just returned to Los Angeles from London and found out about it.


    Charles nodded. "Of course, the price is pretty good right now. But I don't think it will appreciate much in the future."


    "As a stable source of income, it's also a good choice," Kate Beckinsale sat next to Charles and patted his leg.


    "Darling, do you think I still need money? Selling the HSBC building in London is to buy the Los Angeles Dodgers," Charles laughed. "Besides, the HSBC building isn't that great of a deal. The Old Street redevelopment project in London is more worth investing in."


    Apart from the HSBC building, Charles had previously invested PS200 million in the Old Street redevelopment project in London's West End.


    "I see," Kate Beckinsale understood as Charles explained. 


    "By the way, I heard that News Corporation wants to fully acquire Sky TV. Any news from London on that front?" Charles asked suddenly.


    Kate Beckinsale shook her head. "I don't know the specifics, but Mr. Murdoch came to London over Christmas. Seems like he's preparing to deal with the previous phone hacking scandal of the News of the World!"


    "The News Corporation phone hacking scandal, huh," Charles said with a smile. It was finally starting.


    Walking to the window, he looked at the lawn and trees in the yard, seemingly in a better mood.


    News Corporation would definitely face big trouble this time!


    With Sam Redstone of Viacom and CBS no longer a threat, if Rupert Murdoch was taken down next, he could become the top player in Hollywood and the entire media entertainment industry!


    As for Brian Roberts of Comcast or John Malone of Liberty Media Group?


    They were mainly focused on cable TV platforms or investment businesses, but when it came to movie and TV business, it was all about Hollywood!


    Kate Beckinsale walked over. "So, you should take a trip to London, right? The HSBC building transaction involves PS1 billion!"


    "Of course, I'll go. It's also the European football winter transfer window, so I can check out any big deals in the Premier League," Charles said as he wrapped his arm around the lady's shoulder, feeling quite good.


    Kate Beckinsale, wrapping her arms around Charles' neck, said, "Arsenal is currently at the top of the league table. They didn't lose any points over the Christmas fixtures; they have a high chance of winning the title this season!"


    Then, Kate Beckinsale took the initiative to kiss Charles...


    ...


    With the Golden Globes and the Oscars about a month apart, Charles had enough time to handle his business in London.


    After spending two days with the pregnant Britney Spears at Evelyn's ranch in San Luis Obispo, he flew straight to London!


    The biggest news in the Premier League at that time was Chelsea pursuing Liverpool forward Fernando Torres.


    Though the New England Sports Ventures had bought Liverpool, the club was still facing many issues.


    Chelsea, last season's Premier League champion, aimed to strengthen further by pursuing Fernando Torres!


    As for Arsenal, they continued looking for young talents worldwide. They brought in David Alaba, a 1992-born left-back from Bayern Munich's second team.


    They also signed Dani Carvajal, born in 1992, a right-back from Real Madrid's B-team.


    Harry Kane, born in 1993, from Tottenham Hotspur's youth academy as a forward.


    Thibaut Courtois, born in 1992, a goalkeeper from Belgian club Genk, joined Arsenal for a transfer fee of PS3 million but would continue playing for Genk until the season ended.


    In London at the Knightsbridge villa, Charles, panting, got off Emily Blunt. "Promoting Gulliver's Travels in the UK?"


    Emily Blunt nodded. "The reviews and box office in North America aren't good."


    Gulliver's Travels had been released last Christmas and hadn't even reached $40 million at the North American box office.


    Considering that the production cost for Gulliver's Travels was $100 million and that 20th Century Fox hadn't skimped on marketing expenses either!


    "Hasn't the overseas box office crossed $100 million?" Charles smiled.


    "In a few days, it's the BAFTA Awards ceremony. Are you attending?" Emily Blunt kissed Charles' chest. "Focus Features' Black Swan is nominated for Best Film, and 127 Hours is nominated for Best British Film!"


    Charles caressed the lady's face. "I also know that Natalie Portman is nominated for Best Actress and you for Best Supporting Actress. But the BAFTA ceremony is mid-next month, just half a month before the Oscars. I probably won't have time!"


    Well, even if Charles had time, he wouldn't bother with the BAFTA Awards. What kind of award ceremony was it anyway? He definitely wouldn't care.


    He wasn't even interested in the industry's biggest event, the Oscars, let alone the "British Oscars."


    "So you came specifically to handle the HSBC building transaction? There's a lot of media coverage about it; it's the biggest single property transaction at the moment," Emily Blunt said. She had to continue promoting Gulliver's Travels in other regions and would only be in London for a short time.


    She would definitely be back for the BAFTA Awards!


    "More or less," Charles smiled, then whispered in her ear, "I also miss you, so I came early. If I were late by a couple of days, you might not be here."


    He then started kissing Emily Blunt's chest.


    "Yes, I've been in quite a few movies recently," Emily Blunt said, holding Charles' head. "But whenever you look for me, I always come to you. Last time, I even accompanied you with Anne Hathaway!"


    Charles propped up his head and looked at Emily Blunt, asking, "Do you want to star in a Marvel movie now? It can boost your popularity quickly!"


    Emily Blunt smiled, "Do you think I'd be good as Captain Marvel? Is it in development?"


    "Not yet."


    "Darling, I want roles with dramatic performances now. Fantine in Les Miserables is quite good," Emily Blunt said as she kissed Charles.


    "The Marvel series can wait until you arrange it later. You'll definitely set it up for me, right?"


    "Of course..."
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    At the end of January, the Korea National Pension Service agreed to Charles Capet's terms and bought 70% of Capet Realty's stake in the HSBC Tower in London for 770 million pounds.


    Based on the current exchange rate, this equated to 1.2 billion dollars!


    At the same time, in the U.S., the shareholders of the Los Angeles Dodgers Club and stadium agreed to sell at a valuation of 1.5 billion dollars.


    Previously, Capet Universal had already paid $300 million for the first phase, so the subsequent funds just needed to be settled once the Korea National Pension Service's money was in the account.


    Not only that, on the last day of January, as the Premier League winter transfer window was about to close, Liverpool announced that they reached an agreement with Chelsea regarding the transfer of Spanish forward Fernando Torres.


    Chelsea then immediately announced that they had signed Torres to a five-and-a-half-year contract, paying Liverpool 50 million pounds for the transfer. At 26 years old, Torres became Chelsea's new number 9, setting the record for the highest transfer fee in Premier League history!


    After losing their star forward, Liverpool urgently bid for Newcastle's English forward Andy Carroll.


    Last season, Carroll helped Newcastle win the Championship and secure promotion to the Premier League.


    Before the transfer deadline, Carroll transferred to Liverpool for a record-breaking 35 million pounds for an English player, becoming Liverpool's new number 9.


    "It seems that the prices of local British players are indeed higher," Charles said, putting down the newspaper. British citizenship does come with a price in the Premier League.


    However, Carroll did play well for Newcastle in the first half of the season!


    ...


    At this moment, the head of Capet Universal (UK) Pictures, spoke up, "For the musical Les Miserables, I also think Tom Hooper is a good choice for director."


    Tom Hooper was the director of the recent hit film The King's Speech.


    Charles nodded, "Then start the official pre-production process!"


    "Is Twilight: Breaking Dawn Part 1 being filmed in London now?" asked Charles.


    He nodded, "Half the crew is here, mainly because some scenes with the main cast need to be shot at Pinewood Studios."


    That evening, the thriller-adventure film Sanctum, produced by James Cameron, premiered in the UK.


    In fact, during its internal screening, critics didn't give Sanctum high marks, but the film carried James Cameron's name.


    Last year's global hit Avatar had once again showcased Cameron's grand style!


    ...


    In London, at a villa in Knightsbridge, Kristen Stewart woke up and casually draped a man's white shirt over herself as she left the bedroom.


    She went to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and took a big gulp of milk straight from the bottle!


    In the small living room, Charles was sitting on the couch, watching the news about a phone-hacking scandal involving newspapers under News Corp.


    The Guardian and the Financial Times had exposed this shocking global journalism scandal, with nearly 6,000 victims including murder victims, terrorist attack victims, movie stars, sports figures, politicians, and even royalty!


    Charles was certain that his efforts played a part in this scandal blowing up.


    Molly Bloom had spent several months gathering the evidence - they weren't fake. Even if they couldn't bring down Rupert Murdoch, James Murdoch, who was responsible for News International's operations, would definitely have to resign!


    "These British tabloids have no bottom line," Kristen Stewart said, suddenly sitting next to Charles, looking both lazy and sexy in her white shirt.


    "Awake?" Charles asked, pulling her into his lap and running his hand over her silky thigh.


    "Yeah, you're right. This time, only News of the World was exposed, but other tabloids like the Daily Mail, The Sun, and the Daily Mirror aren't clean either," Charles remarked with a smile. "The major papers like The Times and the Guardian are more serious, but British tabloids are a hotbed of gossip and entertainment!"


    "Charles, have you seen my recent indie films The Runaways and Welcome to the Rileys?" Kristen Stewart asked, wrapping her arms around Charles's neck.


    "In Welcome to the Rileys, you play a troubled stripper who gets involved with a middle-aged couple who lost their daughter. It's quite a heartwarming and touching story," Charles acknowledged, understanding Kristen's intentions.


    "Do you really wanna shed your Isabella Swan image from Twilight that much?"


    Kristen nodded earnestly, "Last year, New Moon got nominated for a Razzie Award for Worst Screen Couple. Who knows, Eclipse might get a Razzie nomination this year too!"


    Charles kissed Kristen for a while, saying, "A few days ago, at the People's Choice Awards, Eclipse was the biggest winner. Best Movie, Favorite Female Actress, and other awards were aplenty."


    While Twilight wasn't highly regarded by professional critics, it was hugely popular with audiences.


    The People's Choice Awards and MTV Movie Awards frequently honored the Twilight series.


    Kristen gave Charles a kiss on the neck, "Charles, I want roles that challenge me. Remember On the Road? I didn't take it because you advised me not to. I can't stay in Isabella Swan's shadow forever!"


    Charles nodded, "Don't worry, I'll help you make the transition. No need to stress; I'm the son of Hollywood after all."


    "Yeah, I know," Kristen responded, shifting to straddle Charles.


    Charles undid her shirt buttons and kissed her neck.


    Kristen held him close and teased, "Remember New Year's Eve?"


    "This year, we're filming both parts of Breaking Dawn back-to-back. I'll be spending a lot of time with Alexandra Daddario."


    "Once you're done with both parts of Breaking Dawn, I'll start prepping scripts for you," Charles said as he kissed her lips.
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    In early February, Charles had left London and returned to the United States. Since the negotiations with the Korean National Pension Service were complete, there were no major events left.


    Albany, the capital of New York State, was located in the mid-eastern part of the state, on the west bank of the Hudson River, 140 miles south of New York City, and 160 miles east of Boston.


    Charles and Ivanka Trump attended a banquet hosted by the newly elected governor, Andrew Cuomo. This was to pave the way for Ivanka's run for state legislator.


    That night, in the bathroom of a high-end hotel in Albany, Charles pulled up Ivanka, who was kneeling on the ground, against the wall. He had Ivanka hold the glass wall, and Charles leaned on the girl's back...


    "There's not much of a problem with the state legislator position. After all, we have Governor Andrew Cuomo's recommendation," said Charles, holding the girl as they lay in bed after a shower.


    Ivanka smiled, "I understand, but I've heard his relationship with New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg isn't that great."


    Charles rested his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling. "Michael Bloomberg got re-elected as mayor for the third time last year. He ran as a Republican, and since New York City has a mayor-council government system, he has considerable power. It's only normal that he doesn't pay much attention to the governor of New York state."


    Ivanka propped up her head and let the blanket slide off, revealing her full 32D figure. She reached out and tapped Charles' chest with her finger, "Michael Bloomberg has indeed brought New York's economy back on track over the past few years. Other than finance, he's heavily developing the cultural entertainment and service industries. It's understandable that New Yorkers would continue to elect him."


    "Haha, he's a top billionaire," said Charles, rubbing the girl's chest. "Tomorrow, we go to Washington, D.C., to meet our president!"


    "The president sent troops to Syria again. Are you going to persuade him?" Ivanka teased as she embraced Charles.


    "What if I say it's because our company received a script for the movie Zero Dark Thirty, and I want to read some classified federal files? Would you believe me?" Charles said, and then began kissing the girl's chest.


    The script for Zero Dark Thirty had been in preparation and planning for about ten years, and it was completed late last year, catching the attention of Kathryn Bigelow. After winning the 2010 Academy Award for Best Director with The Hurt Locker, Kathryn Bigelow's next political thriller was supported directly by Donna Langley from Capet Pictures. Naturally, Charles also supported it, because he remembered that bin Laden would indeed be hunted down this year!


    Of course, Charles's visit to Washington, D.C., wasn't just for this. It was also for next year's election.


    Okay, Zero Dark Thirty was indeed a political tribute film. Regardless of whether bin Laden would be killed, the movie was set to release next year.


    Obama was definitely aiming for re-election, and both internal and external opponents needed to be studied.


    ...


    In Washington, D.C., in a corner of the White House banquet hall, Obama and Charles Capet were chatting about sports.


    "I can't believe you bought the Los Angeles Dodgers at a record-breaking price. Congratulations," Obama smiled. "MLB, NBA, NFL, I really hope I get to host your teams at the White House!"


    Charles felt slightly embarrassed and laughed it off, "There will be a chance. The New Jersey Nets will soon move to Brooklyn, New York. This year, they should make it to the playoffs. I believe the championship isn't far away!"


    Obama nodded, "Let's take a walk in the garden."


    So, Obama and Charles went to a bench in the outside garden, with Secret Service agents scattered around.


    "Charles, you know, the House of Representatives is now dominated by Republicans. We lost last year's midterm elections," Obama said straightforwardly. "Next year's election might have some twists and turns."


    Charles looked at Obama, "With the chaos in North Africa and the Middle East, the President's approval rating seems to be on the decline. The wars in Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, and Syria, along with civilian shootings in Afghanistan and Iraq..."


    Obama frowned, "Charles, you have considerable influence in Hollywood. My advisory team thinks we can use a diversion strategy."


    "Diversion strategy?" Charles thought for a moment, rubbing his chin. "Then let's target one of the Republican strategists, Fox News Chairman Roger Ailes. News Corp is already overwhelmed by the wiretapping scandal in the UK. Roger Ailes has been lording over Fox News for years, harassing many female anchors and staff."


    "Good idea, it will curb the Republican arrogance," Obama agreed enthusiastically.


    "This matter shouldn't be done by me, otherwise it will trigger a chain reaction in Hollywood, like the Harvey Weinstein incident last time," Charles explained. "Right now, Hollywood needs stability! I will send some of Roger Ailes' information to you, President. The women's rights groups will also cooperate."


    Obama nodded, "I'll have Pete Rouse find someone to handle it. If you cooperate in Hollywood, I'm not worried."


    "By the way, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton was recently voted the most popular politician, right? We can push her out as the main force against the Republicans in this women's rights issue," Charles suggested. 


    This move aimed to drag Fox News into the mud. Roger Ailes had to be discredited. Even if he wouldn't face the same fate as Harvey Weinstein, he couldn't stay in the news industry.


    Current White House Chief of Staff Pete Rouse would be tasked by Obama with managing the situation, as Charles alone wouldn't wield enough power. With Hillary added to the mix, there would be no problem.


    "Okay," Obama agreed without objection.


    "By the way, did the CIA locate bin Laden's residence and plan a raid?" Charles suddenly asked calmly.


    Obama was stunned for a moment but quickly regained composure. "There is such a situation, but we need more specific confirmation before I can approve the action."


    This was definitely a state secret, known by very few. At that moment, Obama realized how terrifying Charles's political connections could be.


    "Don't worry, Mr. President. Next year, I will make a political tribute film to praise the President's achievements!" Charles said, standing up and shaking hands with Obama before they returned to the banquet hall together.


    "Let's leave, darling!" Charles found Ivanka.
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    After returning to New York from Washington D.C., Charles prepared to let Ivanka Trump handle this matter and cooperate with Obama's team.


    Very soon, White House Chief of Staff Pete Rouse received an investigation report about FNC Chairman Roger Ailes.


    This involved early Fox News star anchor Gretchen Carlson, a 1989 "Miss America" who was no longer at Fox.


    Currently, the star female anchor at Fox News was Megyn Kelly.


    After finishing reading the materials in the Oval Office, Pete Rouse said, "We just need to persuade Gretchen Carlson and Megyn Kelly to file a lawsuit again. But, the materials say that in 2008, News Corp signed agreements with many people out of fear that someone would bite Roger Ailes!"


    Also, Fox News advised these female hosts to wear clothes that highlighted their figures.


    Low-cut tight dresses gradually became the unspoken standard uniform for anchors, a practical method of Roger Ailes.


    "Obama said, "Charles wants to hit his competitor again," as he casually flipped through the files, noting the detailed investigation into Roger Ailes.


    It was certain that this guy had already been on Charles's list!


    "Roger Ailes and Fox News have always been the stronghold of the right-wing. If we can really hit them, it would indeed be a good thing," Pete Rouse didn't mind some business competition.


    "At the moment, Rupert Murdoch of News Corp is dealing with the phone-hacking scandal in London, and their stock price has dropped significantly. Charles Capet chose to go after Roger Ailes at just the right time. News Corp is going to have a hard time this time!"


    Obama couldn't underestimate Charles now, "We need to act fast and decisively; the Hollywood strike in '08 had a big impact. Plus, with the financial crisis and Roger Ailes's special status, if things get chaotic, Charles Capet might not be able to handle it."


    Pete Rouse suggested, "Let's use feminism as a breakthrough and leverage public opinion."


    Obama agreed and continued, "Inform Hillary. She will certainly be interested in this, and it can help improve her image among women voters."


    Of course, Obama didn't say the rest of it, which was to force the Republicans' backers to abandon Roger Ailes.


    After all, no one wanted to see Hollywood go through another bout of turmoil.


    ...


    In New York, at the headquarters of The Huffington Post, as a political mouthpiece of Capet Universal, the internet newspaper had been thriving in recent years.


    Many congressmen liked to publish articles and express their views on The Huffington Post.


    "At this point, Charles, your timing is impeccable," Arianna Huffington was initially surprised at Charles's plan to team up with Washington to bring down Roger Ailes.


    But then she recalled the accusations faced by News Corp in the UK and understood it.


    "Such a good opportunity can't be missed," Charles sat on the sofa and calmly said.


    "FNC's high ratings owe much to Roger Ailes, but he's definitely a beast. In '08, we sent America's Dad, Bill Cosby, to jail. Why couldn't another big TV figure go down too?"


    Arianna Huffington knocked on the table, "But Roger Ailes's status is unusual; he's a mastermind for many Republicans. If you want to bring him down, aren't you worried they'll make a huge fuss over it? Can Hollywood handle another upheaval? And, Capet Universal is planning to go public this year, aren't you worried?"


    "Heh," Charles chuckled, "I am a bit worried about another chaos in Hollywood, but the film and TV circles in Hollywood are actually two different circles. Roger Ailes and News Corp won't be able to save him; once public opinion rises, how much will they have to pay to persuade those bringing accusations? The phone-hacking scandal in London has already blown up News Corp's PR team. If they still want to hold back on Roger Ailes, ha ha..."


    As long as Washington employed some tactics to expose substantive evidence, Roger Ailes would not be able to turn the situation around!


    ...


    After leaving The Huffington Post office, Charles saw it was already late and drove his Bentley Continental GT straight to Washington Square Park in downtown Manhattan.


    While driving, Charles made a call to Molly Bloom, sighing internally, thinking he had already warned Roger Ailes, News Corp couldn't protect him.


    "Boss, what's up?" Molly Bloom always got straight to the point on the phone.


    "Tell your friends on the outside to short News Corp's stock; there's money to be made!"


    There was a brief pause before the other side responded, "News Corp's stock is indeed dropping."


    "Rest assured, you've been investigating the phone-hacking scandal for months, and let's just say, next up is Fox News. News Corp's stock will drop even further."


    "Got it, boss..."


    Charles wouldn't take direct action himself - it would be too obvious. Molly Bloom's friends on the outside didn't even recognize each other.


    This time, it was time to bleed News Corp dry!


    ...


    In downtown Manhattan, Washington Square Park was adjacent to Greenwich Village, where New York University was located.


    Charles had an appointment here with Elizabeth Olsen from NYU's Tisch School of the Arts.


    NYU's Tisch School of the Arts trained the most Oscar winners and, along with USC's School of Cinematic Arts and UCLA's School of Theater, Film and Television, was one of America's top three film schools, regarded as a world-class institution.


    "Ah, Charles, you're here!" As soon as Elizabeth Olsen got into Charles's car, she excitedly hugged and kissed him.


    While feeling Elizabeth Olsen's enthusiasm, Charles reminded her, "Sweetie, let's leave here first."


    Very soon, they returned to Charles's Hudson River villa.


    Impatiently, as soon as they entered, they started kissing passionately, with clothes coming off piece by piece.


    Quickly, Charles was on top of the naked Elizabeth Olsen, his fervent kisses landing on the girl's 32D.


    "Mm," Elizabeth Olsen enjoyed, holding Charles's head, "How come you have time to visit?"


    "Mmm, of course, I missed you," Charles managed to say before going back to kissing.


    "Shall we take a bath?" Elizabeth Olsen suggested weakly after what seemed like ages.
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    By the villa near the Hudson River in New York, Charles Capet cuddled with the sensual Elizabeth Olsen in front of the fireplace, enjoying the warmth of the flames.


    Outside, the cold wind was biting, but inside, it was cozy and warm.


    "The Oscars are at the end of the month. Aren't you going back to LA soon?" Elizabeth Olsen, wearing a silky low-cut nightgown, leaned against Charles.


    "No rush, there's still time," Charles wasn't concerned about the Oscars. He was excited about making some moves against Fox TV right now.


    "By the way, is Martha Marcy May Marlene releasing soon? Have you heard anything?" Charles asked about the indie film starring Elizabeth Olsen. It was distributed by Focus Features.


    "Yes, it's coming out next month. I went to the Sundance Film Festival last month, and both Martha Marcy May Marlene and Silent House got some positive feedback."


    "This year, I've also taken a role in Peace, Love & Misunderstanding, a comedy. It's just a supporting role, but I'll get to learn a lot working with veterans like Jane Fonda, Catherine Keener, and Jeffrey Dean Morgan!"


    Elizabeth Olsen was the younger sister of the Olsen twins, but she was already 22. None of her movies had been released yet.


    Both Martha Marcy May Marlene and Silent House finished filming last year. Martha Marcy May Marlene had a budget of $2 million. The other, Silent House, had an even lower budget, not even $1 million. It was just a small lakeside cabin and her solo performance.


    Charles smiled, hugged her, and kissed for a while before suggesting, "Universal is making a movie based on The Hunger Games novel this year. Why don't you take a role? It's a youth film, but it'll get a lot of attention and boost your popularity!"


    "Yeah, got it," Elizabeth Olsen had no objections. She was only taking low-budget roles right now, not even sure if they would get released.


    Elizabeth then wrapped her arms around Charles's neck and kissed him, her nightgown slipping off her shoulder to reveal part of her body.


    Charles responded passionately, feeling the softness!


    After a while, Charles asked, "Hungry, babe?"


    Elizabeth Olsen smirked and whispered in his ear, "I want a hot dog, can I?"


    "Haha..." Charles playfully smacked her bottom. "I know you have a big appetite!"


    Elizabeth slid from his embrace to the carpet...


    ...


    Charles stayed in New York for a week, celebrated Elizabeth's birthday, and then returned to LA.


    It was mid to late February, only a week before the Oscars!


    Charles Capet's CSE company officially bought the Los Angeles Dodgers and Dodger Stadium from Boston millionaire Frank McCourt.


    The $1.5 billion deal set a new record for North American sports club transactions!


    Lakers legend Magic Johnson sold his shares in the Lakers and failed in his bids for the Detroit Pistons and the Dodgers.


    Magic then invested in the LA Sparks WNBA team and was planning to start a new LA soccer team.


    In Los Angeles, Westlake Village, at Scarlett Johansson's villa, Charles watched FNC's news program Kelley File.


    FNC's star news anchor, Megan Kelley, was 40, four years younger than former top anchor Gretchen Carlson, who had left the network.


    Charles thought of Roger Ailes, who was 71 and still causing trouble. Gretchen Carlson got fired for refusing his harassment.


    Megan Kelley seemed to be heading down the same road, facing replacement by younger anchors.


    "Why haven't they made a move yet?" Charles watched Megan Kelley, who seemed unchanged.


    Hadn't they contacted her yet?


    If they convinced Megan Kelley and Gretchen Carlson to sue, more women at Fox would join against Roger Ailes, just like they did against Harvey Weinstein.


    "Let's see some Hollywood news, check out the Oscar updates," Scarlett picked up the remote and switched channels.


    Charles, lost in thought, didn't pay attention to the TV. After a while, he pulled Scarlett into his embrace on the sofa.


    "You're a presenter, right?" Charles asked.


    Scarlett nodded, "Yeah!"


    "The Academy has a new president. Tom Sherak replaced Sid Ganis. I wonder what changes this year's Oscars will bring," Scarlett said.


    The Oscars, hosted by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, had Sid Ganis as president until last year.


    This year's Oscars would be Tom Sherak's first as president!


    Sid Ganis made some changes: expanding the Best Picture nominees from five to ten and moving honorary awards like Lifetime Achievement, the Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Award, and the Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award to a separate November ceremony.


    Charles would have received the Thalberg Memorial Award last November if Tom Sherak hadn't become president.


    But Tom Sherak's first act was to reintegrate the honorary awards into the Oscar ceremony.


    However, the Best Picture nominees remained at ten.


    "Oscar, huh," Charles shook his head, pinching Scarlett.


    "Planning to take a break after finishing We Bought a Zoo?"


    "Yeah, after Iron Man 2 and The Avengers, I'm exhausted!" Scarlett kissed Charles on the cheek.


    "This year, will you have more time for me?"


    Charles laughed and squeezed her breast. "Of course, should we prepare some bathwater for Durant?"


    "You're too bad..."
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    On February 25th, former FOX News anchorwoman Gretchen Carlson filed a lawsuit in the New Jersey Supreme Court. She accused FOX News Chairman Roger Ailes of attempting to proposition her. In retaliation, after she refused him, he retaliated by firing her. Specific actions included putting immense pressure on her to engage in sexual transactions in exchange for career advancement, marginalizing and suppressing her, and creating barriers in the workplace.


    Gretchen Carlson had been the host of the flagship FOX News show Real Story for 11 years.


    Gretchen Carlson's revelation sent shockwaves, putting Roger Ailes of FOX News in the hot seat. Having managed FOX News for over a decade, Ailes had created a hypersexualized culture within the network that demeaned and objectified women.


    In the evening, Charles Cape attended the 83rd Academy Awards, joining the crew of Black Swan.


    Backstage at the Kodak Theatre, Charles and his mother, Evelyn Capet, watched the Oscars on TV. The award ceremony was long, and Charles couldn't sit in the theater the whole time.


    "I hear Kodak is struggling; this place might get renamed soon," Charles joked with his mother. Kodak had secured the naming rights for 20 years, but within just ten years from 2002, the company was nearing bankruptcy.


    Evelyn glanced at her son, now in no mood to talk about such things. "Does the thing with former FOX News anchor Gretchen Carlson and Roger Ailes have anything to do with you?"


    "Nope," Charles shook his head. "I just sent some info to a few folks in Washington."


    "Filing the lawsuit on the night of the Oscars, interesting," Evelyn remarked. She had always hoped her son wouldn't get too deeply involved in politics, but it seemed things turned out differently.


    "Are you confident? You know Roger Ailes is cherished by the conservative crowd," Evelyn reminded.


    Under Ailes's management, FOX News had the largest viewership among older white men, who were staunch supporters of conservative forces. Ailes also packed FOX News with blonde, long-legged, sexy female hosts, encouraging them to wear body-hugging outfits or do even more daring acts to draw viewers' attention.


    "Gretchen Carlson is just the beginning. Next up, we'll likely see Megyn Kelly step forward," Charles chuckled.


    "Then, how will Rupert Murdoch, who's already overwhelmed by the phone-hacking scandal in the UK, handle this?"


    "Charles, you know the earthquake effect in the entertainment media. Could this--"


    Charles shook his head, "No, this is confined to the news industry. If anyone in Hollywood tries to move on it, I'll blacklist them. Washington has already sent through MPAA their sentiments. Hollywood needs stability."


    Evelyn sighed, "Indeed, several talent agencies have gotten the message, and big-name actors won't speak out. Dear, my worry is those new stars seeking their chance to shine."


    "If the newcomers are willing to gamble their careers for an opportunity, they first have to see if reality gives them a chance." Charles was not concerned about newcomers; the media wouldn't pay much attention to them, let alone the public.


    Without public attention, how could there be a wave of opinion?


    "Well, I'm heading back. I need to hold a meeting with the execs tomorrow," Evelyn Capet had no intention of letting EDR get involved in a political storm.


    "But the Oscar awards just started half an hour ago," Charles expressed his surprise. "Don't you want to see your son win an award?"


    Evelyn waved her hand and smiled, "I'll watch on TV!"


    At that moment, Kate Blanchett, who was presenting the awards for Best Makeup and Best Costume Design, came in.


    "Charles, good evening!"


    "Oh, good evening, Kate. You look beautiful tonight," Charles hugged Kate Blanchett as she walked over.


    "Thank you," Kate Blanchett said while pointing towards Evelyn, "Is your mother leaving the theater?"


    "Yeah, she's not feeling too well," Charles said offhandedly.


    "Really?" Kate Blanchett nodded and said, "I'm going to the restroom."


    After Kate Blanchett left, Charles went to the bar and found Emily Blunt ordering a drink.


    "Emily, there's no need to drink just because you didn't win Best Supporting Actress," Charles joked as he sat down.


    Emily Blunt had been nominated for Best Supporting Actress for her role in Black Swan.


    "No, my throat's been sore from practicing singing all the lines in Les Miserables," Emily Blunt laughed and shook her head.


    "I heard you turned down several scripts for Les Miserables," Charles patted her shoulder. "The pull of Les Miserables must be strong!"


    "Of course, it's the musical adaptation of Les Miserables. And tonight, The King's Speech, directed by Tom Hooper, is likely to win Best Director and Best Picture," Emily Blunt said noncommittally.


    As the awards ceremony progressed, the Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award was the fourth to last given, presented by veteran actress Annette Bening. Charles Cape gave the shortest acceptance speech on the Oscar stage, simply saying, "Thank you!"
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    In 2011, the Oscars concluded successfully, but the big news in Hollywood wasn't about the awards.


    As Gretchen Carlson exposed more evidence, the situation became increasingly unfavorable for Roger Ailes!


    During interviews with CBS and NBC, Gretchen Carlson revealed she had previously been forced to sign a non-disclosure agreement and a mandatory arbitration agreement. This meant that if she experienced sexual harassment while employed, she couldn't go public and had to undergo the company's internal arbitration, preventing legal action.


    On the other side, the defendant, Roger Ailes, firmly and publicly denied Gretchen Carlson's accusations, declaring: "Gretchen Carlson was fired because her show's ratings were inadequate. We even provided more airtime for her show than any other, but it was her own ability that was lacking!"


    Reporters criticized Gretchen Carlson for being ungrateful and asked sharp questions:


    "Why didn't you speak up back then?"


    "Why are you speaking up now?"


    "Didn't you use this to get ahead?"


    "Are you just after money now?"


    Roger Ailes held his ground for years, refusing to be toppled easily.


    However, FNC star anchor Megyn Kelly's home welcomed an influential guest, Secretary Hillary's aide!


    ...


    In Palm Springs, situated in the Colorado Desert's Coachella Valley, 120 miles southeast of Los Angeles, MPAA Chairman Christopher Dodd convened representatives from Hollywood's seven major film groups, four leading talent agencies, and three key film guilds for a meeting.


    Disney, Warner Brothers, Capet Universal, Sony, MGM, Paramount, and 20th Century Fox were the official members present.


    Also in attendance were Steven Spielberg of DreamWorks, Jeffrey Katzenberg of DreamWorks Animation, Relativity Media's Chairman Ryan Kavanaugh, Summit Entertainment's Chairman Robert Friedman, Lionsgate's Chairman Jon Feltheimer, and Legendary Entertainment's Chairman Thomas Tull, along with representatives from the producers, actors, and directors' guilds.


    Heads of EDR, CAA, ICUTA, the four leading talent agencies in Hollywood, also couldn't miss this.


    CAA's head, Bryan Lourd, approached Evelyn Capet and asked, "This seems pretty serious, doesn't it? Everyone here can decide Hollywood's future. Has Charles hinted how far he wants this to go?"


    It wasn't surprising for Bryan Lourd to ask. Hollywood had a hierarchy. The top tier was represented by MPAA seven members. The second tier comprised secondary distributors like Lionsgate and Relativity Media. The third tier included the guild representatives.


    Talent agency representatives formed another segment of Hollywood. Despite fierce competition among these agencies, they always stood united in overall negotiations concerning Hollywood's business.


    Evelyn Capet had a unique position because her son, Charles Capet, was currently a prominent figure in Hollywood. Evelyn shrugged and said, "Charles has hinted to me that the fire should only burn in the news media. His bottom line is that Hollywood must remain stable. Anyone daring to cause chaos will face MPAA's collective suppression."


    Bryan Lourd nodded, but his eyes turned to 20th Century Fox's representatives, Gia Gnappolos and Tom Rothman, accompanied by a few guild representatives. How would 20th Century Fox, which is a part of News Corp, respond to the troubles faced by Fox News?


    Roger Ailes faced public scrutiny, while 20th Century Fox's representatives were in the spotlight. News Corp's BBC, Paramount's CBS, Disney ABC, and Warner Brothers' CNN supported this outcome.


    Sony, a Japanese company, acted like cheerleaders, and MGM's representative was with Charles.


    Bryan Lourd pondered what role Charles Capet played in this situation. News Corp was also embroiled in the UK's phone hacking scandal, and now FNC's chairman faced sexual harassment charges. This made things difficult for a key Republican backer.


    Evelyn noticed Bryan Lourd's thoughtful expression and smiled. "The purpose of this meeting is clear to everyone. With all these people here, we can still sing and dance as usual!"


    ...


    On the other side, Charles was chatting with Christopher Dodd. "You've already talked to those two from 20th Century Fox, right?"


    Christopher Dodd nodded. "Though 20th Century Fox and Fox News are siblings, they still can't escape chaos in Hollywood. 20th Century Fox is just a part of Hollywood. Do you think they have any other option at this point?"


    Charles nodded. Gia Gnappolos and Tom Rothman were smart and likely to make the right choice.


    "Let everyone know it's time to go in," Charles glanced at his watch and reminded.


    "Okay."
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    As the Hollywood power groups held a conference in Palm Springs, the issue concerning Roger Ailes was narrowed down to the TV stations' business scope.


    Gretchen Carlson's accusation against Roger Ailes continued to escalate, but she was not having much luck finding others at Fox to speak out with her.


    Many female hosts or employees at Fox were either reluctant to get involved or simply too afraid to oppose. Roger Ailes had ruled Fox News Group with an iron fist for over a decade, and rebelling against him wasn't exactly easy.


    "Why hasn't FNC's star anchor Megyn Kelly spoken up yet?" Charles Capet asked over the phone with Evelyn Capet from his ranch in San Luis Obispo after returning from Palm Springs. "Is Washington really this slow?"


    It had been over a week since Gretchen Carlson filed the lawsuit against Roger Ailes, and she had plenty of evidence. Now, they just needed to gather more people to unify their accusations against Roger Ailes to trigger a public outcry.


    "Soon, Hillary's assistant personally talked to Megyn Kelly. It shouldn't be a big problem," Evelyn said over the phone. "You know, Megyn Kelly is currently the highest-rated news anchor on TV. If she's willing to step forward, it won't be any less sensational than Gretchen Carlson's. It will definitely cause a chain reaction. The news group isn't having an easy time in the UK right now either. This time, we can definitely bring down Roger Ailes and FNC. Just wait and see!"


    Charles smiled. "Then, I'll be waiting for your good news."


    After hanging up, Charles returned to sit beside the heavily pregnant Britney Spears in the living room.


    "So, how are you feeling?" Charles asked, gently rubbing her belly.


    "He kicks me all the time!" Britney Spears laughed, looking very content.


    "That's good," Charles nodded. "There's some big stuff happening in Hollywood right now; I'll have to head back soon."


    "Don't worry, I know. You went to Palm Springs with Mrs. Capet for this matter a few days ago. There are only three months left before the baby's due. It's not far from Los Angeles, so you can come over anytime!"


    Britney Spears was now focused on the baby inside her belly and wasn't too concerned with major events happening in Hollywood.


    ...


    In Malibu, Los Angeles, at Megan Fox's villa pool, Charles was kissing Jessica Alba while holding her. Jessica Alba's sexy body exuded endless charm.


    "Oh, ha, Charles, that tickles," Jessica Alba laughed, holding Charles's head and feeling his kisses on her chest.


    Charles lifted his head, smiled, and held the soft woman. "You still have such a good figure. Looks like your business is doing well!"


    Jessica Alba now spent more energy on her business than in the entertainment industry, and she pretty much stopped taking those roles that flaunted her sexy body. She focused mainly on romantic comedies - being a sexy trophy was fine, but no flaunting!


    "Darling, it's all thanks to you..."


    "Alright, come out and eat something," Megan Fox, in a sexy swimsuit, called out.


    "Okay," Jessica Alba kissed Charles on the cheek. "I'm hungry!"


    Jessica Alba then grabbed her discarded bra and climbed out of the pool to hug Megan Fox.


    "I'm going to take a shower first."


    "Go ahead," Megan Fox nodded.


    Before long, Charles also climbed out of the pool, hugging Megan Fox. "What did you prepare to eat?"


    "Steak, eggs, and vegetable salad," Megan Fox hugged Charles's waist. "Do you like it?"


    Charles smiled. "Of course. Let's wait for Jessica to finish her shower and then we can rest for a while."


    Hugging the lady, he sat down on the beach chair and stroked her thigh. "By the way, I heard you took a comedy movie?"


    Megan Fox nodded. "After Transformers 3 releases this year, I plan to take a few comedies or action movies. I need to shake off the sexy label. The Transformers series has tagged me with that label. Just being an eye-candy is not interesting."


    As Megan Fox spoke, she kissed Charles's chest.


    "Your role in the Transformers series made men around the world fall for you," Charles said, undoing her bikini top.


    "Mmm," Megan Fox, feeling pain in her chest, passionately kissed Charles back.


    "Weren't we going to eat dinner?" Charles panted after the kiss, squeezing her breast a little.


    Megan Fox smiled and whispered in Charles's ear, "Darling, Little Charles is already misbehaving!"


    Charles leaned back on the beach chair. "Well, tell him to quiet down a bit."


    Megan Fox tied her hair back with a rubber band and then lowered her head...


    ...


    As Gretchen Carlson's allegations against Roger Ailes grew, FNC's main anchor Megyn Kelly finally chose to stand up and officially file a lawsuit against Roger Ailes!


    Any woman recruited by Roger Ailes into Fox News had to go through his "strict" and "unique" selection process. Short skirts, long legs, and pretty faces were the standard for women at Fox TV.


    From the time Gretchen Carlson's lawsuit against Roger Ailes broke out at the New Jersey Supreme Court until now, with Megyn Kelly speaking out and filing a lawsuit, only two weeks had passed. During this time, at least ten female employees at Fox News had stepped up to accuse Roger Ailes of sexual harassment.


    Using ratings as an excuse, it was actually to fulfill Roger Ailes's perverse desires.


    With the situation developing like this, Rupert Murdoch, who was in London dealing with News Corporation's phone hacking scandal, could no longer stay put.


    "Dad, James and I both think we should let Roger Ailes go!" Lachlan Murdoch directly suggested to Rupert Murdoch.


    "You both dislike him, huh," Rupert Murdoch certainly knew why his two sons hated Roger Ailes. Lachlan Murdoch's departure from America back to Australia couldn't have happened without Roger Ailes's influence. James Murdoch had also fought with Roger Ailes for control over Fox News in the past!


    "Are you two still not aware of the severity of this situation?" Rupert Murdoch sighed again. "I need to make a trip back to the US!"


  




  Chapter 653: Public Opinion Erupts


  

    "The audience wants to see your legs. Show your legs!"


    "Do you have a boyfriend or any family issues? We need to know how stable or unstable you are."


    "You have good abilities. I'll promote you, but you have to show loyalty to me!"


    "I've always thought you and I would end up having a sexual relationship. It will be good for both of us, making problems easier to solve."


    "I'm confident that when you want to, you'll do a great job!"


    Recordings of Roger Ailes kept surfacing, leading to a surge in public outcry...


    A former makeup artist at Fox News, Karen Arcina, revealed that whenever a Fox anchor had a private meeting with Roger Ailes, they would seek her help with their makeup. They would say, "I'm going to see Roger, I have to look my best!" After their meetings, the makeup on their noses and chins would be all messed up.


    "When I divorced in '06, Roger Ailes explicitly asked me to sleep with him. The harassment at work was countless..."


    With the public accusations from Fox News star anchor Megyn Kelly against Roger Ailes; Fox couldn't control the public outcry any longer!


    Secretary of State Hillary Clinton publicly stated that Roger Ailes should be sent for chemical castration...


    ...


    Los Angeles, Charlize Theron's Mansion.


    In the bedroom, Charles lay on the bed with Charlize Theron on top of him, her hands pressed against his chest, both of them sweaty...


    "How do you have time to visit me lately? Shouldn't you be really busy now?" Charlize Theron asked, gasping for breath.


    Charles caressed the smooth skin on her back and said, "There's no big movie release lately, so I'm not busy!"


    Charlize Theron rolled her eyes at him, "Rupert Murdoch has already gone back to New York, and this matter is causing a huge ruckus."


    "Heh, dealing with London issues, and he specifically comes back to America just to make an insignificant announcement. Let's see what he does now."


    As soon as Rupert Murdoch returned to New York, he had Fox issue a brief statement: They were taking the matter "seriously" and would initiate an internal investigation!


    "Come on, let's have a whiskey and celebrate outing another villain!" Charles said, tapping Charlize Theron on the back.


    In the living room, Charlize Theron grabbed a bottle of whiskey and two glasses before sitting on the couch. Charles turned on the TV, switching to an interview with Fox anchor Megyn Kelly.


    Charles took a sip of whiskey, glanced at Megyn Kelly on the TV, then looked over at the sexy Charlize Theron. In the future, the movie Bombshell about the Roger Ailes scandal had Charlize Theron playing Megyn Kelly. 


    And Nicole Kidman played the former Miss America, anchor Gretchen Carlson!


    "What's wrong? Haven't you had enough of me these past few days?" Charlize Theron asked, sipping her whiskey on the couch.


    "No," Charles laughed, squeezing her waist and stroking her thigh.


    "Don't you think you and Megyn Kelly look a bit alike?" Charles glanced at Megyn Kelly on TV.


    "Ah, do we? Maybe..." Charlize Theron was uncertain, "Why?"


    Charles pulled Charlize Theron closer, his hand slipping inside her open robe and cupping her softness.


    "What do you think would happen if I made a movie about Roger Ailes?" Charles' eyes lit up, the impact of this idea was immense!


    Charlize Theron shifted her position, leaning against Charles for maximum comfort.


    "I'm not sure, but it's definitely a big deal. You need to think it through," Charlize Theron understood the complexity, and so did Charles Capet himself.


    "Oh, it's a big deal, alright," Charles sighed. He wanted to bring down Fox but making this movie would mean an all-out war.


    The movie Bombshell, in a previous life, saw its three main stars blacklisted by Fox as soon as filming began. Fortunately, Fox was soon acquired by Disney. And during the 2016 election, Roger Ailes faced a reckoning, but the Republicans still won, mainly because of all the dirt on Hillary!


    Politics is indeed a complicated thing. Without Roger Ailes, Fox would be significantly impacted. But through the years, Fox, with its conservative right-wing stance, had amassed a loyal audience of older white men!


    Making a biopic of Roger Ailes while he's still alive?


    Roger Ailes, in a previous life, fell from grace in 2016, died of a brain hemorrhage in 2017, while the movie Bombshell was being developed in 2019!


    Why dare to develop Bombshell? Because Disney's acquisition of Fox was already a done deal!


    "Oh, just a thought. Who would dare act in this movie now?" Charles shook his head. In a previous life, the #MeToo movement had pushed feminism to new heights.


    "Charles, could Roger Ailes go to prison?" Charlize Theron asked, slightly blushing.


    "Prison?" Charles shook his head, "What are you thinking? The guy's a billionaire, look at Harvey Weinstein!"


    Currently, the strongest case was from Gretchen Carlson. As long as she dropped the suit, that would be it!


    How to get her to drop it? Money, a settlement out of court!


    Right now, the pressure was on Rupert Murdoch. 


    There was no saving Roger Ailes. But getting him a comfortable retirement payoff was Murdoch's task. Roger Ailes, being a public figure, knew too many secrets, many involving top Republicans. Rupert Murdoch likely wanted to eliminate Roger Ailes, but it's not easy under these circumstances.


    Roger Ailes, after his fall, died the next year from a fall and a brain hemorrhage? Only a fool would believe it was natural!


    After Roger Ailes, News Corp still had the massive British phone-hacking scandal!


  




  Chapter 654: Political Opinions


  

    On March 10th, under the pressure of public opinion, 71-year-old Roger Ailes, chairman and CEO of Fox News, announced his resignation.


    New York, Long Island.


    Rupert Murdoch and Roger Ailes sat in an office. A tired Rupert Murdoch drank a cup of coffee, "I've already sent people to talk to Gretchen Carlson, to get her to withdraw the lawsuit. If 10 million dollars won't do it, offer 20 million. As for you, News Corp will give you a significant severance package!"


    Roger Ailes nodded, "This is clearly a political conflict, targeting Fox News directly. Charles Capet is also part of it, treating me like Harvey Weinstein did. Now, he willingly sides with those in Washington!"


    "Enough, we lost, and that's that," Rupert Murdoch waved his hand. Roger Ailes had previously faced accusations and complaints, but News Corp always settled things with money.


    But this time was different. Public opinion had escalated, and Roger Ailes had to leave!


    "Remember, once you get home, don't interact with the media," Rupert Murdoch reminded him...


    ...


    Los Angeles, Burbank, at Capet Universal headquarters.


    Charles sat on the sofa reading the newspaper. After Roger Ailes left Fox News, Rupert Murdoch did an interview, stating: "These sexual harassment scandals against Fox executives are driven by political disagreements. The purposes behind these actions are highly political, mainly because Fox is a conservative network. Some people in Hollywood played disgraceful roles in this, aiming to gain more influence..."


    "Mom, this old guy is basically on the verge of pointing at me and cursing," Charles threw down the newspaper. "Even now, he's still biting back. Isn't it obvious he's saying I want to rule Hollywood?"


    Evelyn sat on the sofa with her legs crossed, "Will this affect our plans for Capet Universal's IPO?"


    "There'll definitely be some impact. News Corp will surely retaliate against me. He's using me as a scapegoat," Charles rubbed his chin. "But no need to worry. News Corp will soon be too busy with their own problems. Let them bark for a few days, so what? Don't forget, the News Corp hacking scandal is still under investigation. Why did Rupert Murdoch go to London at the start of the year? Because Andy Coulson, the former editor of the News of the World got arrested!"


    Andy Coulson left News of the World in 2007 and became the communications chief for the UK Conservative Party.


    The royal family reporter Clive Goodman was jailed in 2007 for hacking royal phone messages, directly implicating Andy Coulson who was the editor then.


    Even though David Cameron, who appointed Andy Coulson, became the UK's Prime Minister last year!


    Evelyn looked at her son, suddenly feeling he was very confident, "Don't tell me, you also had a part in the News Corp hacking scandal?"


    "Mom, I just provided some evidence!" Charles quickly shook his head. "Plus, News Corp's big scandal hasn't even come out yet. News Corp has deep networks in the UK's political and business circles. The people behind the scenes are probably still negotiating!"


    Evelyn nodded, "News Corp was preparing a full acquisition of Sky TV, but that's likely not happening now."


    ...


    At night, at a private club near Venice Beach in Los Angeles, Charles was drinking with Kate Beckinsale and Scarlett Johansson.


    "Charles, are you really going to let me play in Kathryn Bigelow's Zero Dark Thirty?" Kate Beckinsale asked. "I read the script. I'll be playing a CIA agent!"


    Charles kissed her, "You've done action movies before. You're beautiful and tough, perfect for this CIA role. Otherwise, do you think Scarlett fits the part?"


    As he said this, Charles pinched Scarlett Johansson, who was on his other side.


    "Why wouldn't I fit? Black Widow is a spy too, and I can do action scenes," Scarlett Johansson protested. "But I did read the script for Zero Dark Thirty, and this agent role isn't really suitable for me!"


    "Right," Charles stroked Kate Beckinsale's thigh, reminding her, "This is a political tribute movie. Don't underestimate these types of films; they can have unexpected benefits."


    Kate Beckinsale understood, and Scarlett Johansson also realized these films often win over Washington and get awards!


    Kate Beckinsale smiled, "Since you arranged this, it must be a good opportunity. I'll take it seriously."


    This year, even though Kate Beckinsale had Iron Man 3 to shoot, she still had time to film Zero Dark Thirty.


    Kate Beckinsale planned to finish filming Zero Dark Thirty quickly, then join the Iron Man 3 production team.


    Afterwards, Kate Beckinsale kissed Charles passionately. From Underworld to Iron Man, Charles Capet had taken good care of Kate Beckinsale.


    After the kiss, Charles chuckled, "Kathryn Bigelow is an Oscar-winning director. She knows how to handle this type of movie."


    Logically, Charles wouldn't have looked up to Kathryn Bigelow; she was too artsy. Luckily, it was about Bin Laden, a big deal. Otherwise, Charles wouldn't have agreed.


    "I heard Kathryn's Zero Dark Thirty had trouble getting investments. It's likely to be an indie film project. It's Ms. Langley who approved it. Even after winning the Best Director Oscar, she still needed funding for her next film. That's not good!" explained Scarlett Johansson.


    Kate Beckinsale smiled and stayed silent. Kathryn Bigelow's commercial appeal was low; her Oscar-winning movie The Hurt Locker only grossed $40 million globally.


    She set the record for the lowest-grossing Best Picture Oscar in recent years, and it was probably the only losing Best Picture Oscar.


    Now, making a film like Zero Dark Thirty, who would invest? These movies lack commercial appeal.


    "There are still people willing to invest. I heard Megan Ellison, a rich second-generation from Silicon Valley, is interested in Kathryn Bigelow's name," Charles said, pulling up the two actresses, "Alright, time to head back..."


  




  Chapter 655: Boring Tricks


  

    Los Angeles, Beverly Hills, at the Los Angeles Country Club, inside Scarlett Johansson's villa.


    After taking a shower, Kate Beckinsale was pushed onto the bed by Charles. "Darling, you still have such a great figure!"


    Charles kissed the woman's chest before directly kissing Kate Beckinsale on the lips.


    "Well, if I didn't maintain my figure, how would I be attractive to you?" Kate Beckinsale smiled, now already 38 years old.


    Scarlett Johansson was only 27 years old, more seductive and charming.


    "Charles, I am about to head to the Zero Dark Thirty crew, and I'll also participate in The Green Hornet promotions when it's released. Maybe you can consider giving this opportunity to someone else suitable," Kate Beckinsale reminded him.


    Kate Beckinsale was very clever. She wholeheartedly wanted to be Charles' exclusive lover and sometimes thought about other women's matters for Charles.


    "I know, this role really suits you, with that somewhat tough demeanor you have," Charles said with a laugh.


    Actually, for Zero Dark Thirty, Charles initially intended for Emily Blunt to play the CIA agent.


    Emily Blunt's demeanor fit perfectly too, but unfortunately, Emily Blunt was currently focused on Les Miserables, a musical film adaptation.


    Now, the next best option with the right demeanor was Kate Beckinsale! Kate Beckinsale had Marvel Studios' big movie Iron Man 3 to shoot, but it is later.


    "Hmm," Kate Beckinsale took the initiative to hug and kiss Charles.


    Soon after, Scarlett Johansson came out of the bath, directly took off her bathrobe, and leaned over Charles' back to kiss him...


    ...


    Following Roger Ailes' resignation from Fox News, Megyn Kelly and fourteen other anchors also resigned.


    However, Gretchen Carlson finally withdrew her lawsuit and reached an out-of-court settlement with Roger Ailes' team!


    As a result, News Corporation's stock directly dropped by 13%, losing nearly 6 billion dollars.


    The UK phone hacking scandal was still being investigated. Charles could foresee another plunge in News Corporation's stock.


    "Charles, is it true that Capet Universal Group is facing a cash shortage because of its investment in Shanghai Universal Studios Resort?"


    "What about the sudden acquisition of large tracts of land at Universal Studios Florida? Is there any hidden reason?"


    "The Hollywood Universal Studios was accused by the Environmental Protection Association of damaging the park's ecosystem. What's your explanation?"


    "Some say the Fox News Chairman scandal is related to Capet and involves political opposition..."


    Burbank, in front of Capet Universal, Charles was surrounded by reporters as soon as he appeared.


    Charles ignored them, and a spokesperson from Capet Universal made an announcement: "Capet Universal's financial status is sound, and all Universal Studios Resort projects are proceeding smoothly. The land purchase for Universal Studios in Orlando was approved by the local council, it's a legal and reasonable purchase aimed at boosting the local economy.


    As for the accusation of damaging Hollywood park's environment, it's utterly baseless!


    Regarding the Fox News incident, Capet has always been committed to promoting women's status, gender equality is one of Capet Group's principles, and we are very shocked by what happened at Fox News..."


    Then, Capet Universal's lawyer, Camille, said, "We reserve the right to pursue legal action against those spreading rumors!"


    At Capet Universal headquarters, in the newly constructed NBC building meeting room, Universal Pictures chairman Donna Langley, COO Michael Lin, CFO Annie Depp, Universal Studios Resorts and Consumer Products chairman Steve Blunt, NBC chairman Phil Griffin, and others sat with Charles.


    "Is it led by News Corporation?" Charles touched his chin. "Is it obstructing our listing?"


    NBC chairman Phil Griffin explained, "Due to the changes at Fox News, the ratings for NBC and CNN have risen. However, we have received some negative reactions from conservative individuals."


    "Annie, what does Wall Street say?" Charles asked CFO Annie Depp; the listing plan couldn't be altered.


    Annie Depp replied:


    "Not much of an issue, several rating agencies hold Capet Universal's credibility in high regard, and our performance is the best counterattack. Perhaps these news stories might affect some individual investors, but internationally, there's not much of a problem."


    Charles stood up, "Great, in the summer, we will use The Avengers' success to push Capet Universal to the peak when we go public. Donna, your film division must avoid any issues this time!"


    Donna Langley smiled, "Rest assured, our performance speaks for itself, and with you backing us, there won't be any problems..."


    ...


    At night, in a high-end private club in West Hollywood, Charles embraced Elizabeth Olsen, who had just attended the premiere of Martha Marcy May Marlene.


    "Charles, this is my first time attending a movie premiere," Elizabeth Olsen was dressed very beautifully and sensuously tonight.


    Charles embraced the woman, caressing her sexy chest, "It's just a small premiere, nothing much, there weren't many reporters either. It mainly invited some professional media and critics, given that Martha Marcy May Marlene had some recognition at Sundance Film Festival!"


    "It's different, my movie is finally getting released, how could I not be excited?" Elizabeth Olsen was genuinely thrilled and excited.


    Now, Capet Universal releases new movies every month. In February, James Cameron's produced Sanctum was released; the North American market was sluggish, with only 23 million dollars at the box office, but Sanctum performed well in overseas markets, with 80 million dollars, crossing the 100 million mark globally.


    After all, Sanctum had a production cost of just 30 million dollars, with no major stars, the promotion mainly highlighted producer James Cameron's name.


    "Next month, Fast Five will be released. You can attend the premiere then and experience the big stage," Charles said as he leaned down to kiss her chest.


    "Sure..." Elizabeth Olsen hugged Charles' head tightly.


  




  Chapter 656: Chapter 656


  

    On the morning of March 23, 2011, Hollywood legend Elizabeth Taylor passed away at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in Los Angeles at the age of 79.


    Beverly Hills, Capet Manor Spa Room


    Charles was lying on the bed, watching TV news about Elizabeth Taylor's funeral. Michael Jackson, who had been on a world tour, had rushed back to Los Angeles.


    "Charles, Elizabeth Taylor got engaged again last year, didn't she?" Elizabeth Olsen sighed as she lay on Charles's back and kissed him, having seen the news about Taylor's death yesterday.


    Charles chuckled, enjoying Elizabeth's back massage, and flipped over to face her. "Elizabeth Taylor was incredible. She had been divorced eight times, and the guy she got engaged to last year was 30 years younger than her," Charles said, rubbing Elizabeth's back.


    "Michael Jackson attended too," Elizabeth said, looking at the TV.


    Elizabeth Taylor and Michael Jackson had a deep friendship. Throughout Jackson's previous child molestation trials, Taylor had always believed in his innocence. She once openly stated in the media, "I believe Michael is innocent. The truth will come out eventually."


    Later, when asked about her friendship with Michael Jackson, Taylor had always candidly said, "We are very good friends. We talk about everything."


    "By the way, I have an audition for The Hunger Games tomorrow. Is there anything I should know?" Elizabeth asked Charles, leaning close.


    Charles smiled, "Just treat it like any other audition. It's just a formality. Several supporting roles are being played by newcomers!"


    Only the main actress Blake Lively and key supporting actress Emma Roberts had any fame.


    Elizabeth nodded, understanding what Charles meant.


    Then, Elizabeth sat on top of Charles, taking his hands and placing them on her chest.


    "Charles, I'm staying at my house in North Hollywood. Come see me when you have time; I live alone," Elizabeth said.


    Charles squeezed her hands and laughed, "Your twin sisters won't be coming back, will they?"


    "Ah, don't even think about it," Elizabeth exclaimed, hugging Charles's neck.


    ...


    Los Angeles, King's Pier, in the living room of the Star yacht, Charles Capet and Chicago politician William Daley met with Ivanka Trump, who had hurriedly flown in from New York.


    "I've already heard that Pete Rouse resigned as White House Chief of Staff," Charles said, holding Ivanka close. "This is William Daley; he's about to become the new White House Chief of Staff!"


    Ivanka, surprised, pinched Charles's waist. How many more secrets did he have?


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Daley!" Ivanka greeted.


    "Hello, Ivanka. Charles tells me you're his right hand. Washington requires patience!" William Daley said.


    "It sure does. I'll get you both something to drink," Ivanka said, walking away promptly.


    William Daley smiled and said, "Charles, I resigned from J.P. Morgan last year. Pete Rouse leaving now is perfect timing, don't you think?"


    Charles nodded, "Now's the best time for him to leave. Has the Roger Ailes matter been settled?"


    "It's over. Fox News has lost a batch of anchors, and News Corp's stock has fallen. Both you and the White House got what you wanted," Daley said, shrugging.


    "As for Roger Ailes, News Corp gave him a severance package of no less than $50 million. Covering those accusations cost News Corp another few million at least, quite a loss!"


    Charles laughed, "It sure is. But let's hope Roger Ailes doesn't run into any 'accidents,' right?"


    William Daley understood what Charles meant. Roger Ailes knew too many secrets and was too much of a liability.


    "Capitalists indeed, no matter the age," Daley thought. Politicians always kept a line, but capitalists played by their own rules.


    "By the way, the congressional proposal to investigate Capet Universal's capital is impossible to pass. It's just the rage of incompetence. Universal doesn't need to worry because of Disney's special clauses in the Florida land deal."


    Charles shook his head, "I'm not worried. What can News Corp do against me now? Things in the UK aren't over yet. Fox News isn't what it used to be. Just now, Capet Universal is preparing to go public, and I don't want any trouble. But if I have to, I won't hesitate to step in."


    "No need for that, Charles. You're still on the rise. You just need time," William Daley reassured. The stronger Capet got, the better it was for the Daley family.


  




  Chapter 657: Strengthening Oneself by Tolerating Enemies


  

    At night, Charles lay half-reclining on the bed, casually flipping through a magazine.


    Ivanka, wrapped in a towel after her bath, sat down beside him and lit a cigarette.


    "Wasn't that William Daley the brother of former Chicago Mayor Richard Daley? I can't believe he's back as the White House Chief of Staff again," Ivanka said with a puff of smoke and a laugh.


    "Charles, how many things are you hiding from me?" she asked.


    Charles set the magazine down and slapped her long, bare legs lightly. "Didn't we meet the Daley family a few years ago when we visited Chicago?"


    "Yeah, but at that time, William Daley had already left his Secretary of Commerce position and was working at JPMorgan Chase."


    "You knew about the White House Chief of Staff news even before me," Ivanka inhaled another puff, "Who could know earlier than William Daley himself? By the way, if William Daley becomes the Chief of Staff, what will happen to Pete Rouse?"


    "Pete Rouse was only temporary. Isn't this the right time for a change?" Charles chuckled. The Republican stronghold, Fox News, had taken a big hit; who didn't expect that reaction? Pete Rouse was just the start; the House of Representatives would definitely target the White House even more now!


    As she spoke, Ivanka pulled off the towel and climbed into bed, nestling into Charles's arms.


    "By the way, I heard Capet is facing some trouble. Miss Huffington said not to worry too much. The troubles for the News Corporation in the UK are far from simple; the hacking scandal isn't serious enough yet," Ivanka continued, "And they're still trying to buy Sky to divert attention and strengthen their media influence, which has annoyed the British Parliament. Very soon, there will be big news!"


    Charles patted Ivanka's head. Of course, there was. There was explosive stuff in the data Molly Bloom had collected, but it lacked evidence. With pressure from the British upper class, the evidence would soon appear.


    "Did you meet Rupert Murdoch when you were in New York?" Charles asked.


    Ivanka shook her head, "Since returning from London, Murdoch has seldom attended events, mostly staying at Fox TV's headquarters. And he spent a few days in Washington, too."


    "I see," Charles said, pressing down on Ivanka and kissing her.


    ...


    The next day, while Charles and Ivanka were still on the yacht, they received a private meeting invitation.


    "What's up?" Ivanka asked, seeing Charles spaced out by the yacht pool.


    "Rupert Murdoch is back in Los Angeles. He's invited me to meet him in Santa Barbara tonight. It was Gavin Newsom, the California Senator, who called," Charles said, touching his chin. Why would Murdoch want to meet him? He should be dealing with Washington.


    "Get ready; let's go to Santa Barbara tonight," Charles said, kissing Ivanka.


    California's famous seaside town, Santa Barbara, had beautiful scenery and a relaxed pace of life.


    That evening, at a Spanish-style villa in Santa Barbara, Charles Capet attended a private cocktail party with Ivanka.


    Present were Senator Gavin Newsom, Congressman Michael Honda, California Governor Jerry Brown, and various California elites and politicians.


    "Charles, Ivanka, welcome!" Rupert Murdoch greeted them with a smile.


    "Good evening, Mr. Murdoch," Ivanka greeted politely.


    "How's your health?" Charles asked like an old friend.


    "Not bad, but certainly not as good as you youngsters," Rupert Murdoch chuckled.


    "Ivanka, do you mind if I have a private chat with Charles?" Murdoch asked.


    Ivanka smiled and nodded.


    Subsequently, Murdoch and Charles moved to the back hall reception room.


    Gavin Newsom was chatting with Jerry Brown, "After this, Murdoch probably won't be able to compete with Charles Capet in Hollywood!"


    Jerry Brown laughed, "Fox is a crucial media channel for conservative forces. They won't let it go so easily."


    Gavin Newsom nodded, "Maybe."


    In the back hall, after the servants delivered coffee for Murdoch and Charles, they left.


    "I know you were involved in Roger Ailes' case," Rupert Murdoch directly said, "Fox News has always been the platform hated by liberalists, labeled as the stronghold of conservative forces."


    Charles felt confused, "What exactly are you trying to say, Mr. Murdoch?"


    "Charles, you're smart. While supporting Democrats, you still maintain contact with some Republicans," Murdoch sighed, "After the millennium, Fox News beat CNN and NBC; the rising ratings put more pressure on liberals. Your rise has given liberals a stronger proponent, and you've succeeded. But my existence is the reason you can stay strong; we both enable each other!"


    Murdoch looked deeply at Charles, "If Fox really falls, is there still a need for the flag of liberalism?"


    Murdoch then stood up and patted Charles's shoulder, "Think about it. What would happen if liberalism runs rampant? Is that the outcome you want?"


    "Brr," Charles shivered. It wasn't until after Murdoch left that Charles snapped out of it. Rampant liberalism?


    In the previous life, after Disney acquired Fox, wasn't America drowning in liberalism?


    Women's rights, LGBTQ+, Black rights, Jewish communities...


    A chaotic Hollywood was not what Charles wanted to see. Even though he had been targeting extreme liberals and funding moderates, without the pressure of conservative forces, everything would run rampant!


    Charles's eyes widened. The dual blows of the Roger Ailes incident and the British phone-hacking scandal had brought News Corporation a real crisis.


    Strengthening oneself by tolerating enemies - how had he forgotten this simple principle? The News Corporation could be in trouble, but Fox News must not fall...


  




  Chapter 658: Taking the Opportunity to Clean Up


  

    At night, after leaving Santa Barbara and returning to the Star, Charles reflected, now NBC's competitor wasn't FNC, but CNN, CBS, and ABC. They were in the same camp, but under Charles's strict orders, NBC had to remain neutral. However, the journalists inside leaned left!


    "What's up, Charles," Ivanka Trump saw Charles sitting on the bed lost in thought and walked over to kiss him.


    "Nothing," Charles reached out to pull Ivanka onto his lap. "Heading back to New York tomorrow, huh?"


    "Yes, are you coming too?" Ivanka asked, hugging Charles around the neck.


    "Maybe later, it's not the right time now," Charles said, holding Ivanka and starting to kiss her.


    In a moment, Ivanka  knelt in front of Charles...


    "Boss, anything?" Charles called his assistant, Phyllis Jones.


    "Inform NBC to hire Megan Kelly and the group of hosts who left FNC," Charles said, a bit urgently, one hand on his phone and the other on Ivanka's hair. "I don't care if those hosts are left or right politically, I want ratings. Get NBC to cooperate quickly and seize this opportunity to boost its ratings!"


    "Okay."


    After hanging up the phone, Charles exhaled deeply as Ivanka struggled to get up from the carpet, covering her mouth, giving Charles a resentful look, and then wiping her mouth with a tissue.


    ...


    Los Angeles, Burbank, Capet Pictures NBC Office.


    NBC President Rick Kaplan, NBC Television Group Chairman Phil Griffin, and Charles sat together in the office.


    "Isn't it too soon to hire Megan Kelly and the group from Fox?" Rick Kaplan thought it might not be a good idea since NBC's own hosts weren't having big problems. Besides, recruiting right after Fox's trouble seemed too obvious.


    Charles shook his head. "Not too soon. Let's either terminate or transfer the low-rated hosts in NBC. We're not the only ones eying this chance, other networks are too!"


    Of course, Charles didn't mention that scandals of racism, sexual harassment, and more would soon erupt at CNN, NBC, CBS, etc. The Republicans, having suffered at Fox, would surely strike back. After meeting Rupert Murdoch in Santa Barbara, Charles understood the balance.


    Like the purge in the film industry after the Harvey Weinstein incident, the TV networks were due for a cleanup too.


    "The key is Megan Kelly; she's hugely popular. Some of her views may not align, but we can guide her. NBC needs its ratings up," Phil Griffin reminded. "As for other hosts who left Fox due to harassment accusations, we don't need to focus on them."


    Rick Kaplan understood. CNN, the Democratic voice, was also a major rival.


    "We also need to keep an eye on CNBC, Syfy, Bravo, and other cable channels. If problems arise, deal with them promptly," Charles said, standing up. "For the group's IPO plan, there must be no negative news!"


    If NBC had a scandal like Fox, the IPO would be doomed.


    Rick Kaplan broke into a cold sweat and quickly nodded. In their positions, there was no such thing as cleanliness.


    "Don't worry, we'll purge any troublemakers inside NBC," Phil Griffin, whom Charles promoted to replace Jeff Green, fully supported Charles's actions. "I've approved Andy Lack's resignation as CNBC President; let's quickly fill the position."


    "CNBC was NBC's flagship business news channel, but ratings have declined recently," Rick pondered. "I suspect production issues. See if we can poach popular business news anchors from other stations, sign them..."


    ...


    In the evening, Charles returned tired to the ranch villa in San Luis Obispo. Britney was about to give birth, so Evelyn Capet stayed there most of the time handling work.


    Following the Fox executive sexual harassment exposure, ABC's morning show Good Morning America suspended one of its hosts for an affair. CBS suspended its evening news host Charlie Rose for repeated harassment allegations. NBC's Today Show host Matt Lauer was suspended for harassment, and CNN faced numerous severe issues with executives and hosts involved in scandals.


    The string of scandals led to a new wave of feminist movements in America.


    "Charles, you're making big moves!" Evelyn was surprised; NBC Content Production President Bonnie Hammer and CNBC Business News President Andy Lack both left. "These are president-level; you fired them?"


    "Hadn't done a major overhaul at NBC before; now's the time to replace them. It's a good chance," Charles's eyes gleamed. "After acquiring NBCUniversal, I only replaced some top execs at Universal Pictures, not NBC below the chairman. Now, we're cleaning house, showing our resolve."


    Evelyn understood; Charles Capet was clearing out Jewish executives at Capet Universal. "No problems with this?" she asked.


    "No worries, we have successors at CNBC, and I've been growing sports and entertainment channels. The deputy in content production is neutral," Charles smirked. "Though we lost some hosts, we hired Megan Kelly and others from Fox. NBC will be neutral, not just left-leaning."


    Evelyn shook her head. "Didn't ABC always claim neutrality too?"


    It was a joke. Executive will dictated TV bias, and many American TV execs were Jewish. Yet, Hollywood's strongest media group now had fewer Jewish executives traditionally, though lower levels still had some.


    "Jews are useful if you offer benefits, they'll do anything. Just don't give them power," Charles grinned. "I'm going to check on Britney!"


  




  Chapter 659: Interesting People


  

    "Rupert Murdoch went back to England, right?"


    At the Capet headquarters building, Charles was sitting in his office chair.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "He already flew to London!"


    "Alright," Charles wasn't too concerned about him. He deeply despised News Corporation due to how strongly it manipulated the media. "In Hollywood, box office performance matters. This year is full of big releases, and the competition will be fierce!"


    "Universal Animation's new movie, Hop, just premiered with a North American opening weekend of $37.5 million. That's a lot less compared to Capet Illumination Studio's first movie, Despicable Me!"


    Charles waved his hand, "Hop's production cost wasn't that high, only $63 million. Isn't it true that Twentieth Century Fox only has one big summer movie, X-Men: First Class?"


    "This mid-month, Blue Sky Studios has an animated movie, Rio, coming out. They also have a new Planet of the Apes movie for the summer," Phyllis quickly answered. "X-Men: First Class is a new start for the X-Men series by Twentieth Century Fox. Rise of the Planet of the Apes is a remake based on an old film from Twentieth Century Fox's library!"


    Charles laughed, "This year besides Warner Bros.' Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 2, and Disney's Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides, which film could be competition for our Universal?"


    There is also Disney and Pixar's Cars 2, and Paramount with DreamWorks Animation's Kung Fu Panda 2, and Puss in Boots.


    In live-action films, Capet Universal would bring results that would make Hollywood despair this year!


    ...


    In the evening, at the Roosevelt Hotel in Hollywood, Disney held a retirement party for George Lucas.


    Being a famous Hollywood director who created the Star Wars series, George Lucas certainly had a high place in the industry.


    Charles attended as well, bringing along the sultry Megan Fox, only to find his mother, Evelyn, there too.


    "You better behave yourself lately," Evelyn grabbed her son and gave him a stern look.


    Charles awkwardly smiled and quickly changed the subject, "Mom, do you think George Lucas will really retire?"


    "Retire, yeah right. Star Wars is like his baby, how can he just let it go?" Evelyn shook her head, not fully convinced.


    "And what about Kathleen Kennedy, does she have the ability to lead Lucasfilm? She used to be Steven Spielberg's assistant."


    "Now that Disney is developing a new Star Wars movie, George Lucas is definitely keeping an eye on things from behind the scenes!"


    Charles nodded in agreement, "Last year, besides Tim Burton's big success with Alice in Wonderland, Disney's other live-action movies didn't do well. 


    The major game adaptation movie, Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time cost $200 million to make and grossed just 300 million globally. 


    The sci-fi film Tron: Legacy had a production cost of 170 million but also only grossed around 400 million globally. 


    The fantasy film The Sorcerer's Apprentice cost 150 million and its global box office just about reached 200 million!"


    Charles spoke with a tone of joy, "It's only been less than two years since Rich Ross took over as chairman of Disney's motion picture group from Dick Cook. I don't think he'll hold the position well."


    Evelyn also seemed a bit gleeful, "But Disney now has DreamWorks under Steven Spielberg, so it's hard to say!"


    Ever since DreamWorks shifted to Disney a couple of years ago, they have been helping Disney develop movies like Real Steel and War Horse.


    And also partnering with Paramount on CG 3D animations like The Adventures of Tintin: The Secret of the Unicorn and Cowboys & Aliens, DreamWorks has plenty of projects every year!


    "Oh, let me introduce you to someone interesting," Evelyn said as she pulled Charles to the other side.


    "Megan Ellison, the boss of Annapurna Pictures," Evelyn smiled. "Megan started Annapurna Pictures after graduating from USC and climbing Annapurna Peak, the tenth highest mountain in the Himalayas. Annapurna Pictures just funded an independent movie, Lawless. Last year's Paramount film True Grit, directed by the Coen Brothers, was also produced by Megan. And this year, she produced The 44 Rules of War starring Bruce Willis!"


    "Oh, good evening, Megan!" Charles directly smiled and shook hands with Megan Ellison.


    Larry Ellison's daughter, he had a nice chat with her brother David Ellison last year. Now David Ellison's Skydance Productions has a partnership with Paramount.


    His sister Megan Ellison's Annapurna Pictures mainly focuses on independent films.


    Of course, Charles knew Lawless, a drama directed by John Hillcoat and starring Tom Hardy.


    The project had been in development since early last year but struggled to find a distributor or investor.


    "Good evening, Charles," Megan Ellison, dressed in a suit looking like an ordinary person, seemed somewhat reluctant to speak. "Actually, I was planning to invest in Kathryn Bigelow's Zero Dark Thirty, but I heard Capet Film Studio under Universal is investing in it."


    "Oh, feeling disappointed?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Megan Ellison shook her head, "For these indie films that can't easily find investors, I feel we should provide more support. If movies only consider commercial value, that would be too dull! I admire you, Charles. The films you developed back then like Lost in Translation, Juno, Slumdog Millionaire, No Country for Old Men, and last year's Black Swan, are all my favorite types."


    "Really? I also think those films are great," Charles nodded.


    "But in recent years, Capet's primary investment has shifted to commercial blockbusters with special effects. I think, Charles, you should pay more attention to the art film market!"


    Charles touched his chin, "Megan, you need to understand that I am managing a large enterprise with tens of thousands of people relying on me for their livelihoods. If there aren't enough profits, Capet Universal wouldn't sustain itself!"


    Megan Ellison looked at Charles, "I understand that, but I think you could still put a little effort into art films. For example, Focus Features should not drastically cut its film projects. I also believe with your vision, the films wouldn't lose much. If financial support is needed, so long as the script is good, I can back it..."


  




  Chapter 660: Chapter 660


  

    "The rich kids these days are really something, huh," Charles and Megan Ellison chatted for a while, and Charles thought it sure felt great to be a rich kid.


    Back then, David Ellison invested in Flyboys just because he liked flying planes; Now Megan Ellison was even more remarkable. She gave off the vibe of, "I just love indie films, if you have a good script, come to me; money is no issue!"


    "You know, she's not short on money," Evelyn shrugged. Having a dad worth tens of billions of dollars certainly allowed one to be willful.


    Charles smiled, "My kids will probably be like this in the future too!"


    "Megan genuinely loves movies, especially indie films she's interested in. She supports them a lot!"


    Evelyn's EDR often helped independent producers or directors find investors, and Megan Ellison was someone they really liked for this reason.


    She's the type everyone wanted to chase after - a dream investor willing to put money into ideals but not too savvy about business operations. In other words, having more money than sense.


    "Maybe it's because she feels for the struggles of minority groups that she's dedicated to low-budget art films!" Evelyn sighed.


    "Minority groups?" Charles was puzzled for a moment.


    "She has a partner, a woman!" Evelyn explained directly. "Movies she invested in like Passion Play, The Master, and Spring Breakers are all standard art films. The Master focuses on women with multiple personality disorders. Spring Breakers is about modern youth culture and crime!"


    Alright, these were basically movies no one wanted to invest in, scripts gathering dust until they crossed paths with Megan Ellison.


    "So, what do you think of Megan's suggestion?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles sniffed, "Mom, I'm a Hollywood big shot now. Why would I waste my time with these low-budget films? Why would I even care about Focus Features? 


    Besides, I'm now a Hollywood legend. Even if Megan Ellison wants to be Capet Universal's piggy bank, she has to wait in line. 


    And she only focuses on the art film market? Maybe independent producers or directors working with Focus Features could form a good relationship with her, but if her films don't even recover their costs and lose money on distribution fees, they won't make it!"


    She might as well find her own independent distributors.


    "Okay, got it. You're not interested. But a lot of our clients want to chase after her," Evelyn wasn't too concerned, as many of EDR's clients truly couldn't secure investments.


    "By the way, James Wan, the director of the first three Saw movies, has filmed a low-budget horror movie. Your Matrix Pictures' head, Jason Blum, is really optimistic about it. It might even become the next Saw! Do you remember James Wan?"


    Jason Blum is also the producer of the Paranormal Activity series.


    "Of course I remember. The Saw series is a flagship IP of Matrix Pictures; how could I forget James Wan? What's this movie he's making? Is it The Conjuring?" Charles recalled buying the rights to that story a few years back.


    Evelyn shook her head, "Nope, it's a low-budget haunted house movie developed by Wan and his old partner, writer Leigh Whannell. It's Insidious! The budget is only 1.5 million dollars, and James Wan plans to make his comeback with this film."


    "Insidious," Charles felt a surge of excitement. No wonder, Charles typically wouldn't pay attention to low-budget films unless they were his own projects.


    "Sure enough, he wants to replicate the miracle of Saw, full blood revival after years of silence!"


    Charles felt gratified; Matrix Pictures' head Jason Blum really did have some vision.


    ...


    "Good evening, Charles!" Disney CEO Robert Iger greeted warmly.


    "Good evening," they embraced.


    "Star Wars is practically an American national film IP. Now it's Disney property; it's really enviable," Charles pouted.


    Robert Iger smiled, "Capet's Marvel series is sweeping the global box office market. This year, all of us in the movie business are quite nervous about Universal's lineup. The Avengers, The Hangover Part II, Fast Five, Transformers: Dark of the Moon, plus The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1. Not to mention the year-end releases of Skyfall and The Incredible Hulk 2!"


    The mutual flattery made Charles feel elated.


    "With Steven Spielberg joining Disney, the future looks promising," Charles was most envious of Pixar, of course.


    "By the way, how's Steve Jobs' health?" Charles asked about the current Apple CEO's condition.


    Robert Iger shook his head, "Steve's not doing well. I really hope he pulls through. Pixar and Apple's greatness are inseparable from his management!"


    "Let's hope," Charles wasn't personally close to Steve Jobs, though he did own some Apple stock.


    No big deal.


  




  Chapter 661: Chapter 661


  

    "Go back now," Charles said as he found Megan Fox ready to leave the hotel.


    "Hey, that's Johnny Depp and his new girlfriend, Amber Heard," Megan Fox pointed to a spot near the entrance.


    Charles also looked over. Johnny Depp's Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides was one of Disney's major summer releases that year.


    "Let's go," Charles glanced at Amber Heard as well. She was indeed beautiful with a great figure.


    They got in the car and headed straight to the Capet Manor in Beverly Hills.


    "Men, they all just like young and pretty girls," Megan Fox complained in the car.


    "Johnny Depp probably hooked up with Amber Heard during the filming of The Rum Diary last year!"


    Charles smiled and patted Megan Fox's thigh, "Amber Heard is just a fringe character in Hollywood. Would she have gotten this role if she didn't know Johnny Depp?"


    So, it must have been at some party or event where Johnny Depp saw Amber Heard, and everything fell into place.


    The Rum Diary was an independent film that relied heavily on Johnny Depp for investment. He could choose any actress he wanted with just one word.


    "Now, Amber Heard's exposure has increased a lot. Many people in Hollywood know she exists. Quite the success!" Megan Fox said with a laugh.


    ...


    The next morning, Charles arrived at Capet Universal's office in Burbank to check out Matrix Pictures' horror film Insidious.


    After all, it was a project James Wan and Leigh Whannell had been working on for years!


    Matrix Pictures had scheduled the film for release at the end of September or early October.


    "Phyllis, go and see if Matrix Pictures can look into that story about Conjuring that we bought earlier. James Wan's skills in horror films are well-known," Charles reminded.


    "Oh, okay. It's a bit of a shame that after the Saw series, James Wan had a few failures in recent years and stayed low for a while," Phyllis Jones noted.


    Phyllis Jones had witnessed Capet Pictures' rise firsthand. Saw II was the first film Capet Pictures distributed on their own.


    In Capet Pictures' early rise, the Saw series played an undeniable role!


    "Also, reject all these scripts," Charles handed Phyllis a file.


    Phyllis Jones took a look: low-budget martial arts films The Man with the Iron Fists and Man of Tai Chi, high-budget films R.I.P.D. and 47 Ronin!


    The Man with the Iron Fists was a kung fu film co-produced by China and the U.S., directed and starred by a rapper with Russell Crowe making a cameo.


    R.I.P.D. was an action-comedy based on a Dark Horse comic, featuring veteran actor Jeff Bridges, who was nominated for Best Actor at the Oscars this year for his role in True Grit.


    "47 Ronin is a fantasy-action film based on a Japanese historical event, with a budget of 175 millions, starring the now chubby Keanu Reeves as a Japanese samurai," Charles didn't know what to say. "A Japanese samurai seeking revenge, with fantasy elements, and an Eastern woman falling in love with a Western samurai? Do they not know what shape Keanu Reeves is in now? Do they think it's the same as Tom Cruise in The Last Samurai? And this director, Carl Rinsch, is an ad guy with practically no film experience. How dare he make such demands?"


    Michael Bay and Zack Snyder also came from ads, but they built their reputations on low-budget films; even the framework directors of the Marvel series had multiple directing experiences, and the Marvel series films were much simpler!


    "Fire the producer who sent in this script," Charles was genuinely angry.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Okay, boss, I'll handle it right away!"


    "The Man of Tai Chi is because Keanu Reeves participated in a low-budget film, Kung Fu Man, in China, which has not been released for almost two years now; And because the lead in Kung Fu Man is Keanu Reeves' action coach, he wants to make Man of Tai Chi and have his Chinese kung fu coach as the star; plus, he'll make a cameo in Man of Tai Chi too!"


    Charles shook his head, "Forget it, who even knows his kung fu coach? Do they really think just anyone can act? And the story is just terrible! I've told you guys before, be cautious with Russell Crowe, Johnny Depp, and Keanu Reeves, who are out of shape now," Charles sighed, "They're barely holding onto a bit of fame. If it's a low-budget art film or a B-movie, we can consider them, but not for commercial films!"


    The Man of Tai Chi and Kung Fu Man, who knows what they are. Do they really think slapping Keanu Reeves' name on it will make money?


    Now Keanu Reeves himself has flopped badly, how did 47 Ronin even think of casting him as the lead, spending 175 millions on a fantasy-action film based on Japanese history?


    "Got it, boss," Phyllis Jones continued to report, "The promotion for The Green Hornet has started;. The internal screenings have received good reviews!"


    "If the screenings are good, promote it well. Sony handles the North American market, have NBC cooperate," Charles said, touching his chin, "A good performance in the North American market will greatly help international distribution. We handle the international market through Universal, keep the promotional scale up. Bradley Cooper seems to have The Hangover Part II and Silver Linings Playbook releasing this year as well. Universal has three movies starring Bradley Cooper releasing this year. The anticipation for The Hangover Part II is especially high!"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "The Green Hornet has already been featured in our programming, and local stations in Los Angeles and New York have also arranged special segments. The crew is currently promoting in San Francisco!"


    "That's good. I'm actually looking forward to this movie too," Charles smiled, "The premiere is at the Chinese Theatre in Hollywood, right?"


    "Yes, the North American premiere is on April 20th at the Chinese Theatre, a little over half a month away!"


    Sony didn't get the distribution rights for Skyfall, so besides The Green Hornet, they really had nothing else notable this year.


  




  Chapter 662: CinemaCon


  

    Right now, the only thing Charles Capet had any interest in from Sony was the Spider-Man series.


    Sony struggled this year, but next year they would release The Amazing Spider-Man and the reboot sequel Men in Black 3, along with the 3D animated feature Hotel Transylvania.


    "By the way, I heard Sumner Redstone's health has improved a bit, and he's back at the helm of CBS and Viacom," Charles leaned back in his chair. "Paramount really has nothing going on besides the DreamWorks Animation distribution deal!"


    "Boss, they do have Tom Cruise's Mission: Impossible - Ghost Protocol coming out this year," Phyllis Jones added.


    Charles chuckled; Paramount was in a much worse state compared to his previous life. They lost the distribution deal for Marvel superhero movies, and the Transformers series was gone, additionally, J.J. Abrams' Bad Robot Productions had signed a collaboration agreement with Capet Universal.


    ...


    Later that night, Charles received a call from Tom Garfinkel, the chairman of the Miami Dolphins, informing him that the NFL league would officially lock out.


    Since the Super Bowl in February, where the Pittsburgh Steelers (AFC) faced the Green Bay Packers (NFC), the league and players had entered a new round of labor negotiations.


    "Couldn't reach an agreement, so the lockout happened," Evelyn said as Charles inquired about the news.


    Charles stroked his chin, "Looks like the NBA is also about to start a new round of labor negotiations this year. I didn't expect the NFL to lock out first!"


    Back in 2011, the NBA lockout overshadowed the NFL situation.


    Evelyn, sitting with her legs crossed on the sofa, smirked, "The NFL is doing OK. Last year, the league's revenue reached $9.3 billion, which the 32 teams shared. Considering each club's income and expenses, most NFL clubs should be making a profit!"


    Earlier this year, the NFL signed a broadcasting deal with CBS, NBC, and FOX, worth $39.6 billion from 2014 to 2022.


    The deal stipulated that these three platforms shared the broadcasting rights for Sunday Night Football, and they rotated the Super Bowl broadcast annually.


    Meanwhile, ABC and ESPN signed a deal with the NFL for Monday Night Football from 2011 to 2021, worth $15.2 billion.


    "The major issue now is the NBA," Charles said as he leaned back on the sofa. "The NBA as a whole is losing money; out of the 30 teams, over 22 are operating at a loss. The new round of labor negotiations will focus on the salary cap and players' share of revenue."


    Currently, the NBA had a soft salary cap with many loopholes, unlike the NFL's hard cap.


    The players' share of the NBA's revenue was at 57%, which was too high - owners couldn't accept annual losses.


    "The Nets' move to New York should help. Small market clubs find it hard to avoid losses unless they perform like the Spurs," Evelyn, who managed several players from the major leagues, was well-versed in these matters.


    "Alright, I'm off now," Charles said, having recently acquired several clubs, including the B-league Los Angeles Dodgers and the S-League Miami FC, which started competing this year. "I need to make a trip to Las Vegas!"


    "Is it for the CinemaCon that starts this year?" Evelyn smiled. "Are you going to personally show up?"


    Charles nodded, "A few major theater chain heads called me. They're planning to make this expo a big deal. They also invited several film companies to bring blockbuster films for the event!"


    ...


    The first Las Vegas cinema expo, CinemaCon, in 2011 received significant support from Hollywood's major studios. After all, it was a great platform to promote their upcoming blockbuster films.


    Universal's The Avengers and Transformers: Dark of the Moon, along with Warner Brothers' Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 2, were the main attractions!


    For the inaugural event, there weren't many stars, but Universal's Hulk actor Mark Ruffalo and Black Widow Scarlett Johansson attended.


    At the Venetian Hotel suite, Charles leaned against the edge of a large bathtub, with Scarlett Johansson nestled around his neck, "Is this the expo promoting the new theater line technology?"


    "It'll also become a movie trading platform with many theater representatives attending," Charles thought nothing of it; he still had to meet Sheldon Adelson during the trip.


    Mark Ruffalo, who had The Avengers and The Incredible Hulk 2 coming out this year, was a fitting attendee.


    As for Scarlett Johansson, as the Black Widow in the Marvel series, she was incredibly popular, and most importantly, she was Charles's date!


    "Feels like this event isn't as impactful as Comic-Con in San Diego," Scarlett Johansson said somewhat indifferently.


    "The theater guild put this together," Charles laughed, "IMAX and Dolby are major participants. And you know Capet Universal is a shareholder in both companies!"


    Charles pulled Scarlett Johansson closer, his hand wandering to her chest, "You don't have much to do anyway, so consider it a vacation."


    Scarlett Johansson smiled and whispered, "Vacationing with you is more exhausting than shooting a movie!"


    "Alright, I have other things to do here. Tomorrow, you go to Caesars Palace to help with the company promotion," Charles rested his head on the bathtub edge. "I have to meet an old friend tomorrow!"


    "Alright, got it," Scarlett Johansson had no objections.


    Then, she straddled Charles; he embraced her waist, kissing her chest.


    With her eyes closed, hands on the bathtub edge, Scarlett Johansson asked, "Capet Universal's New York headquarters is completed. Will it serve as the East Coast headquarters?"


    "Yes, after leaving Las Vegas, I'll head to New York for the opening ceremony..."


  




  Chapter 663: New York Dreamers


  

    "Charles, you Hollywood folks sure stirred up quite a bit this time," Sheldon Adelson said, smiling as he puffed on a cigar in his office at the Venetian Hotel and Casino. "It's given the American TV news industry quite a challenge!"


    Charles smiled. "The world is always changing, and some things and some people need to change with it, don't you think?"


    "By the way, Charles, your West Pacific Union Bank has investments in Sands Corporation. With the fast development of the gambling industry in Asia, are you interested in the gambling markets in Macau and Singapore?"


    "Oh, the gambling industries in Macau and Singapore are real golden geese," Charles smiled. "Is Mr. Adelson willing to let me in?"


    Sheldon smiled back. "You practically control Hollywood now. You're a big shot in the global media, a very special status!"


    Charles shook his head. "Nah, just having some stock investments is enough. I don't have the energy for anything else."


    The gambling industry was a giant money launderer. With his current position, Charles didn't need to get involved directly. Investing in gambling stocks was enough. Charles had no interest in other aspects, given that the gambling industry primarily supported the Republican Party while his Hollywood faction was firmly Democratic!


    Charles was clear on Sheldon's intentions. The recent events at Fox News were significant;


    They dealt a big blow to the Republican Party's biggest propaganda machine. Even though left-wing TV networks were also facing challenges, without Roger Ailes, the genius news director, FNC's recovery would take more time!


    Sheldon saw a chance to pull NBC to his side as it shifted to a more neutral stance; And few could match the influence of a media giant like Charles Capet in the hearts of Americans, not even an Australian outsider who built an empire off sleaze!


    "It's okay. I believe we'll get more chances to collaborate," Sheldon hugged Charles with a smile.


    "Tonight, there's a boxing match. Don't you operate UFC? I've never seen you at a boxing match though?"


    "Well," Charles laughed, "I've been scared of blood since I was a kid. I can't stand violence!"


    Sheldon's mouth twitched. Charles Capet's life story had been thoroughly investigated - he grew up in the slums of East Los Angeles; He hadn't accomplished much as a kid, but he'd been in quite a few scrapes. Even Evelyn mentioned in interviews that she remembered Charles coming home bruised and battered many times.


    Charles's meteoric rise from complete obscurity to self-made success gave him huge admiration among Americans. Mark Zuckerberg was also impressive and even younger than Charles, but his achievements couldn't compare.


    Charles could get away with almost anything because of his age and extraordinary journey!


    ...


    At night, Charles stood by the window of the Venetian Hotel, overlooking Las Vegas. The neon lights sparkled, showcasing a world of glitz and glamor.


    "This place sure reeks of sweet, sweet capitalism," Charles mused.


    "Yeah," said Scarlett Johansson, glancing at Charles while dabbing on perfume at the vanity,


    "The sewers here have quite a population."


    "Heh, I know, mole people," Charles chuckled.


    In America's major cities, the vast underground water systems were home to many homeless individuals known as mole people!


    "By the way, are you leaving tomorrow? Heading back to LA or New York?" Scarlett asked, wearing a seductive camisole as she walked over.


    "Heading to LA first. The Universal Entertainment Building opening in New York is on the 15th, no rush!"


    "Oh, I just took a role in the biography movie Hitchcock. I need to report in as soon as I get back to LA," Scarlett explained.


    A biopic about the legendary director Alfred Hitchcock!


    ...


    "Don't worry, Charles, you need to keep the investors around you calm. No one wants Capet Universal's IPO to be affected," Gavin Newsom said seriously. "Capet Universal might become the first publicly traded media conglomerate; no will mess things up. 


    This year, Arizona Democratic Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords was shot, and we teamed up to deal with Fox News and one of its steering hands, Roger Ailes. Relations between the two parties aren't good right now."


    Charles looked at Gavin Newsom, "So, politicians shouldn't stick their necks out, or they might really get killed," Charles shook his head. "But only those without much background would meet their maker. Most are from political families now, so they're pretty safe."


    "Well, you know how high anti-Semitic sentiments have been among the public these years," Gavin Newsom smiled. "And the Jewish influence in Hollywood seems to have taken quite a hit because of you."


    Charles also smiled, "Would they send someone to take me out?"


    *cough* *cough* Gavin Newsom almost choked on his drink. "You in the media world are like Buffett in Wall Street; you're a titan of Anglo-Saxon media. So, you should pay more attention to your lifestyle; you're under a lot of scrutiny! Oh, whatever. You're still young; people don't care what you do in Hollywood anyway."


    Charles stroked his chin, "You're not talking about my love life, are you? I'm not even married!"


    Gavin Newsom gave Charles a look, "It's precisely because you're not married that people think you haven't developed a sense of responsibility. So, if you want to climb further up the political ladder, you should consider getting married. With your wealth and media power, many people would hope to ride your coattails to success."


    Charles scrunched his nose, "It's too early; I'm still young..."


    Gavin Newsom continued, "Europe has many old families. If you're interested, you could think about that. They provide status; you have the money..."


    "Stop," Charles shook his head. "I'm already on the Forbes Billionaires list and among the top tier. This is unnecessary. Bill Gates, Buffett, the Google guys - they don't need arranged marriages. I'm not a second-generation wealthy person. I'm the first generation who built this empire in just over ten years; others can only follow me."


    Gavin Newsom smiled, "Then play for a few more years. Hollywood is your playground. But in politics, marriage is a serious consideration. You better figure it out!"


    Charles stood up, "Alright, I have no interest in politics. What, should I run for president?"


    "If you do decide to run, I think you'd have a pretty good shot at winning," Gavin Newsom joked.


    "If America were a monarchy, I'd want to be king, hahaha..."


    ...


    Charles headed to New York for the opening ceremony of Capet Universal's New York headquarters.


    As one of Hollywood's oldest movie companies, 2012 was Universal Pictures' 100th anniversary!


    Capet Universal was already preparing for next year's centennial celebration and had some events planned to warm up for the anniversary.


    "I heard Paramount is also preparing for its 100th anniversary celebration?" Charles asked after the ceremony, sitting in the Universal Entertainment Building in Lower Manhattan.


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "Yes, since Paramount and Universal are the two oldest movie companies in Hollywood. Both were founded in 1912, making next year the 100th anniversary!"


    "100 years," Charles looked thoughtfully at the Hudson River. Paramount isn't even in the same league as us now.


    "By the way, what's the most popular new name for the Nets in the online vote?" Charles asked. This season, the Nets were fifth in the East and were playing the Magic in Orlando in the first game of the playoffs tomorrow night.


    "Dreamers, New York Dreamers!"


    "Fine, we should listen to the fans," Charles didn't care what the team was called as long as the fans liked it.


    "The Knicks are the seventh seed, facing the Heat in the first round, haha!"


    But Charles wouldn't go to Madison Square Garden to support the Knicks.


    The old rich in Manhattan are all Knicks fans. When the Nets move to Brooklyn, they need to win a championship to attract the new wealth to support the team...
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    Charles didn't go to Orlando to watch the NBA playoffs' first round, especially considering he didn't even attend the Champions League quarterfinals where Arsenal played.


    At the end of the month, Arsenal was going to face Real Madrid in the semifinals, and Manchester United would go up against Barcelona. Two teams from both the English Premier League and La Liga were set to battle each other!


    It was also the time of the Tribeca Film Festival in New York, so Charles decided to check it out.


    He ran into one of the founders of the festival, Robert De Niro, a veteran actor in Hollywood.


    "Charles, the Tribeca Film Festival focuses on the market for art and independent films. If possible, please support us," Robert said.


    "Many young directors make films but don't have the chance to get them into theaters," he added.


    Charles smiled, saying, "Don't worry, doesn't Focus Features have a partnership with Tribeca? We will help distribute some quality films!"


    Robert De Niro smiled, "It's great to hear that from you. The market for art films is getting smaller."


    He sighed, "People's interest in art films is also decreasing, support now is not as it used to be!"


    Charles took a sip of his drink and said, "Actually, it all depends on the quality of the films. Low-budget films can still achieve high box office earnings. The market usually dictates the direction, and we have to ensure it doesn't lose money first!"


    "By the way, there's a new independent film company in Hollywood called Annapurna Pictures," Charles mentioned, thinking of Megan Ellison, "The boss is Larry Ellison's daughter. She loves independent art films. Maybe Tribeca could also cooperate with her. Robert, you know, these second-generation wealth types are often willing to pay for their dreams!"


    ...


    After chatting with Robert De Niro, Charles went back to his Hudson River villa with Eva Green, who was promoting her film Perfect Sense.


    "Actually, Tribeca has quite a few excellent works," Charles said, leaning on the sofa and chatting with Eva Green.


    "Yeah, Adrien Brody's Detachment is really good," Eva Green, who was currently filming Dark Shadows with Warner Bros., stated.


    "Hey, Adrien Brody's performance in The Experiment last year was impressive, and this year he's given us Detachment, a thought-provoking film," Charles said, expressing his anticipation for Adrien Brody.


    Eva Green laughed, wrapping her arms around Charles' neck, "But it seems you don't pay much attention to art films anymore, right?"


    "Last year's Black Swan, 127 Hours, Cracks, and The Hunt were all art films, weren't they?" Charles laughed, pulling Eva into his lap.


    "I'm talking about films like Juno and Brokeback Mountain, the ones you personally follow. Among these films, you only paid attention to The Hunt," Eva Green said before leaning in to kiss Charles.


    Soon, Charles had Eva Green pinned on the sofa, holding her chest, "In Dark Shadows, aren't you supposed to have blond hair and blue eyes?"


    "Yeah, the blond look. I wash out the color when I attend events and will recolor it when I return to the set," Eva Green said as she cooperatively removed her blouse. "Do you like it? Next time I'll show you."


    "Alright," Charles said, pulling off her bra and beginning to kiss her...


    ...


    In the evening, at Manhattan Club Hotel, Charles encountered James Dolan.


    "Charles, congratulations, the Nets will be moving to New York," James Dolan said, raising a glass to Charles.


    "But only the Knicks are considered New York's team, right?" Charles replied, swirling his glass.


    "Manhattanites don't consider Brooklynites as New Yorkers!" James Dolan laughed.


    "So, even if the Nets move to Brooklyn, it won't impact the Knicks," Dolan continued.


    "But the Nets played better than the Knicks this year. The Knicks barely made it to the playoffs," Charles responded with a smile.


    "Do you think New Yorkers will abandon the Knicks to watch the Nets?" Dolan remained as arrogant as ever.


    Charles was momentarily stunned, "James, you sure are confident!"


    For James Dolan, the Knicks indeed had grounds for their arrogance, based in Manhattan, the wealthiest region in the United States, and possessing the "Mecca of Basketball," Madison Square Garden.


    Manhattan's old New Yorkers were loyal Knicks fans, and showing up at Madison Square Garden was a status symbol!


    "Charles, New York will only ever have one NBA team, and that's the Knicks..."


    'This old guy,' Charles thought, watching James Dolan leave, 'The Knicks are really something, high market value despite poor performance!'


    "Charles, good evening."


    Charles turned around to see Jon Feltheimer, the CEO of Lionsgate Entertainment, "Jon, good evening!"


    "Lionsgate's The Expendables had a good performance last year. You're developing a sequel now, right?" Charles asked with a smile.


    Jon Feltheimer nodded, "Stallone and his team are already preparing for filming. But no matter how well The Expendables performs, it can't compare to Capet Universal's movies."


    Lionsgate's film performance over the past few years wasn't great, and The Expendables was their highest-grossing film.


    "By the way, doesn't the Punisher from Marvel Comics expire soon?"


    "Charles, the rights to the Punisher don't expire until 2013..."


    Lionsgate currently held the adaptation rights for Punisher and Man-Thing from Marvel Comics. Charles was determined to get them back!


    "Let's head back," Charles said to Eva Green, feeling uninterested and ready to leave.


    "Feeling annoyed by too many people trying to strike up a conversation?" Eva Green asked, sitting beside Charles in the car, amused by the number of people eager to chat with him at the event.


    Charles laughed, "At events like these, there will always be many people trying to talk to me, no matter where I am." He then picked up the car phone and called his chief bodyguard.


    "Larisse, find a bar and let's go have a drink before heading home!"


    "Boss, should we go to the bar you used to frequent on Greenwich Street in Lower Manhattan?"


    "Sure, but find a quiet one!" Charles said, putting down the phone.


    Reaching over to caress Eva's thigh, Charles started thinking about the upcoming Capet Universal investment meeting, akin to a promotional roadshow.


    "Eva, Capet Universal is going public. When it does, I'll give each of you the right to subscribe to 1 million shares at an internal price. There's money to be made," Charles reminded.


    "I know," Eva Green said, wrapping her arms around Charles' neck and giving him a kiss.
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    At the Four Seasons Hotel in New York, the Capet Universal investment meeting was taking place, with Bank of America and Morgan Stanley acting as the underwriters for Capet's IPO.


    Charles Capet, along with CFO Anne Depp and others, attended the meeting.


    In the hall, facing a group of Wall Street investors, Charles Capet smiled and said, "From now on, there will be only two movie companies in Hollywood; one called Capet Universal, and the other called 'Other Movie Companies.'"


    During the evening banquet, Bank of America's Chairman Ken Lewis was in a particularly good mood and shared this feeling with Charles.


    "Charles, do you know? The Capet Universal listing has attracted a lot of attention," Ken Lewis said, taking a sip of his drink.


    "The first media stock, the largest giant in the global entertainment media industry, and the person at the helm is a young man under 30 years old?"


    Soon, John Malone, Chairman of Liberty Media Group, also came over to chat with Charles.


    Although Liberty Media Group had sold its Time Warner shares, it was still a major shareholder in many companies like Discovery Channel.


    "Charles, Liberty Media Group is equivalent to a media investment group. You could say, I am perhaps closer to Wall Street than Hollywood," claimed John Malone, branding himself as a Wall Street investor.


    Charles smiled, "Investment tycoon, father of cable TV media, both are good titles. The important thing is the return on investment! 


    By the way, Mr. Malone, the news says you acquired over 1 million acres (4046 square kilometers) of forest land in Maine and New Hampshire earlier this year. Now the total area of land under your name has reached 2.2 million acres, surpassing Ted Turner's 2 million acres. You are now the largest landowner in the United States!"


    Charles wondered whether investing in land was really that interesting.


    "Charles, it depends on your interests. Of course, the returns from land investments aren't as high as those from your other businesses. But, it's stable, and land also holds great value, doesn't it?" explained John Malone with a laugh.


    Charles nodded. Maybe he should also invest in some land. These big landowners had millions of acres easily!


    ...


    That night, after Charles returned to his Upper East Side villa, Ivanka Trump also came over.


    "I'm running for New York State Assemblyman without any issues," Ivanka smiled. "When your Nets move to New York this year, I'll also leverage their influence to gain public support."


    "Honey, it's New York Dreamers. That's what the fans voted. Starting next season, it will have this new name," reminded Charles with a bit of joy, his hands resting behind his head. "The Barclays Center arena is also completed and will officially open in July!"


    "New York Dreamers? That sounds as bad as the New York Liberty," Ivanka joked.


    "But New Yorkers still recognize the Knicks. Madison Square Garden holds many memories," Ivanka, a New York socialite, was well aware.


    "Let's see the results. The Nets are currently 1-1 in the first round of the playoffs against the Magic. The third game will be back in New Jersey, home court!"


    Ivanka laughed, "The NFL is already starting a strike, and it's also time for the NBA's labor negotiations this year. Hear that the NBA might also strike like the NFL!"


    "Who cares? The New Jersey Nets are moving to Brooklyn as the New York Dreamers in the NBA this year. If they strike, let them strike," said Charles, having no interest in these matters. Owning clubs in three out of the four major American sports leagues was good enough for him.


    Ivanka shook her head, realizing Charles no longer cared about these issues.


    "Next week is the White House Correspondents' Dinner. Remember to go to Washington with me. It's a great opportunity to show off," Ivanka reminded Charles seriously.


    "The White House hosts nearly 300 dinners a year, kidding me?" Charles was rather helpless.


    "The Correspondents' Dinner is different," Ivanka bit Charles gently, "It's an official and grand event. With your status, it's easy to get in. Although you could get me an invitation, it'd be better if we go together!"


    "Fine. In the next few days, our company's The Green Hornet is releasing, and Arsenal will be playing Real Madrid in the first leg of the Champions League semi-finals on the 28th. If I remember correctly, the White House Correspondents' Dinner is on the last day of the month. I should be back from Spain by then!"


    How could Charles miss the Arsenal vs. Real Madrid Champions League match?


    "Whatever, just accompany me to the White House Correspondents' Dinner at the end of the month."
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    With the release of The Green Hornet, it grossed $51 million on its opening weekend in North America. Sony's vigorous promotion had some effect; However, Universal was more interested in the overseas market performance!


    Bradley Cooper mainly promoted in the European and American markets, while Stephen Chow handled the Asian market, but all the main actors gathered in Japan.


    Meanwhile, Charles went to Spain to watch the first leg of the Champions League semi-final between Real Madrid and Arsenal at the Santiago Bernabeu Stadium.


    Latin pop star Shakira, who was on a world tour, also came to the Santiago Bernabeu Stadium at Charles's invitation.


    "Congrats, dear! You've had quite the year," in the private box, Charles and Shakira hugged.


    After the World Cup ended last year, Shakira released her Spanish album Rising Sun in October;


    She also kicked off her "Rising Sun World Tour" and received the Latin Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award this year!


    "Charles, the tour will soon be in the US. You better come to watch," Shakira sat on Charles's lap. There was still half an hour before the match started.


    "How long will this tour last? I remember you've already done quite a few shows," Charles recalled the number of concerts Shakira had performed.


    "It'll end by October. This tour covers over 40 countries!" Shakira said, giving Charles a kiss on the cheek, "It won't be long before I perform at the Hard Rock Stadium in Miami."


    "By the way, isn't the NFL on strike? I became a minor shareholder of the Miami Dolphins last year," Shakira added.


    "How many shares do you have?" Charles laughed, playfully poking her.


    "As if you aren't worried, why should I be?" Shakira's chest brushed against Charles's body, "I'm supposed to get my star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame by the end of this year; I've already received the nomination committee's notification."


    Charles nodded, "You're an international star now. Getting a star on the Walk of Fame means nothing to me, but for many celebrities, it's a status symbol."


    "By the way, is that Barcelona defender Gerard Pique still after you? Last year, he was head over heels for you!" Charles was getting nosy.


    "We kept in touch, but we didn't date," Shakira lightly slapped Charles, "I've been busy with my album and tour."


    "Last year, there were rumors about us too. I didn't need more trouble from the press!" Shakira said.


    "Good thing too. That guy looks like a playboy," Charles laughed, "Totally not right for you!"


    "A playboy? Is there anyone more of a playboy than you, Charles Capet?" Shakira responded.


    "Hmm..." Charles kissed her straight away, his hand reaching into Shakira's bra to touch the softness.


    "Charles, the match is about to start. Let's watch the game first. This semi-final has even more attention than Manchester United vs. Barcelona..." Shakira reminded, slightly aroused.


    Real Madrid was second in La Liga, just behind Barcelona, while Arsenal currently topped the Premier League, with Manchester United in second; this Champions League semi-final between the Premier League and La Liga giants drew global attention!


    "Jose Mourinho again, huh? Last year, he led Inter Milan but lost to us in the Champions League final. Now he's at Real Madrid," Charles stroked his chin, intrigued.


    Shakira kept her eyes on the field, "He became Real Madrid's coach last summer. You know how strong Barcelona is now!"


    "I only know that Arsenal is very strong too; they were quintuple champions last year," Charles was more worried about Barcelona after, not Real Madrid.


    "Will you watch the Manchester United vs. Barcelona game tomorrow?" Shakira inquired.


    Charles shook his head, "No, I'm heading back to the US tomorrow."


    Because Manchester United definitely couldn't stop Barcelona. Even if Arsenal won over Real Madrid, they'd face the peak-performing Barcelona in the final at Wembley Stadium!


    ...


    In the end, at the Santiago Bernabeu Stadium, Real Madrid and Arsenal ended in a 1-1 draw, with goals from Luka Modric for Arsenal and Marcelo for Real Madrid.


    After congratulating the coach and team, Charles and Shakira headed back to their hotel, already late at night after their meal.


    "Arsenal scored an away goal. It'll be hard for Real Madrid when they head to Arsenal's home ground next week," Shakira thoughtfully analyzed once they were back at the hotel.


    Sitting on the bed, Charles hugged her waist and joked, "What if Ronaldo performs exceptionally?"


    "Then wait for next year..." Shakira said before pinning Charles down, kissing him. "Will you go to Emirates Stadium for the next leg?"


    "Probably not, just for the final at the end of May in the UK," Charles replied while helping Shakira undress, "Of course, that's if Arsenal can beat Real Madrid and make it to Wembley!"


    "They'll win! Arsenal is really strong right now. It'll be the Premier League champions against the La Liga champions - a clash of the titans!" Shakira, now in just her lingerie, exclaimed.


    Soon, she began kissing Charles's chest while he unclasped her bra, tossing it aside.


    "Are you leaving tomorrow night?"


    "Yes, what about you?" Charles asked, enjoying the feel of her hair.


    "I'm leaving too, to continue the tour. If I have time during the Champions League final, I'll come to the UK to find you!" Shakira said, unzipping Charles's pants.


    "Alright," Charles responded, lying on the bed, his hand now on Shakira's waist...


    Shakira truly lived up to her nickname "She-Wolf," as it was bound to be another sleepless night!
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    Intercontinental Hotel, Madrid, Noon.


    "Charles, last night was amazing!" Shakira, already awake, came to the bedside and touched Charles.


    "Mm, it's already noon," Charles opened his eyes. The weather outside was nice.


    Shakira kissed Charles on the cheek and reluctantly said, "I have to go now!"


    Looking at the radiant Shakira, Charles touched her thigh, "I'll come visit you in Miami when I have time!"


    "I have a beach house on Ibiza Island in the Mediterranean. You can come anytime you want. I often head back to Madrid too," Shakira said, reaching under the blanket and moving closer to Charles' face.


    ...


    Not long after, Shakira left Madrid glowing with joy, while Charles flew back to Washington, D.C., in the afternoon.


    The next day, April 30, Charles and Ivanka attended the White House Correspondents' Dinner.


    In a lounge at the White House, Secretary of State Hillary and Chief of Staff William Daley were having a casual conversation.


    "The President finally gave the order. Bin Laden has less than 24 hours," Hillary said blandly.


    William Daley chuckled, "If a president gives such an order and it fails, or the information is wrong, it would greatly affect his prestige."


    "Let's not talk about this," Hillary changed the topic, "Charles Capet's less than 30 years old, so young, and already holds so much power!"


    "He's amassed enough wealth. Now he's eager for power, and his wealth and skills match the power he desires."


    "What can you say? Wealth alone is one thing, but his political bets are accurate, and he possesses formidable media power."


    William Daley shook his head, "I'm a bit scared of him now. The coldness of capital is evident in him. Moreover, he has many friends in Congress. They rely on wealth and media power to influence the country, as people like him often do. But he achieved in less than ten years what others take decades to accumulate!"


    Hillary frowned, "He wants to become one of the secret movers of America, really..."


    "Who would disagree? Finance, internet, and media entertainment - he holds significant positions in all three," William Daley smiled. "If I had achieved what he did at his age, I'd be wilder than him!"


    "Can you introduce me to him?" Hillary asked William Daley, given the good relations between Charles Capet and the Daley family.


    William Daley smiled, "He'll be at the dinner tonight, you'll meet him then! Actually, he's quite helpful, as long as you don't threaten his interests. He could do more than what you ask for. But dealing with people like him, you must show your value, or you'll be discarded without warning."


    ...


    The annual White House Correspondents' Dinner aims to raise scholarships for journalism students and thank the journalists.


    This gathering of journalists, politicians, entrepreneurs, sports stars, and actors is an annual event filled with humor!


    By the afternoon, various guests for the dinner had arrived at the venue, the Washington Hilton Hotel.


    Ivanka Trump, dressed elegantly, walked through the red carpet with Charles, "It's just like a Hollywood awards ceremony! Politicians and stars have one thing in common - they both need to perform under the lights."


    Ivanka looked dignified, gracious, yet still sensuous and elegant.


    "Didn't your father come?" Charles inquired.


    Ivanka shook her head, "I don't know. He supported me when I ran for New York State Congress. And he's already connected with President Obama. I haven't heard of him coming to Washington!"


    Charles nodded, "If you're entering politics, remind him not to be so high-profile. Otherwise, it'll affect you!"


    The NBC show The Apprentice was her father's creation, and the ratings were pretty good.


    "Don't worry, I know. Anyway, I won't let my father affect me," Ivanka responded.


    "By the way, how's Hillary?" she asked suddenly.


    Charles was taken aback, "Hillary? Did she try to bring you in?"


    "She was a Democratic Senator from New York, now Secretary of State, a very high-profile politician," Ivanka reminded.


    Charles thought for a moment and then said, "Use her if you can. She's merely a puppet, a glove for the Jews. They have too much dirt. Just don't get too close, or you'll get splashed!"


    Ivanka was surprised, "This serious? Washington is more complicated than I thought."


    "Don't worry, take it slow. With me, you'll sail through smoothly," Charles smiled as they entered the hotel.


    "Alright, Charles, I'm going to chat with the members of the Correspondents' Association!" Ivanka said, giving Charles a kiss.


    Charles nodded, then directly went to find Chief of Staff William Daley.


    "They gave the order to eliminate Bin Laden last night?"


    In a small lounge at the Washington Hilton, Charles heard this news from William Daley without any surprise.


    "Charles, aren't you surprised?" William Daley seemed baffled by Charles' calm reaction.


    Charles looked at William Daley, "Is this a big deal? I'm more concerned about the Syrian war."


    William Daley also laughed. People who chant anti-war slogans often hold shares in American defense companies.


    Lockheed Martin, Raytheon, Boeing - these military-industrial complexes were indeed in for a feast!


    "By the way, Hillary wants to formally meet you. What do you think?" William Daley asked.


    Charles remained expressionless, "Are the people behind her wanting to meet me?"


    William Daley shrugged, "Pretty much the same thing."


    "Just arrange it. Why waste tonight, listening to Obama's dull jokes?" Charles nodded in agreement.
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    The Washington Hilton Hotel hosted over 2000 guests for the 2011 White House Correspondents' Dinner.


    In the evening, in a suite at the hotel, Charles Capet held Ivanka Trump as they sat on the couch. Her voluptuous 32D figure changed shape under his hand.


    "Charles," Ivanka breathed heavily, "why are we in this room instead of the banquet hall downstairs? Wasn't playing a whole evening with that Latin diva in Spain enough for you?"


    Two nights ago, at the Bernabeu Stadium, news of Charles and Latin diva Shakira appearing in a private box to watch the game had reached Ivanka!


    "My dear, I was just there to watch the game," Charles smiled, kissing her on the lips.


    "My makeup is smudged, and I still need to go down to the banquet hall later; there are a lot of reporters downstairs," Ivanka replied helplessly.


    "Tonight, can't we do as we please?"


    Charles looked at his watch, "It's time, I need to meet someone!"


    "Go ahead, I'll touch up my makeup and head straight to the banquet hall," Ivanka said, getting up from Charles and adjusting her half-removed gown.


    ...


    At the top-floor suite of the Hilton Hotel, William Daley guided Charles to Hillary's meeting room.


    "Good evening, Madam Secretary!"


    "Charles, good evening!"


    Once seated on the couch, Hillary smiled, "I heard Capet Universal is filming a political action movie about tracking down Bin Laden?"


    Charles nodded, "Kathryn Bigelow, the first female Oscar-winning director, is indeed working on it!"


    Hillary smiled, "Can I ask what ending you've prepared for the film? What will happen to Bin Laden?"


    "Initially, he was supposed to escape, but now it's uncertain. We'll have to see how capable our Navy SEALs are."


    "I see," Hillary nodded.


    "Madam Secretary, what is this about?" Charles wasn't one for formalities, he didn't want to waste time.


    "Perhaps we could cooperate," Hillary shrugged.


    "Cooperate?" Charles chuckled, "I have many options, Madam Secretary. Just tell me what you're eyeing."


    A spokesperson relying on the First Lady's name to throw her weight around couldn't impress Charles, who was now beyond the superficial benefits of Hollywood's lower-tier producers or stars.


    "Capet Universal doesn't seem to have much Jewish capital," Hillary didn't beat around the bush, "And it seems you're too deeply involved with Parish Bank."


    "Capet Universal is about to go public; they can buy shares directly," Charles was nonchalant. "Bank of America, Berkshire Hathaway, American Investment Company, BlackRock, Vanguard Capital, Fidelity Funds, State Street Corporation, and several private investment funds all hold shares in Capet Universal. They can buy from them."


    Hillary shook her head, "I'm not well-versed in finance, but don't you want to maintain a good relationship with the Federal Reserve? And you're also a major shareholder of Bank of America now, you can't avoid the Fed."


    "The Fed and the Treasury," Charles smiled at Hillary, "I'll visit the Fed Headquarters tomorrow and meet them. You should know, at my level, it's not about party or ideology anymore, but personal interest. The Fed is there to serve people like us. I don't care about ethnicity; mutual assistance is beneficial for all. My investments must deliver returns!"


    Hillary smiled, "Charles, interests must be mutually given. The amount you put in determines the returns you get. Otherwise, even you -"


    "Otherwise?" Charles's eyes turned sharp, staring directly at Hillary, "Even me, what will happen? Don't forget who I am. Unlike some minorities, being Jewish isn't a safety net for me. To gain benefits, one has to invest. Do you think Jewish capital can overpower Anglo-Saxon capital?"


    Charles stood up, "People must act according to their status. Who in finance, media, or internet industries can make me their subordinate? Remember your identity and think before you speak!"


    With that, Charles left, leaving Hillary with a darkened face yet helpless. After all, as an Anglo-Saxon capital enterprise, the Capet family was making waves in the traditional Jewish strongholds of finance and media.


    Jewish capital, traditionally backed by the military-industrial complex, couldn't rival the expansive Anglo-Saxon capital. The rise of the Capet family had even shaken the media world. Even without support from Anglo-Saxon capital, Charles was formidable. 


    William Daley, too, didn't look pleased, glaring at Hillary, "I warned you to curb your foolish pride. When it comes to influence, Charles Capet in Los Angeles is stronger than Michael Bloomberg in New York. A long time ago, those top-tier financial groups already declared their stance. While they have an alliance with Jewish capital, the Capet family's growth stems entirely from their own abilities. Competing fairly is fine, but never entertain other thoughts."


    Jewish capital had controlled Hollywood for years, but now an Anglo-Saxon financial group finally held a significant media power, and many were watching.


    Hillary was just a puppet. Was she really trying to position herself as a financial powerhouse?


    "He's too arrogant," Hillary fumed.


    "He has the right to be," William Daley was speechless. "Just look at Capet Universal's power in the media and the women's organizations he supports! Forget it. Mr. Bernanke will meet him at the Fed Headquarters tomorrow; I'll take him there," William Daley had already sentenced Hillary. Even if Charles did nothing, Jewish capital likely wouldn't risk using her.


    Moreover, William Daley now had to go and speak with Charles again - the Fed Chairman represented Jewish capital, unlike Hillary who was a minor figure.


    Once Daley left, Hillary slumped on the couch, disheartened. She had intended to impress and attract more Jewish capital support. But intelligence had failed her this time!


    Jewish capital did find the uncontrollable Capet Universal Group troublesome, but with backing from Bank of America, Berkshire Hathaway, State Street Corporation, Fidelity Funds, and other powerful entities, the Capet Family was already a formidable financial group. Jewish capital only succeeded by receiving meat portions shared by the Anglo-Saxon financial groups!
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    The next day, Charles went to the headquarters of the Federal Reserve in Washington and met with Chairman Ben Bernanke.


    The Federal Reserve was absolutely dominated by Jews. Alan Greenspan, who had been elected chairman four times before, was Jewish.


    The current chairman, Ben Bernanke, was also Jewish, and eight of the twelve regional reserve bank presidents under the Federal Reserve were Jewish too.


    The powerful president of the New York Federal Reserve Bank, William Dudley, was of mixed Jewish descent.


    The second most powerful, president of the San Francisco Federal Reserve Bank, Janet Yellen, was also Jewish and also served as the vice chairman of the Federal Reserve.


    Currently, the U.S. Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner was Jewish as well. In 2009, he had replaced Henry Paulson, another Jew, to take over the position. Before that, Timothy Geithner was the president of the New York Federal Reserve Bank.


    The Federal Reserve and the Treasury Department of the United States were practically controlled by Jews.


    Alan Greenspan, Ben Bernanke, Timothy Geithner, and Janet Yellen were the official representatives of Jewish capital.


    Charles and Ben Bernanke had a very amicable and pleasant meeting. As for Hillary Clinton, she wasn't even considered a factor.


    Not long after, in the afternoon, Charles prepared to return to New York with Ivanka.


    "Charles, Hillary will at least stay in this term until it ends. You can't make any moves!" William Daley reminded Charles. "There's still the Egyptian diplomatic crisis that she needs to resolve!"


    Charles smiled, "Don't worry about it. I've already talked to Bernanke. They won't let Hillary get involved in my matters. And you should stay away from her. Their family's former president is a mess, and the Jews have always had Hillary handle the dirty work. Once a glove gets dirty, it should be discarded. Got it?"


    William Daley nodded seriously, "I understand what you mean. Hillary was their choice to handle the dirty work. She can be discarded anytime, and maybe even dirtier when discarded!"


    Charles shook his head, "We live in a capitalist society where capital is king. A dog will always be a dog, and thinking about becoming the master? Simply out of their mind. Let's go!"


    With that, Charles left Washington with Ivanka.


    ...


    After returning to the White House, William Daley reported the situation to Obama.


    "Hillary is going to be discarded?" Obama asked.


    "Probably after she handles some more dirty work," William Daley responded indifferently. "After all, she dared to threaten Charles Capet, which puts her at odds with NBC, and there's just too much dirt on Hillary and Bill Clinton. Charles Capet knows this. If he wants to investigate, it's not hard. With NBC, Hillary's outcomes won't be good!"


    Obama chuckled, "Hillary tried to show off in front of Jewish capital but ended up hitting a brick wall."


    William Daley also laughed, "She won't be on the Democratic Party's presidential nomination list anymore. I know Charles can be ruthless! Currently, Charles Capet is the most outstanding figure among the new generation of Anglo-Saxon financiers. Even though Buffett and Bill Gates are still around. On the Jewish side, it's just a few internet companies left. The subprime mortgage crisis has caused massive losses to Jewish investment banks, and their pride in Hollywood has been beaten by a youngster. Now Charles has found an ally, and Comcast has acquired MGM!"


    The Anglo-Saxon and Jewish alliances together harvested the world, but internally, the competition for interests was fierce.


    Now, a young Anglo-Saxon financier was rising rapidly, causing mayhem in traditional Jewish circles. Through Hollywood, Silicon Valley, and Wall Street, he accumulated capital quickly and encouraged Anglo-Saxon capital to invade new territories.


    "Let's go. We should go watch the Navy SEALs raid bin Laden's compound," Obama suggested.


    ...


    The next day, back in New York, on the evening of May 2, Obama announced at the White House: During a recent military operation, the Navy SEALs successfully completed the task of hunting down Osama bin Laden and disposed of his body at sea.


    With bin Laden's death, America avenged 9/11, and terrorist organizations were about to crumble.


    Facing the public, President Obama joyfully declared it a victory for America.


    In his villa on Manhattan's Upper East Side, Charles lounged on the couch watching TV, "That's quite fast!"


    The alluring Ivanka nestled against Charles, "Aren't you excited, Charles?"


    "Oh, excited," Charles replied, though his heart remained unphased. He realized that Kathryn Bigelow's script would need some changes.


    After all, the movie Zero Dark Thirty was still being filmed, but the real-life antagonist had just died!


    Ivanka pouted. Charles seemed completely unconcerned. "By the way, are you going to the Met Gala tomorrow night?"


    Charles shook his head, "A bunch of clowns in a masquerade, I'm really not interested!" Mainly because too many actresses that Charles had connections with, like Blake Lively, Emma Roberts, and Kristen Stewart, had sent messages asking about it.


    Even Taylor Swift, who was on a tour, had called.


    Ivanka bit Charles on the shoulder, "I'm going to Miami tomorrow. You can have your little rendezvous with those Hollywood stars!"


    "Hmm, aren't you going?" Charles asked as he casually slipped Ivanka's strap off and began kissing her breasts.


    Ivanka lay back on the couch and held Charles's head, responding, "My dad and stepmom are attending the event tomorrow, so I don't want to go. Plus, I need to check the renovation work at Doral Golf Resort. Since you don't have time to go, I'll handle it!"


    "I see," Charles looked up at Ivanka, "Lately, I need to make a trip to Europe to talk to investors in France about the IPO. While I'm at it, I'll visit the UK. I'll probably be back in LA by the end of the month!"


    By then, Britney Spears's due date would be near.


    Ivanka smiled, "Capet Universal's IPO is big news in the entertainment industry. Many people are paying attention. Not just Hollywood but also Wall Street. Everyone can see that you're serious now!"


  




  Chapter 670: Israeli Bond Girl


  

    Downtown Manhattan, inside Universal Entertainment Building.


    Charles appreciated the rough cut of Skyfall. It hadn't been long since they wrapped up filming.


    "Don't worry, it will be ready for release in December. There are still several months left; special effects and editing shouldn't be an issue." Charles reassured Steve Burke, who had personal interest in the matter.


    "With you on the project, I'm not worried at all," Steve Burke smiled and quickly left Universal.


    Back in his office, Kate Beckinsale quickly joined him after participating in a series of promotional events for The Green Hornet.


    "What's the status of the Zero Dark Thirty crew now?" Charles asked.


    Kate Beckinsale poured herself a drink and took a sip.


    She sighed a bit, "The sudden news caught the director off guard. They definitely need to rewrite the script first!"


    Charles smiled, "Then you can go to the Iron Man 3 crew in Atlanta first. Anyway, Kathryn Bigelow's Zero Dark Thirty won't be released until next year; There's plenty of time for her to refine the script as she likes!"


    Kate Beckinsale came closer to Charles and asked affectionately, "At this year's Met Gala, you seemed especially well-behaved; You didn't seek them out?"


    Charles pulled Kate Beckinsale into his lap, "I attended several investment conferences. Where's the time?"


    Kate Beckinsale, looking sharp in a white shirt, said, "I'm leaving New York this afternoon. Not sure if you've been following the news from the UK, but the news about News Corporation is getting more and more intense!"


    Charles slid his hand under the shirt buttons, "I've been keeping up. I'll also be going to Europe this month."


    "Yeah," Kate Beckinsale kissed Charles on the neck, "The second leg of the UEFA Champions League semifinals between Arsenal and Real Madrid is coming up. Arsenal has a good chance to advance. Manchester United drew 1-1 at home with Barcelona in the first leg. It's unlikely they will win at Camp Nou. Everyone's guessing the Champions League final will be Arsenal vs. Barcelona!"


    Charles smiled, "I'll definitely be at Wembley Stadium for the finals at the end of the month. Unless my Arsenal loses to Real Madrid at home!"


    Besides, in the NBA playoffs Eastern Conference first round, the Nets eliminated the Magic 4-2. Their second-round opponent was the top-seed Bulls. Charles didn't care much, as Arsenal's influence was much greater now!


    "Alright then, Charles," Kate Beckinsale kissed Charles on the lips and got up from his lap, "I'm off to the airport..."


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles attended a promotional meeting for the upcoming blockbuster Fast & Furious 5.


    To Charles, the story design of Fast & Furious 5 was pretty good, except none of the male stars, other than Paul Walker, looked normal in the movie. It was either muscle-bound guys or bizarre-looking ones!


    "The test screening for Fast & Furious 5 was explosive. It will definitely perform much better than Fast & Furious 4," said Philip Davis, the head of the distribution department, with confidence.


    Charles smiled, "As our first summer blockbuster, I have great confidence in Fast & Furious 5 too!"


    The performances of Vin Diesel, Paul Walker, and Dwayne Johnson in the movie were all pretty good.


    Philip Davis smiled, "In three days, the main crew members will head to London for the global premiere, and then the movie will start its worldwide release!"


    "This summer is very important for us. Each movie's promotional strategy and resource allocation need to be planned in advance. This month, we have Fast & Furious 5 and The Hangover Part II as major releases, and then The Avengers and Transformers 3 are crucial blockbusters that must not fail," Charles reminded.


    "Understood..."


    ...


    In the evening, at the Stonewall Bar on Leonard Street in Tribeca, Charles sat on the couch with Gal Gadot, watching the lively crowd.


    "Now, you're a Bond girl too," Charles smiled, stroking her thigh.


    Gal Gadot, who had just finished filming Skyfall, was about to start promoting Fast & Furious 5.


    Gal Gadot hugged Charles's neck, "Now I'm the Israeli Bond Girl!"


    "Nice," Charles said as he kissed Gal Gadot.


    "Charles, let's go home," said an emotional Gal Gadot after the kiss ended.


    Charles nodded, "Sure, you have to join the crew for promotional activities anyway!"


    Later at night, in a villa by the Hudson River, Charles Capet and Gal Gadot kissed passionately as soon as they got home.


    In the bedroom, as clothes gradually came off, leaving Gal Gadot in just underwear, Charles pressed her down, "Darling, your figure keeps getting better!"


    "Yeah," Gal Gadot smiled, flipped over and pinned Charles down, sitting up to unclasp her bra.


    "Charles, do you think I look good?"


    Charles nodded, his hand moving across Gal Gadot's chest. Not too big, just right for holding, with a nicely toned waist - she clearly worked out a lot!


    Gal Gadot lay down, kissing Charles's chest, "I had a lot of action scenes in Captain America and the Fast & Furious series, and received special training."


    "Is that so? Your stamina must be impressive now," Charles said as Gal Gadot slid down further.


    Charles immediately grasped her hair firmly...


    ...


    Meanwhile, a scandal that shocked Hollywood emerged. Former California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger published an apology in the Los Angeles Times.


    The news revealed a shocking truth: Hollywood action star Arnold Schwarzenegger had an affair with the family's housekeeper, with whom he had an illegitimate child named Joseph!


    The shocking apology sparked wide attention from the media and the public. Although Arnold Schwarzenegger owned up to his misconduct and apologized, it couldn't mend the damage to his relationship with his wife, Maria Shriver.


    Quickly, Maria Shriver announced their separation!


  




  Chapter 671: No Creative Ideas


  

    Early in the morning, Charles Capet sat on the balcony, flipping through the newspaper in his hands. The headline was all about Arnold Schwarzenegger's scandal.


    "Can't believe it! Arnold Schwarzenegger had an affair with his housekeeper for 20 years and even had a 13-year-old child!" Gal Gadot, still in her pajamas, walked out and kept exclaiming.


    Charles stared at the picture of Arnold Schwarzenegger's housekeeper in the newspaper. That body, that face!


    That Arnold Schwarzenegger, sleeping with her? No wonder he's a bodybuilding champion! He just left his position as governor and now he's getting divorced from the political family's wife.


    Arnold Schwarzenegger's political career was definitely over!


    ...


    In New York, Brooklyn, at the newly built Barclays Center arena, the Nets' CEO Thomas Wayne and the team's general manager Rod Thorn accompanied Charles at the unveiling ceremony.


    "New York Dreamers, good name," Charles laughed smugly. "The Knicks got knocked out by the Heat in the first round, but the Nets are in the second round against the Bulls in Chicago. By the way, is Coach Lawrence Frank's contract about to expire?"


    General Manager Rod Thorn nodded. "We're already looking for a new coach!"


    "The Warriors have a big trade going on, even if we can't get Chris Paul from the Hornets, we can trade for Stephen Curry from the Warriors. He fits our team," Charles suggested. After all, Chris Paul was seeking a trade, but it seemed the Nets weren't in their consideration.


    "The Warriors are chasing Deron Williams from the Jazz, and the Jazz seem to be interested in our Devin Harris. We could make a three-team trade," Rod Thorn explained. "Build a younger version of the New York Dreamers!"


    "How are the NBA labor talks going?" Charles asked.


    Thomas Wayne shook his head, "It's still hard to say, we have to wait until the playoffs are over, but the representatives have met a few times and ended up unhappy. The Knicks, Lakers, and big market clubs don't mind the current revenue sharing agreement, they have market support. But small market teams can't handle the annual losses, and the player salary share is indeed high!"


    Big market teams certainly didn't want a lockout, but most clubs were unhappy with the current revenue share, and the player union wasn't easy to deal with, no wonder there might be a lockout.


    ...


    In the evening, at the Westin Hotel in Manhattan, Charles met up with Taylor Swift, whom he hadn't seen in a while.


    Lying on the bed, Taylor Swift held Charles tightly, who was on top of her. "Why didn't you go to the Metropolitan Museum of Art charity event the other day?"


    "Just had something to do," Charles replied, kissing Taylor Swift's neck as he held her chest.


    After a while, just as Charles was about to get off Taylor, she held him back. "Wait a bit longer! I'm only in New York for a few days this time. My world tour in Europe, Japan, and America goes until November. The last two shows will be at Madison Square Garden."


    "Your studio album released late last year did really well," Charles smiled. "And you have a concert album coming out at the end of this year, congrats!"


    Taylor Swift, flushed, lazily opened her eyes and replied, "You haven't come looking for me in a long time."


    "A lot going on with the company," Charles said, kissing her chest again.


    "Who doesn't know? You've had quite a few scandals in Hollywood," Taylor pouted, upset.


    "Alright, I'm here today, aren't I?" Charles said, rolling off her. "Michael Jackson's world tour wasn't as big as yours. I heard he had 50 shows."


    Taylor Swift laughed, "I have about 98 shows, and there will be a concert album with 16 songs. And a 75-minute high-definition Blu-ray concert DVD!"


    "Yup, you should keep working hard. You and Lady Gaga are the brightest stars in the company right now," Charles reminded her. Of course, Britney Spears and Katy Perry are also amazing.


    However, Britney Spears hasn't been very active in releasing albums or doing concerts in recent years, and now she's pregnant again!


    "Don't worry, I'm also shifting towards pop music now, won't focus solely on country. Sometimes I get really creative!" Taylor Swift's knowledge in music was much deeper than Charles'.


    "Creative?" Charles felt uneasy, wondering if he might end up in her songs someday.


    "Dear, how about we take a shower, I'm sweating," Charles suggested, changing the topic from music.


    He couldn't give her those kinds of creative ideas.


    "I'm too tired, let me rest a bit," Taylor kissed Charles on the chest.


    "You're recovering quickly, Charles?"


    "Hmm, what do you think?" Charles said, lying back...


  




  Chapter 672: PSG


  

    With Arsenal defeating Real Madrid 3-1 at home in the second leg of the UEFA Champions League semifinals, they advanced to the final with a total score of 4-2.


    Barcelona also won against Manchester United and would compete for the championship with Arsenal at the end of the month at Wembley Stadium!


    The Nets lost to the Bulls in the second round of the Eastern Conference playoffs with a total score of 2-4, ending their playoff journey this year.


    ...


    In mid-May, Charles went directly to Paris, France, to discuss the listing plans for Capet Universal with investors led by Banque de Paris.


    At the Peninsula Paris, Eva Green, back from the United States to attend the Cannes Film Festival, accompanied Charles to a business reception.


    Many celebrities from Paris's political, business, entertainment, and sports circles attended.


    "I thought you'd start developing Taken 3 quickly," Charles chatted with Eva Green and Europacorp's Luc Besson.


    "Taken 3 is not planned yet. Taken 2 just came out last year. The third part will take at least three more years," Luc Besson smiled. "This year's Colombiana will be great too!"


    Colombiana was also produced by the renowned French director Luc Besson, directed by Olivier Megaton, who directed Taken 2 last year.


    It was another intense crime action film, started filming at the end of last year, and would be released later this year!


    Currently, Europacorp's main Hollywood partners were 20th Century Fox and Capet Universal.


    For example, the American partners for the Taxi series and Banlieue 13 series were 20th Century Fox.


    The partners for the Taken series and crime action films like Colombiana were Capet Universal.


    The lead actress in Colombiana was Zoe Saldana, who had also starred as the lead role in Avatar.


    Luc Besson inquired, "Are you not going to Cannes?"


    "In a few days," Charles didn't plan to go to Cannes that early.


    "What about you, Eva?" Luc Besson asked Eva Green.


    "Me? I'm going tomorrow afternoon, and then I need to head back to the U.S. the day after to continue filming Dark Shadows," Eva Green said with a smile.


    Later, Charles ran into Sebastian Bazin, a partner at Colony Capital, and started chatting.


    After all, Colony Capital and Capet Capital had some ties, and Colony Capital was also a shareholder of Capet Universal.


    Previously, assets like Michael Jackson's Neverland Ranch and Sony/ATV Music Publishing shares were mortgaged to Colony Capital. However, West Pacific Union Bank, led by Charles, resolved Michael Jackson's debt crisis, and the Sony/ATV shares were mortgaged to West Pacific Union Bank instead!


    As for Michael Jackson's Neverland Ranch, Colony Capital repackaged it and put it on the market for sale.


    Colony Capital was the controlling party of the French hotel group Accor, and Sebastian Bazin was not only the CEO of the French Accor Group but also the chairman of PSG (Paris Saint-Germain).


    "Mr. Bazin, I heard that Qatar Investment Authority's sports investment company is acquiring PSG?" Charles smiled and asked.


    Sebastian Bazin nodded, "We are still negotiating."


    "What, is your CSE interested?" Bazin asked.


    The Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) was one of the largest sovereign wealth funds in the world!


    Charles shook his head, laughing, "Qatar's successful bid for the 2022 World Cup last year had a lot of support from France. Now, the QIA wants to acquire PSG to promote the national image; it's a good method!"


    The meeting last year in Paris between French President Nicolas Sarkozy, UEFA President Michel Platini, and Qatar's Crown Prince Tamim Al Thani was intriguing, wasn't it?


    There were quite a few secrets in Qatar's successful bid for the 2022 World Cup!


    Sebastian Bazin smiled, "With the involvement of the QIA, the impact on Ligue 1 won't be small. The flourishing development of the Premier League makes other European leagues very envious!"


    "By the way, Nasser Al-Khelaifi, the QIA representative responsible for acquiring PSG, is over there," Bazin pointed out. "Charles, do you want to meet him? He's very eager to get to know a celebrity like you!"


    "No problem," Charles couldn't treat Middle Eastern tycoons coldly. Arsenal's official partner, Emirates Airline, was also funded by an Emirati group.


    Manchester City's owner, the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority, was also funded by an Emirati group!


    Charles treated sovereign wealth funds from the Middle Eastern countries equally, be it UAE, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, or Oman; their dollars were all very appealing.


    "Good evening, Mr. Capet," Nasser Al-Khelaifi greeted Charles warmly. Although he was now the head of QIA's sports investment, he was still just working for the Qatar royal family.


    "Good evening, just call me Charles," Charles shook hands with him. Although this guy wasn't the Qatar Crown Prince, he was a trusted aide of Crown Prince Tamim Al Thani.


    "QIA has a lot of investments in America. We hope to cooperate with Capet Capital in the future," Nasser Al-Khelaifi knew that the person in front of him was a Hollywood tycoon, and connecting with him would greatly benefit Qatar's international image!


    "There will be opportunities. Capet Capital has many investments in the U.S. and overseas..."


    ...


    Evening, Eva Green's suburban villa.


    Charles was cuddling Eva Green in the bathtub, smiling, "Middle Eastern oil tycoons are acquiring PSG. The power of financial football is growing stronger!"


    "Really? PSG's performance isn't that great now," Eva Green wasn't very interested.


    "Who would care about how much PSG is worth, only a few tens of million euros," Charles said, shaking his head. In other aspects, with France's strong support for Qatar, the kickbacks weren't small!


    Eva Green turned around, facing Charles directly, "Charles, aren't you interested in a Ligue 1 team?"


    Charles shook his head, "Not really. The teams here aren't worth much!"


    After speaking, he started kissing the woman...


  




  Chapter 673: Cannes


  

    One morning, after getting out of bed, Charles Capet sat on the sofa reading a newspaper. Eva Green walked up, hugged him, kissed him on the cheek, and asked with a smile, "Are you really not going to Cannes with me today?"


    Charles smiled, reached out to touch her face, and said, "Can't bear to be without me?"


    Eva Green sat on Charles' lap, holding his head, and gave him a passionate French kiss. "Would any woman want to leave you?"


    Charles slipped his hand into Eva Green's robe to feel her soft chest. "I have to meet your president. And I'm also a shareholder of LV Group and Hermes. I need to go to the company too. Last year, LV's acquisition of Hermes failed, and they are still holding a grudge!"


    "Are you going to the Elysee Palace?" Eva Green nodded with a smile, and seeing an article in the newspaper about the ongoing Libyan war, she asked, "Are you going to discuss the Libyan war with the French president?"


    The current Libyan war saw the French military as the vanguard.


    "Didn't Gaddafi and Sarkozy previously have such a good relationship that they wore the same pants? Now they've started fighting without leaving any room," Charles kissed Eva Green on the neck.


    Eva Green whispered in Charles' ear teasingly, "It's like how you always change before and after our time together..."


    ...


    George V Hotel in Paris, at the Four Seasons cafe.


    "LV is eyeing Bvlgari?" Charles looked surprised at LV Group Chairman Bernard Arnault across the table.


    "Charles, you're the largest individual shareholder of Bvlgari now!" Bernard Arnault smiled.


    Charles took a sip of coffee, "Did the Bvlgari family agree?"


    Bernard Arnault nodded, "LV wants to take control of Bvlgari. I offered 4 billion Euros to acquire 51% of their shares. If you're willing, I'll spend 800 million Euros to buy your 10% stake!"


    Charles shook his head, "Nevermind, I don't need the money right now. The Bvlgari family is originally the brand's controlling side. Since they are willing to sell 51% to LV, I have no objections. Just let me remain the second-largest shareholder of Bvlgari. With LV as the controlling side, we won't be at odds!"


    Bernard Arnault nodded, not having much to say about Charles' choice. Charles had no need to sell his shares, and he looked at Bernard Arnault, saying, "LV's sales growth in Asia has been rapid. Let's hope LV doesn't engage in market-damaging actions."


    "Capet Universal's collaboration with LV is quite deep now. If LV's unreasonable actions harm my interests, Mr. Arnault, the consequences will be severe!"


    Currently, Charles Capet's wealth surpassed that of Bernard Arnault's family. After Capet Universal went public, it could become the world's largest media conglomerate.


    So now, Capet Capital wasn't afraid of the luxury giant LV Group. Besides, the Asian luxury market hadn't gone crazy yet, and LV Group wasn't as valuable as it would be in the future!


    Bernard Arnault knew Charles was referring to international political maneuvers. Although Charles' tone wasn't to Bernard Arnault's liking, he understood Capet's Hollywood influence. A conflict between luxury and Hollywood kings would be disastrous; luxury goods couldn't do without celebrity endorsement!


    "Don't worry, Charles. We've worked together for years and know how much Capet has invested in Asia," Bernard Arnault explained. "We at LV also value the Asian luxury market!"


    Charles nodded. If LV dared to provoke, Charles wouldn't hesitate to retaliate.


    After all, LV Group was Bernard Arnault's family's main asset, while Capet Universal was only one of Capet's important assets. Capet Capital's shares were the real heavy hitters!


    Prada had already been acquired by Dawn Capital and other investment companies. Lily Ying was preparing for Prada's Hong Kong IPO. Charles' mother Evelyn was also an important shareholder and board member of Prada, deepening cooperation between EDR and Prada.


    LV Group, PPR Group, Richemont, and Estee Lauder all depended heavily on media. The Capet family controlled the world's largest talent agency and media group, so no luxury brand dared to offend them!


    For Charles, shares in LV Group could be sold at any time, and the same went for Bvlgari and Hermes.


    ...


    Charles then headed to Cannes for the 64th Cannes International Film Festival.


    On the beautiful Mediterranean, Charles lay on a rented private yacht under the sun while Son Ye-jin from Korea applied sunscreen, wearing sunglasses and a bikini.


    "Oppa, need some sunscreen?" Son Ye-jin walked over with the sunscreen.


    Charles shook his head, "No need. You don't seem to come to Cannes often."


    Son Ye-jin shook her head and laughed, "Hardly ever. I don't have works with any international influence. This time, it was Unnie who brought me here, but she's really busy!" The Unnie Son Ye-jin mentioned was Gao Yuanyuan.


    "I see," Charles comforted her with a kiss, "Don't worry, you'll get a chance. I'll ask Yuanyuan to prepare a good script for you. After all, she barely has the time to act herself!"


    ...


    At the Cannes Grand Hotel, Charles was reviewing some films shown at Cannes.


    Terrence Malick wrote and directed The Tree of Life, a family fantasy drama starring Brad Pitt, Sean Penn, and Jessica Chastain.


    The Belgian director duo, the Dardenne brothers, directed The Kid with a Bike, starring Thomas Doret and Cecile de France.


    Another strong contender for the Palme d'Or was the Turkish director Nuri Bilge Ceylan's drama film Once Upon a Time in Anatolia.


    However, Charles' attention lingered on the Danish (from the Nordic region) director Lars von Trier's sci-fi thriller drama Melancholia and the French black-and-white silent film The Artist.


    "Phyllis, try to get Focus Features to secure the distribution rights for Melancholia and The Artist," Charles instructed. "The main target is The Artist, the nostalgic appeal should be quite attractive!"


    Phyllis Jones nodded, "The distribution rights for The Artist shouldn't be hard to acquire. Our Capet Universal brand is much stronger than those secondary distributors, and not many people are optimistic about a black-and-white silent film. But Melancholia seems to have already secured a North American agent, so we need to negotiate with that company. The price might be higher!"


    "Do whatever you think is best." 


  




  Chapter 674: The Artist


  

    In the evening, Gao Yuanyuan was sitting on the bed browsing through recent news on her computer. "How is The Green Hornet performing at the box office in the US?"


    "Not bad, it's been out for a little over a month and has crossed hundred million in North America!" Charles said as he started kissing the girl on the neck.


    "It's been doing very well," Gao Yuanyuan responded to Charles's kisses.


    "Mmm..." Charles muffled her lips, reached out, and took off her nightgown, his hand exploring her chest.


    Gao Yuanyuan was just about to continue when Charles pinned her down on the bed...


    ...


    At the Cannes Film Festival closing ceremony, Capet Universal's Focus Features obtained the rights for the French black-and-white silent film The Artist for North America, the UK, Australia, and other regions, achieving their goal.


    After leaving Cannes, Charles headed straight to London to enjoy the UEFA Champions League final between Arsenal and Barcelona at Wembley Stadium.


    Arsenal had already clinched the Premier League title with 80 points, and Barcelona were also champions of La Liga!


    In 2006 at the Stade de France, Arsenal lost to Barcelona; this was the revenge match five years later.


    It was the pinnacle of beautiful football, drawing the attention of all of Europe and even the world to London's Wembley Stadium!


    Charles had originally wanted Shakira to come and see if she could unsettle Barcelona's Gerard Pique a little, but unfortunately, Shakira was holding a concert in Central America and couldn't come.


    However, the biggest recent news in the UK was that Prince William and his girlfriend Kate Middleton had their wedding at the end of last month.


    London, at Charles's Knightsbridge villa.


    In the indoor pool, Charles was on top of Kristen Stewart, who was tightly holding onto his neck while filming The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn in London.


    "Phew," after some time, Charles got off Kristen Stewart and leaned against the pool's edge.


    "Hey, Alexandra Daddario said she was getting food and drinks. Why isn't she back yet?" Kristen Stewart said, kissing Charles's chest before leaning into his embrace.


    "Kristen, Charles," Alexandra Daddario, wearing a sexy bikini, walked over with drinks and food.


    "Have something to eat," Charles pushed Kristen Stewart, who was in his arms.


    Soon, the trio sat by the pool drinking. "The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn crew is heading back to Louisiana, USA for filming. Did you come to the UK because of football?" Kristen Stewart asked Charles.


    Charles nodded, "You're into football now?"


    "Not really, but your Arsenal winning the league early made a big splash in London recently. And the Champions League final is about to take place, everyone in London is talking about it!"


    Charles smiled and pulled Alexandra Daddario into his embrace, unable to resist her 36E figure.


    "Darling, my scenes in The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn are all done," Alexandra Daddario said considerately.


    "Okay then, stay in London for now!" Charles said, giving Alexandra Daddario a kiss.


    The UEFA Champions League final was on the night of the 28th, and it was only the 24th, so Charles had a few more days to stay, especially to keep an eye on the News Corporation phone hacking scandal!


    ...


    The next day, at Arsenal's Colney training ground, Charles and David Dein stood on the sidelines watching coach Arsene Wenger lead the team's training.


    "Facing Barcelona, Wenger is really motivated," Charles smiled.


    David Dein nodded, "Though Arsenal won the Champions League last year, they missed out on the Premier League title;"


    "This year, Arsenal has already clinched the Premier League title, making the Champions League final the most crucial match!"


    "The attention on this match is indeed high, attracting football fans from around the world," Charles sighed inwardly at how strong Barcelona was this year, with their legendary "Dream Team" dynasty.


    "This is the first Champions League final at the newly built Wembley Stadium since 2007. All of England wants revenge against Barcelona," David Dein laughed.


    "Both Manchester United and our Arsenal have lost to them in Champions League finals!"


    ...


    On the afternoon of May 27, Charles and Alexandra Daddario were watching the news at the villa:


    John Henry announced that New England Sports Ventures was renamed Fenway Sports Group (FSG).


    At the same time, Fenway Sports Group (FSG) sold 2% of its stake in Premier League club Liverpool to NBA Heat star LeBron James for $6.5 million!


    Leaning on the sofa, Charles scoffed, "Yesterday the Mavericks beat the Thunder 4-1 to advance to the NBA finals; And just now, the Heat won 4-1 against the Bulls in the fifth game of the Eastern Conference Finals. Does James think the Heat's championship is already in the bag, being this high profile?"


    The time difference between the US and the UK was 7 hours. 


    Alexandra Daddario held Charles's neck and laughed, "Do you think the Heat could lose to the Mavericks?"


    "Why not?" Charles smiled, finding it amusing that everyone thought the Heat would win the championship.


    He kissed the girl's lips and then reminded her, "Bet on the Mavericks to win the championship; the odds will be high!"


    "Alright, I'll do as you say," Alexandra Daddario said, lowering her head proactively.


    Charles leaned on the sofa, stroked the girl's hair, and watched the TV compare the strengths of the Mavericks and the Heat...


  




  Chapter 675: Murder of Milly Dowler


  

    "Goa...l..." In the VIP box at Wembley Stadium in London, Charles Capet rubbed his forehead, not wanting to see this.


    "88 minutes, with an assist from Barcelona's Messi, Pedro scored to turn the game around. The score now stands at 1:2 between Arsenal and Barcelona..."


    Next to him, London Mayor Boris Johnson had a sorrowful expression. "Well..."


    "Overtime would have been good too," Charles shook his head regretfully. "Messi just got past three players and passed the ball again. He's strong!"


    Could they get Messi...


    Wembley Stadium had over 80,000 spectators watching the match, not counting the ones without tickets watching on TV.


    ...


    "Mr. Mayor, I have to go. See you at the party tomorrow night," Charles said to Boris Johnson after the injury time ended.


    "Oh, alright," Boris Johnson knew Charles was unhappy about watching Barcelona win the championship. It was tough for him.


    "Don't worry, continue next year. Arsenal is very strong now," Boris Johnson consoled him.


    Charles nodded and then left with Alexandra Daddario.


    "You go to the car first, lots of reporters," Charles reminded Alexandra Daddario at the door.


    "Okay, I'll wait in the car."


    Out the door.


    "Charles, I'm a reporter from The Daily Telegraph. How do you feel about the final?"


    "I'm from The Independent. What's your take on Arsenal and Barcelona's performance tonight?"


    "This is The Guardian. How do you feel about Arsenal failing to take revenge?"


    Charles gestured for silence and then explained, "I'm very satisfied with Arsenal's performance tonight, just a bit unlucky; Arsenal is already the Premier League champion, one of the best teams in the world, having won the Champions League last year. Failing to defend the title this year, I think some players aren't quite suited for the pitch, maybe better suited for Hollywood. Perhaps I should take them to make movies!"


    Reporters were thrilled, sensing the implied criticism. Barcelona's Busquets and others had indeed played theatrics tonight.


    Tomorrow's headline was set: "Charles: Some should go to Hollywood, not the pitch!"


    "Hollywood mogul to pick actors at La Masia Film Academy!"


    "Barcelona: We have acting champions!"


    ...


    That evening, Charles brought Alexandra Daddario to Annabel's Private Club to drink and unwind.


    However, Charles had important business. The News Corporation phone hacking scandal was growing, piquing his interest.


    Alan Rusbridger, the editor-in-chief of The Guardian, controlled by the Scott Trust, ranked high in fairness in the UK.


    Charles specifically came to seek Alan Rusbridger to ask about the News Corporation scandal. According to Alan, the evidence was severe:


    In 2002, a 12-year-old British girl named Milly Dowler went missing on her way home from school, sparking a widespread police and media search. Six months later, Milly Dowler's body was found in a wooded area!


    "These days, the culprit who kidnapped and murdered Milly Dowler has been caught and confessed," Alan Rusbridger said angrily, "News of the World had hired a private investigator to hack into Dowler's voicemail, and even deleted some messages when it was full!"


    Charles twitched, "So, Dowler's parents thought their daughter was still alive, suffering more disappointment and blows, also hindering the police investigation. News of the World did it all for more information, disregarding human life and morality. No wonder there's such an outcry lately!


    By the way, Alan, the British Parliament has already closed the path for News Corp to acquire Sky Television. What about others..."


    Alan Rusbridger laughed, "Charles, you are, after all, the owner of the Premier League champions Arsenal. If you have designs on Sky, you won't get past the FIFA!"


    Finishing, Alan Rusbridger patted Charles on the shoulder, "I'm heading back. Next time you're in the UK, we'll go horse riding together."


    Charles nodded, "Good night!"


    Charles thought, indeed, in the '90s, Rupert Murdoch also wanted to acquire Manchester United, but as a Sky TV operator, it was deemed a monopoly!


    "Let's go back, dear," Charles took Alexandra Daddario back as well.


    ...


    At night, in the bedroom at the Knightsbridge Villa.


    Alexandra Daddario, lying beneath Charles, asked, "When are we going home, dear?"


    "The day after tomorrow," Charles replied, kissing her ample chest a few more times. "Do you have something to do back home?"


    Tomorrow was the day for Rupert Murdoch and his son James Murdoch to be summoned by the British Parliament, and Charles didn't want to miss it!


    "Yeah, I got an invite for the Transformers 3 promo event," Alexandra Daddario explained.


    "Oh, nice. Transformers paired with a sexy beauty," Charles laughed. With Megan Fox and Alexandra Daddario, journalists would likely be in abundance.


    "By the way, dear, isn't it sometimes inconvenient for you here?" Charles said, fondling her chest, larger than Haruka Ayase's!


    Alexandra Daddario nodded, "Yes, it's too big, sometimes it's really inconvenient. I've even thought about getting a breast reduction, making them smaller!"


    Charles quickly shook his head, pressing close to her chest, whispering in her ear, "Don't reduce them, I like them just the way they are, very satisfied..."


    "Mmm, alright," Alexandra Daddario said, then kissed Charles proactively.


    ...


    Some people are happy, some are sad.


    Capet Universal was about to go public, thriving!


    The Murdoch family's News Corporation crisis worsened. In the US, Fox News had just undergone significant personnel changes. Now, News International's News of the World was practically sent to the guillotine!


    News of the World had turned into a public enemy in the UK, leading to a continued decline in News Corporation's stock price. The 80-year-old Rupert Murdoch still had to go to the British Parliament for questioning!


  




  Chapter 676: Chapter 676


  

    The next day, Rupert Murdoch and his wife and younger son, James Murdoch, went to the Palace of Westminster to undergo a hearing by the British Parliament.


    BBC and other media outlets broadcasted the entire process live.


    "By the way, Molly, did your people make some money by shorting News Corp previously?" Charles asked on the phone from the balcony of the Knightsbridge villa's second floor.


    "Thank you, boss. Yes, we made some money. So far, News Corporation's market value has dropped by over $12 billion," answered Molly Bloom excitedly on the phone.


    Charles chuckled, "That's good. Arrange for people to go protest and march at the headquarters of News Corporation's The Times, The Sunday Times, and The Sun. The bigger the commotion, the lower News Corp's stock price will drop!"


    "Understood, I'm currently in Italy, so getting to the UK is quick..." Molly Bloom was smart enough to grasp Charles' intention immediately.


    After hanging up the phone, Charles smiled.


    Now, News of the World had become a disgraceful media outlet known for "fabricating stories" and hacking the phones of murder and terror attack victims and the families of deceased British soldiers.


    Following the arrest of former News of the World editor Andy Coulson earlier this year, the current CEO of the parent company News International, Rebekah Brooks, had also been arrested.


    Rebekah Brooks had been the editor of News of the World from 2000 to 2003, during the Millie Dowler case.


    Returning to the living room, Charles turned on the TV to watch Rupert Murdoch undergoing questioning in the Palace of Westminster by the British Parliament.


    "News Corp's got some guts," Alexandra Daddario said while nestled in Charles' arms. "I mean, that's Rupert Murdoch!"


    Charles laughed, "Guts? More like they're lawless. This time, we've got to make News Corp bleed some more."


    The combination of the British phone-hacking scandal and the shake-up at Fox News could certainly accelerate the disintegration and breakup of News Corp.


    In the previous life, a single British phone-hacking scandal had split News Corp in 2013. Now, with double trouble, just a breakup isn't enough; they need to bleed some more!


    "Charles, in today's Hollywood, Rupert Murdoch can't compare to you anymore!" Alexandra Daddario kissed Charles on the cheek.


    Charles smiled and slid his hand into the woman's low-cut T-shirt, feeling her fullness.


    Suddenly, on the TV, a radical protester sprang out in front of Rupert Murdoch, who was sitting at the hearing, and threw foam shaving cream at him.


    James Murdoch, sitting beside Rupert, was stunned and shocked for a few seconds before quickly getting up to block the attacker, with security rushing in.


    But Rupert Murdoch's wife, Wendy Deng, sitting behind him, jumped up with lightning speed, leaped over two people, and delivered a harsh slap to the attacker.


    The whole process was so smooth that even James Murdoch and the nearby security guards didn't react in time!


    "Dammit," Charles cursed softly, deeply suspecting this was orchestrated by Rupert Murdoch himself.


    An eighty-year-old man gets attacked, and then his wife protects him. This would garner sympathy for the couple and give News Corp a strong public relations boost while drawing positive attention to Wendy Deng.


    Alexandra Daddario, sitting in shock with her mouth agape, finally said as the security guards dragged the protester out, "This, this is..."


    "Just someone throwing stuff. The U.S. President gets the same treatment all the time," Charles said as he kissed the woman on the lips.


    ...


    On the last day of May, Charles and Alexandra Daddario returned to New York.


    On the same day, Les Hinton, the CEO of Dow Jones and editor-in-chief of The Wall Street Journal under News Corp, resigned.


    In an interview with CNBC, he stated, "The damage caused by News of the World to innocent people is unimaginable. No matter if these things happened during my tenure or not, resigning in this situation is the most appropriate choice. I apologize to everyone harmed by News of the World's misconduct."


    "Les Hinton, a close ally of Rupert Murdoch," Charles said, smiling while reading the newspaper in his office in the Capet Building in Midtown Manhattan.


    Arianna Huffington reminded him, "He was the CEO of News International before."


    "Before News Corp acquired Dow Jones, News International was always remotely controlled, and Les Hinton was mostly in New York," Charles chuckled. "The editor during the News of the World scandal was likely Rebekah Brooks. She should bear most of the responsibility."


    Arianna Huffington shrugged, "It's unfortunate that Rebekah Brooks has already been released on bail. The charges probably won't stick. The reporters and private detectives from back then have mostly died under mysterious circumstances. They'll just find a few minor players to take the fall. And Rupert Murdoch announced the closure of News of the World."


    Charles shook his head, "It doesn't matter. Yesterday on my flight to New York, I saw the rebuilding One World Trade Center nearing completion. The tragic events from ten years ago are still vivid."


    Charles sighed, "News Corp's News of the World could tap into the phones of British subway bombing victims. I'm suspicious that News Corp's New York Post or Fox News might have tapped the phones of 9/11 victims."


    Arianna Huffington was initially stunned, then widened her eyes, "Charles, you're piling on, and there are already legislators bringing this up!"


    Charles smiled, "There are things in News Corp that I want. Now is the perfect time. If someone is already bringing it up, that's even better. Lobby the president and our legislators to support an FBI investigation into whether News Corp tapped the phones of 9/11 victims."


    "NBC will fully cooperate," Charles said, looking at Arianna Huffington. "The Huffington Post has a great reputation now. I want to politically suppress News Corp fully this time. Moreover, Rupert Murdoch is facing internal shareholder questions. With all this commotion, the British press has become toxic assets. If nothing unexpected happens, News Corp's breakup isn't far off. Publishing books and newspapers can't compete with entertainment and media, but I don't want News Corp to get off that easily!"


    Fox News couldn't be touched, but News Corp still had plenty of other assets.


    Arianna Huffington nodded. However, News Corp's market value had already dropped by more than $14 billion. Was this still easy?


  




  Chapter 677: Waiting for Him to Take the Initiative


  

    New York, Brooklyn, Barclays Center.


    The New Jersey Nets officially relocated and moved into Brooklyn's Barclays Center, rebranding themselves as the New York Dreamers.


    At the same time, they changed their logo, uniforms, and everything else, forming a new image as the New York Dreamers!


    "This month's NBA 2011 Annual Draft will be held at the Barclays Center as the first event after the arena opens," announced the team's CEO, Thomas Wayne, which immediately drew enthusiastic applause from the audience.


    Charles Capet, who was on the podium, smiled and applauded before taking the microphone. "The goal for the new New York Dreamers is to chase the championship in the future!"


    CNN Reporter: "How do you plan to handle the relationship with the New York Knicks?"


    "New York Knicks? We meet them in the season and just beat them. Are the Knicks still our opponent now?"


    Charles then pointed to a reporter from NBC Sports: "Mr. Capet, what's your take on tonight's finals matchup between the Mavericks and the Heat? It seems like a done deal? Will the future New York Dreamers consider the Heat's team-building model?"


    Charles rubbed his chin, thinking that forming a super-team might be the trend in the future, but for now?


    Charles shook his head, "I don't know how things will change in the future, but for now, regarding the Heat's approach, ha! I don't see it as promising. I can only say they lack ambition."


    "But they could win the championship?" the reporter explained.


    "Do you believe the Heat will definitely win this year's championship?" Charles asked back, looking at the other reporters who seemed to think so too. "What are the current odds for winning?"


    "The Heat are favorites; the Mavericks are underdogs!" Reporters quickly gave the odds.


    "Everyone's rooting for the Heat, huh?" Charles shook his head and then said directly, "I will bet $3 million that the Mavericks will win the championship. If I win, the money will be donated to improve the environment of the Children's Hospital in Brooklyn. If I lose, I'll still donate another $3 million to the local Children's Hospital!"


    Charles was expecting a baby soon, so he thought of it as a donation for his child.


    After a round of intense discussion, the applause erupted again.


    "Cuban, whether Brooklyn's Children's Hospital gets $3 million or $5 million depends on your team," Charles finally called out to Mavericks' owner Cuban with a smile on his face.


    ...


    Charles then returned to Los Angeles, not caring much about the NBA finals.


    In the evening, at the American Airlines Arena in Miami, reporters asked Mavericks owner Mark Cuban about Charles Capet's comments on both teams.


    Mark Cuban grinned, "I always said, in the NBA, Charles Capet is the one with the sharpest insight. Charles, rest assured. If the Mavericks lose, I'll cover the remaining $2 million donation for Brooklyn's Children's Hospital, hahaha!"


    "So, what do you think about Charles' comment that some Heat players lack ambition?"


    "I totally agree. If NBA teams all go that route, what's the point," Mark Cuban said, waving his hand. "Alright, it's the first game of the finals tonight, so I gotta go in now!"


    ...


    San Luis Obispo, Ranch Estate.


    A top-notch professional delivery team was on standby, ready to assist Britney Spears at any moment.


    "Hey, Charles, the Mavericks lost the first game; guess you were off this time," a heavily pregnant Britney Spears said, sitting on the couch with a newspaper in hand.


    Charles smiled, "It's just the first game!"


    "True," Britney flipped to the entertainment section, "Wow, The Hangover Part II made $85 million in its first weekend! It premiered at the end of last month, really impressive."


    In May, Capet Universal had two big releases. Earlier in the month was Fast Five, which had already grossed over $150 million in North America in less than a month. Internationally, it had surpassed $300 million, and the performance of Fast Five was explosive!


    ...


    As the News of the World phone hacking scandal evolved, senior executives of News Corporation either resigned or were arrested.


    Rupert Murdoch was questioned and forced to apologize repeatedly, with market skepticism mounting!


    Los Angeles, J Hotel.


    "Since the 'phone hacking' scandal broke, British police have arrested 15 related suspects. Now, many federal lawmakers have openly written to FBI Director Robert Mueller, requesting an investigation into News Corp!" California Democrat Senator Gavin Newsom informed Charles.


    "Are there any significant Republican figures?" Charles asked.


    Gavin Newsom nodded, "Yes, the Chairman of the House Homeland Security Committee, New York Republican Congressman Peter King! Every day, there are protests in front of News Corp's UK newspapers. The actions of News of the World are utterly unethical, and public outrage is natural."


    "News Corp's U.S. newspapers should be investigated," Charles smiled, knowing that NBC was relentless about News Corp now.


    "Push harder; I want FBI Director Robert Mueller to announce the investigation publicly in front of the media. The reason is solid; many people are now suspecting that News Corp hacked the phones of 9/11 victims' families! The British Parliament has already authorized the formation of an independent commission for a judicial investigation. At the very least, the U.S. should make a statement."


    This would make News Corp's stock price even weaker, and the pressure on Rupert Murdoch from internal shareholders would increase.


    Charles wanted to wait for Rupert Murdoch to come to him actively!


    Gavin Newsom stood up, "Don't expect too much. The FBI investigation might come up empty, just serving as a comfort for everyone." 


    "But for News Corp, it certainly isn't good news. With the stock falling, Rupert Murdoch will have to do more to stabilize it."


    Patting Charles on the shoulder, "Soon, no one in Hollywood will be able to counter you. Congrats!"


    Charles shook his head, "Hollywood will always have new challenges."


    Ever since Disney acquired Lucasfilm, its stock price had soared, and Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides had greatly boosted Disneyland's attendance.


    Future Disney would be a tough competitor. Despite the entry of telecommunications and cable giants like Comcast and AT&T, Charles wasn't too worried.


    Capet Universal had long planned for streaming services and had no fear of cable TV. In the internet era, content is king!


  




  Chapter 678: Dashiell Capet


  

    Soon, Britney Spears gave birth to a son on the ranch estate. Following the advice of his mother, Evelyn, they named him Dashiell, which means "from the heaven" in French!


    "Dashiell Spears Capet, that's a pretty good name," Charles said, looking at the sleeping little guy and ready to tease him when Evelyn slapped his hand away.


    "Don't wake him up, let him sleep!"


    Britney Spears walked over at that moment and glanced at Dashiell, "He's sleeping soundly."


    "Just a few days after giving birth, you don't need to rest?" Charles asked, concerned.


    Britney smiled, "Actually, I could've started exercising the second day. It's been almost a week. I just couldn't wait anymore. But, painless childbirth is still quite painful!"


    "You don't need to worry about your figure so soon," Charles advised.


    Britney shook her head, "Oh, I have to get ready for my concert."


    "Alright, I'm heading to the gym!" she said.


    Charles touched his chin, "Are all women this intense after having a baby?"


    Evelyn looked at her grandson, "Dashiell wasn't in the wrong position, and Britney is healthy. The delivery was perfect. What could go wrong?"


    "Alright, let's go talk somewhere else. We don't want to wake up Dashiell. Let the nanny take care of him," Evelyn said, pulling Charles to the sofa in the living room and pouring them each a glass of wine.


    "Have you not been following the news much these days?" Evelyn inquired.


    "Can't I have paternity leave?" Charles had been at the ranch estate and hadn't gone to Los Angeles.


    "The Mavericks won 4-2 against the Heat. I heard you bet 3 million dollars on the Mavericks?"


    Charles nodded and smiled, "That I knew about. The Mavericks didn't disappoint!"


    Evelyn took a sip of her wine, "FBI Director Robert Mueller officially announced an investigation into News Corp. They suspect they were tapping the phones of 9/11 victims' families."


    "Ha, it's finally starting," Charles said, standing up. "Has Rupert Murdoch returned home?"


    Evelyn glanced at her watch, "He should be on his private jet to New York by now."


    Charles looked at the calendar, "June 16, what a fine day."


    ...


    In Los Angeles, at the Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel.


    At a party, Charles ran into Jim Buss, now the Vice President of Operations for the Lakers.


    "Congratulations, Jim, on taking control of the Lakers again," Charles said, clinking his glass with Jim Buss.


    "Charles, I've always been one of the managers of the Lakers!" Jim Buss smiled.


    This year, the Lakers lost to the Mavericks in the Western Conference, and head coach Phil Jackson resigned and announced his retirement.


    Everyone knew Phil Jackson was part of his sister Jeanie Buss's faction.


    "Shaquille O'Neal retired earlier this month. Time flies," Charles sighed.


    "Yes, it does. It's time for the league and the players' union to negotiate again," Jim Buss took a sip of his drink.


    "The NBA players' union has officially filed a lawsuit with the American Labor Arbitration Agency, accusing the NBA of using intimidation and threats in the new labor negotiations, forcing the players' union to sign a new labor agreement against the players. 


    Charles, now that the New Jersey Nets have become the New York Dreamers, what are your thoughts on this round of labor negotiations?"


    Charles stroked his chin, "I just hope both sides can reach an agreement quickly. But looking at the current situation, the old labor agreement expires on July 1. The new agreement definitely won't be signed in time, and the NBA will likely face a lockout, just like the NFL!"


    Jim Buss frowned, "Besides us teams in Los Angeles, New York, and Chicago, none of the other teams are willing to compromise on revenue sharing. Most of the owners have chosen Michael Jordan, the owner of the Charlotte Bobcats, to represent them in negotiations with the players' union. Michael Jordan is very tough, and the probability of an NBA lockout this year is very high!"


    "Michael Jordan," Charles laughed. The old rascal was really tough on the players.


    "By the way, next week's draft will be held at the Barclays Center. When are you heading to New York?"


    "In a couple of days," Charles said as he suddenly saw Sumner Redstone. "Jim, excuse me for a moment!"


    "Alright."


    Charles buttoned up his suit and walked towards Sumner Redstone. The people Redstone had been chatting with immediately made way.


    "Good evening, Mr. Redstone," Charles said with a smile, supporting Sumner Redstone.


    "Oh, Charles, good evening!" Redstone, at 88 years old, looked frail.


    "How are you feeling? Let me help you over there to sit for a bit," Charles showed great politeness.


    "I'm feeling much better recently, thank you!" Sumner Redstone followed Charles to a side area, with his care nurse keeping a close watch.


    "Capet Pictures is going public next month?" Sumner Redstone asked softly.


    Charles nodded, "Mid next month, Capet will be listed on NASDAQ. I've finally achieved a dream!"


    Sumner Redstone looked at Charles, "That's no small dream of yours, the first media stock."


    Charles laughed, "It's different. Now those telecom and TV network operators are all eyeing Hollywood too. Silicon Valley is also developing swiftly. The traditional Hollywood forces will face more and more challenges in the future!"


    Sumner Redstone nodded, acknowledging these challenges Hollywood would face, "By the way, News Corp's market value has dropped below $45 billion. Any thoughts on this?"


    Charles was taken aback. Even if News Corp's market value had fallen below $45 billion, it was still higher than Viacom and CBS's combined $42 billion.


    Smirking, "Do you have any thoughts, Mr. Redstone?"


  




  Chapter 679: Chapter 679


  

    "Charles, what are you chatting about so happily?" After Charles finished his conversation with Sumner Redstone, Steve Bernstein, the chairman of ESPN under Disney Group's ABC Television Network, came over.


    Charles chuckled, saying, "CBS is interested in FOX's channels, they asked for my opinion."


    Steve Bernstein raised an eyebrow, "The most valuable ones under FOX are the news channel FNC, FOX Sports, and FX. Buying those up? FNC is nearly impossible; Congress won't allow a company to own two national news channels. FOX Sports is heavily invested in by News Corporation, and FX has loads of content licensed from FOX!"


    "I'm not interested. NBC just had a personnel shake-up, and Capet is going public; I have no energy for this," Charles waved his hand. News Corporation still had its extensive satellite TV market across various continents.


    News Corporation had a massive satellite TV expansion with companies like Foxtel in Australia, Sky Broadcasting in Europe, and DirecTV in the USA!


    Charles would have been interested in satellite TV and cable TV before. But with the rapid development of the Internet, spending big money on satellite TV and cable TV seemed foolish.


    Besides, owning the national broadcasting network NBC was enough, and Netflix would soon face internal competition anyway.


    Sumner Redstone, whether he had dementia or not, still had ideas about FOX? Has he even looked at his Viacom and CBS?


    Steve Bernstein laughed, NBC had just removed three executive presidents directly: two from NBC News, the other one from CNBC, and three senior executives from NBC Content and Entertainment Production.


    One had to admire Charles Capet's daring moves. His plan was bold; although he placed Capet Television Production Studio under NBC Television Network, using Capet TV's production ability ensured a smooth transition of power.


    Now, the Jews, who used to control the three major American TV networks, lost the national broadcasting network NBC.


    "Charles, Capet has been investing quite a bit in NBC's sports business recently. Planning to venture further into sports?" Steve Bernstein asked.


    Charles looked at Steve Bernstein with some pride and said, "My CSE has several teams under it; can't let them go to waste!"


    NBC's strong points now included the financial channel CNBC and cable channels USA and Bravo;


    Disney's strengths were in children's entertainment and sports entertainment;


    CBS excelled in music entertainment and the African American market;


    FOX thrived in news channels and was strong in sports and cable TV. 


    Of course, under Time Warner, CNN and HBO were also top channels!


    The competition among TV networks in news, sports, entertainment, and cable TV was intense.


    After chatting for a bit more, Steve Bernstein and Charles parted ways.


    "Tom, did your Colony Capital and the Qatar Consortium acquire Miramax?" Charles asked Colony Capital's president, Tom Barrack.


    Tom Barrack nodded, "When Disney acquired Lucasfilm, they needed to raise funds, so they sold Miramax's assets. Our Colony Capital and the Qatar Consortium were just among the investors. There were also LA builder Ron Tutor, film investors David Bergstein, and James Robinson from Morgan Creek Capital. Together we formed Filard Company to acquire Miramax. Charles, it wasn't cheap; the total price was nearly 700 million dollars. Ron Tutor and Colony Capital alone invested close to $300 million!"


    Charles squinted, "Miramax has over 700 movie copyrights, plus hundreds of scripts in the warehouse; it's worth it. You also invited News Corporation's head of business expansion, Mike Long, to manage Miramax. What's the plan?"


    Tom Barrack shook his head with a smile, "The company will keep expanding and developing the commercial value of the film library for the next year. As for Miramax's over 300 scripts and more than 90 copyrights, they will be carefully reviewed. Miramax will slow down its film production and distribution next year."


    Previously, Disney had already reduced Miramax's film production plans. Now, after Filard Company's acquisition, the development plans were further reduced.


    "Recently, more and more capital is flooding into Hollywood," Charles sighed.


    "Haha, isn't more capital entering Hollywood better?" Tom Barrack grinned at Charles, "Right, Charles?"


    "Certainly, it's good news," Charles recalled that Capet Group was preparing to go public. Capital inflow was definitely a good sign!


    Soon, Charles Capet and Tom Barrack exchanged a knowing smile.


    ...


    In the evening, back at the Capet Estate in Beverly Hills, Charles called Phil Griffin, the head of NBC.


    "These days, add more fuel to the investigation of the News Corporation eavesdropping case. Get some 9/11 victims to come forward for statements. This year marks the 10th anniversary of 9/11 anyways!"


    "Got it..."


    After finishing his call with Phil Griffin, Charles called Gavin Newsom to ask how many congressmen Rupert Murdoch had approached recently.


    "Before Rupert Murdoch returned, other directors of News Corporation handled things. They had quite a few supporters behind them. It's been 10 years already, and only after the News of the World expose in the UK did the investigation begin here. They probably won't find anything significant. Even if they do, News Corporation has had enough time to cover their tracks. So, this might end up being much ado about nothing!"


    "No worries, as long as we evoke public memories of 9/11 and make investors lose confidence in News Corporation, that's fine," Charles didn't care much. As long as he could benefit from it, that's what mattered.


    Rupert Murdoch would have to rely on the media to quickly resolve News Corporation's scandal.


    CNBC, as one of America's three major financial news channels, would Rupert Murdoch dare not approach him to discuss this?


    Charles only wanted some content area copyrights from Twentieth Century Fox. The conditions weren't excessive at all!


  




  Chapter 680: Let's Meet and Talk Later


  

    New York, Downtown Manhattan, Universal Tower.


    "There's an internal subscription. You both can buy 1 million shares each at $20 per share!" Charles Capet told his two assistants, Dona Williams and Phyllis Jones, as he sat in his chair.


    "That's $20 million, right?" Phyllis Jones asked as she leaned closer to Charles. "Boss, what will the issue price be later?"


    "Relax, you'll make money, and it'll be just fine!" Charles reassured them with a smile.


    Dona Williams nodded, guessing that Capet's issue price would certainly be over $60 per share.


    "By the way, I heard Lily Ying is listing Prada in Hong Kong next month, right?" Charles turned to Dona Williams.


    Dona nodded again, "Ms. Ying is attending the Capet listing in New York at the beginning of the month and then heading back to handle Prada's listing."


    "Ha, after Prada's listing, give me some support," Charles laughed, not caring much about this small profit.


    For Capet Universal's listing, Charles put up 20-30 million shares for internal subscription, providing benefits for company employees and his own ladies; these shares ranged from a few thousand to 1 million shares. In total, they were set to issue more than 100 million shares at an issue price not lower than $70 per share, with a total stock capital of 7 billion!


    ...


    In the afternoon, at the Barclays Center in Brooklyn, New York, during the 2011 NBA Draft, the New York Dreamers selected Kawhi Leonard, a small forward from San Diego State University, with the 14th overall pick.


    The Spurs wanted to trade George Hill from the 2008 draft class for Kawhi Leonard, but of course, they were rejected, as the Dreamers were brewing a deal with the Warriors.


    In the Barclays Center office, Charles was in an embrace with Ivanka Trump, giving her a kiss. "The NBA's almost at a standstill now; aren't you worried?"


    Facing Ivanka's question, Charles shook his head, "What can I do? The players' union and the league can't reach an agreement."


    "Bosses who want to compromise with the players, like Jerry Buss of the Lakers and James Dolan of the Knicks, can't persuade the owners of small-market teams?"


    "The staunch opposition includes owners like Robert Sarver of the Suns, Dan Gilbert of the Cavaliers, and, of course, the notable Michael Jordan. And actually, Jordan wants to drastically cut players' revenue share, and over half of the team owners have entrusted him to represent them!"


    "How can they negotiate like this? They'll never reach an agreement. Last year, over 22 clubs reported losses, and the New Orleans Hornets are still under league ownership." Ivanka held Charles's neck, "Won't there be another lockout this year? It's almost July."


    "It's basically decided," Charles had long been prepared for the lockout.


    Suddenly, Charles's phone rang.


    "Hey, it's Rupert Murdoch!" Finally, he called.


    "Good afternoon, Mr. Murdoch!" Charles greeted.


    "Charles, congratulations on Capet's impending listing, that's great!" Rupert Murdoch's voice on the phone sounded tired.


    "Ah, thank you!"


    "Transformers 3 is about to release, right?"


    "This Friday, really soon." Charles chuckled.


    "Fast & Furious 5 grossed over 200 million dollars in North America, 600 millions worldwide. The Hangover Part II also grossed 250 million in North America and nearly 600 million worldwide. Charles, Universal is killing it this year! Next up are Transformers 3 and The Avengers!"


    Charles was somewhat puzzled. Why call just to say these things?


    "Mr. Murdoch, it's the result of the hard work of the company's employees!"


    "By the way, you're in New York, right?"


    "Oh, I am in New York!"


    Rupert Murdoch thought for a moment on the phone, "How about we meet at the Manhattan Club the night after tomorrow when I get back from Washington D.C.?"


    "The night after tomorrow, the Manhattan Club," Charles couldn't help but smile, "Of course, I can!"


    "Good, see you then..." After hanging up, Charles kissed Ivanka on the cheek.


    "Let's go, dear, let's get something to eat!"


    ...


    At night, in the high-level villa in Capet Tower in Midtown Manhattan:


    Ivanka lay on Charles's back, "$20 million for 1 million shares, how many times will it go up after six months of listing?"


    "Ha, with internal subscriptions at $20 per share, quadrupling shouldn't be a problem. You know how strong Capet Universal is now, it's bound to rise!"


    Charles said, turning over to let Ivanka lie on his chest.


    "What's the situation with News Corporation lately?" Although Charles always intended to get some benefits from News Corp, he hadn't had the time to keep an eye on it all the time.


    Rupert Murdoch specially called in the afternoon from Washington D.C.!


    Ivanka shook her head, "Nothing special, just that things aren't looking great. For a public company, negative news is always tough to handle. As for what happened in the UK, that's surely not possible here. News Corp's control in the US can't compare to the UK. Who would dare to wiretap 9/11?"


    Fox News Channel was formed in 1996, and they only acquired the Wall Street Journal in 2007. Before that, News Corp just sold tabloids like the New York Post and the Chicago Sun-Times in the US, which weren't that significant!


    Charles laughed, but faced with the decline in News Corp's stock price, the first ones to suffer would be the shareholders.


    Rupert Murdoch went to Washington, definitely looking for solutions, but stock prices wait for no one!


    "You never know, you know News Corp made its name by dealing with edgy news," Charles said as he traced his hand over the girl's curves.


    "Don't forget, Fox News Channel started to overshadow CNN because of their coverage of the 9/11 events!"


    What made CNN famous? The Gulf War in the 90s. International conflicts and terrorism news surely boost ratings more than celebrity gossip.


    Ivanka laughed, "Don't underestimate the shareholders behind News Corp; there are some big names. And Fox Broadcasting is a national network; who knows how many senators they have connections with?"


    "True," Charles's NBC was also a national network with widespread signal coverage across America, really useful!


    "And next year's an election year. How could the Republicans let Fox cause any more trouble?" Ivanka, now spending every day with Arianna Huffington, was becoming more politically savvy.


    "We'll see how the meeting goes the day after tomorrow," anyway, News Corp's reputation in the UK was already shot.


  




  Chapter 681: Small Conditions


  

    New York, Manhattan Club, Charles met Rupert Murdoch.


    "Charles, out with it. There's no need to keep wasting time," Rupert Murdoch was utterly exhausted.


    NBC started reporting on the day Rupert Murdoch faced the UK Parliament. Wendy Deng's slap of a radical at the hearing was supposed to be a PR move for News Corp. But NBC and other American networks analyzed it from the victim's perspective. 


    The despicable actions of News of the World had caused too much damage, and the radicals deserved more sympathy than the Murdoch family. Even the heroic image of Wendy Deng defending her husband was twisted into her being an accomplice to an ugly demon.


    "Mr. Murdoch, I don't quite understand what you mean!" Charles said calmly.


    Shaking his head, Rupert Murdoch replied, "News Corp's stock has already fallen significantly; it's time to stop the negative publicity!"


    Internal News Corp shareholders had put immense pressure on Rupert Murdoch, some even claiming the Murdoch family was no longer fit to lead the company.


    Charles nodded, "It's true that News Corp's stock has fallen a lot and it probably needs funds to repurchase shares?"


    "How exactly does Capet want to cooperate?" Rupert Murdoch asked directly.


    "Capet wants to recover the rights to X-Men and Fantastic Four from Marvel, as well as Daredevil," Charles said slowly.


    "That's not possible. Daredevil might return to Marvel after expiration, but not the other two," Rupert Murdoch was firm.


    Charles pressed his hands down, continuing, "I'm not done yet. News Corp also owns 34% of DirecTV's shares, right..."


    Rupert Murdoch smacked the table excitedly: "That's even more impossible. If you want The Wall Street Journal, that can be sold!"


    "What would I do with The Wall Street Journal?" Charles raised an eyebrow, knowing that News Corp's acquisition of Dow Jones was already a proven money sink. Charles, who owned Twitter, had no use for the newspaper. 


    "Do you really think newspaper and book sales are still significant? It's all about moving with the times. You won't agree to this, you won't agree to that, but you think News Corp can land smoothly?" Charles glared.


    "News Corp's UK newspaper division is a toxic asset. Do you want News International to drag down the American business too? The Wall Street Journal, the New York Post - these can easily be affected. You don't want Fox being dragged down too, do you?"


    News Corp's reputation was in the gutter. Fox TV and 20th Century Fox, along with DirecTV, were valuable assets. To protect them, the best measure was to separate them from the newspaper business - that means splitting News Corp.


    Charles never actually wanted DirecTV shares, he only mentioned it to provoke Rupert Murdoch;


    Seeing him get so agitated made Charles feel assured.


    "Fantastic Four can return to you, but not the mutants series. 20th Century Fox already has comprehensive plans for them," Rupert Murdoch wouldn't relinquish the X-Men series as it was one of Fox's rare blockbusters.


    "Netflix needs to extend its licensing agreement with 20th Century Fox until 2021, with prices adjusted slightly upward," Charles continued.


    "Aren't we both shareholders of Hulu?" Rupert Murdoch asked, puzzled.


    "Hulu is a joint venture with Disney. Netflix is solely owned by Capet," Charles waved his hand, "It's a small request, just a five-year extension of licensing rights."


    "The current agreement runs until 2016, and who knows what prices will be like in five years. Extending for another five years is a bit greedy, isn't it?" Rupert Murdoch frowned.


    "A small price to pay. It's just a streaming license, and 20th Century Fox gains additional income, what's there to lose?"


    Charles took a sip of his drink.


    Rupert Murdoch looked at Charles, "But you have to make NBC stop its negative reports on News Corp immediately!"


    "No problem. Once we sign the contract tomorrow, the news that evening will shift to Capet going public, the NBA lockout, and the release of Transformers 3," Charles grinned; finance, sports, and entertainment news were certainly not lacking.


    Rupert Murdoch nodded and then asked, "Do you also think it's time to split News Corp?"


    With the main issue resolved, they chatted about other matters.


    "What other options are there? Publishing and newspaper businesses are in decline, and 70% of News Corp's revenue comes from the USA. Internationally, without European Sky interests, how much do books and newspapers bring in?


    Fox TV is News Corp's ace, and 20th Century Fox provides content. The value of The Wall Street Journal is evident. With News Corp's name tarnished, it can't drag down Fox TV and 20th Century Fox's valuable assets. As long as it's under News Corp, people will remember the News of the World scandal!"


    Charles smiled, "Even if you don't want to split News Corp, the shareholders won't agree!"


    Rupert Murdoch smiled bitterly, "The shareholders think the same. They're worried that these valuable American assets will be tainted by the current reputation of News Corp!"


    Splitting News Corp would mean Murdoch family losing its long-held control. Placing assets like Fox TV, 20th Century Fox, and Sky TV into a new company, which wouldn't be named News Corp, would mean Rupert Murdoch's position wouldn't be like before!


    "Alright, let's have our people expedite the transition tomorrow. This needs to be done," said Rupert Murdoch, standing up,


    "Goodbye, Charles!"


    Charles smiled, standing up to see Rupert Murdoch off. He wasn't too concerned about the return of Daredevil. But Fantastic Four had significant fame, with major villains like Doctor Doom and Galactus capable of facing the Avengers.


    The rights to Daredevil, Fantastic Four, and the streaming rights to 20th Century Fox's films were sufficient!


  




  Chapter 682: Chapter 682


  

    At night, in a beachfront villa of Charles Capet in East Hampton, Long Island, New York.


    In the bedroom, Charles, who was with Blake Lively, laughed, "The reviews for Green Lantern are terrible!"


    Green Lantern premiered in the middle of the month, with a North American opening weekend of $53 million, but the second-week drop was over 63%.


    In 10 days, the North American box office totaled just over $80 million, which spelled a significant loss for Warner Bros., given the $200 million production cost.


    Blake Lively took a few deep breaths and rested her head on Charles's chest. "Warner Bros. has already cut down on the promotion for Green Lantern. The reviews just aren't good enough!"


    According to forecasts, Green Lantern's North American box office would be just over $100 million, with the overseas tally adding up to around $200 million.


    By comparison, Fox's reboot of the X-Men series, X-Men: First Class, had a global box office exceeding $300 million, with a budget of just $160 million.


    Green Lantern couldn't compete with Capet Universal's Marvel division, nor even with 20th Century Fox.


    Charles chuckled and fondled the woman's chest. "It's okay, you're already filming The Hunger Games. If Green Lantern fails, it fails."


    The TV show Gossip Girl's ratings were also declining; it seemed likely that CW wouldn't renew it for another season.


    Currently, Blake Lively's only notable work was Gossip Girl, and The Hunger Games would soon become her new claim to fame.


    ...


    Soon, Capet Universal's blockbuster Transformers 3 premiered globally, earning $5.5 million from early midnight screenings in North America.


    As a super IP of Capet Universal, Transformers 3 had a robust promotional strategy, with Hasbro launching new toys in alignment.


    The behind-the-scenes deal between 20th Century Fox and Capet Universal didn't attract much attention, as Marvel Studios reclaimed the movie adaptation rights for Daredevil and the Fantastic Four.


    And Netflix extended its streaming rights agreement with Fox.


    In the Universal Tower, Charles reminded Donna Langley, "Netflix should consider original series. Technology is advancing fast. Streaming services can produce their own shows. Not everything has to rely on buying rights."


    Donna Langley was taken aback. "Original series? Are we challenging cable TV now?"


    Charles leaned back on the sofa. "Sure, why not. It's a good move for Netflix. Cable TV operators always bundle packages, causing fluctuating subscriber numbers for some of our channels. They've been too complacent. Streaming services don't have middlemen, and those TV guys need some competition!"


    Donna Langley inquired, "So what's your plan?"


    "Send an experienced TV producer to head Netflix's content operations. Reed Hastings can continue managing Netflix's overall operations.


    I don't want someone who doesn't understand film and television production to run the content department. Netflix, backed by Capet Universal, shouldn't just be a cash cow.


    Releasing original series directly on streaming can pressure TV networks, and plenty of TV actors need projects. Netflix creating original content also provides jobs for them."


    Donna Langley nodded. While it was a big undertaking, the cost of streaming exclusivity was hard to estimate.


    "Worried about costs and actor royalties?" Charles picked up on Donna Langley's concerns. 


    "Buy out the series from TV production companies at a higher price. It's similar to dealing with TV networks, but we pay all at once. TV production companies will be happier that way!" Charles explained. Streaming on Netflix avoided calculating rebroadcasting fees.


    "Alright, I'll have a good discussion with the execs at Netflix," Donna Langley agreed.


    Capet Universal was about to go public soon and would raise a significant amount of capital to undertake various major projects.


    "What about Hulu? What are your thoughts?" Donna Langley asked Charles.


    "Hulu?" Charles shook his head. "Disney plus Fox Entertainment, and Universal Entertainment's rights library are Hulu's biggest assets. Netflix has already signed partnerships with most TV networks and movie studios, and has 25 million subscribers. Don't worry, Hulu can't compare!"


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles had a meeting with Lily Ying, who had just come from Hong Kong.


    "I met with Anne Depp. Capet is issuing 850 million shares, at $71 each, valued at more than $60 billion," Lily Ying smiled.


    "Confident?" she asked.


    "Look at Universal's current success. Do you think I'm confident?" Charles took a sip of coffee and slid over a file. "Here, 2 million shares, $20 each."


    Lily Ying had earned Charles a lot of money, so he wasn't going to shortchange her. Even employees could only buy up to 1 million shares max.


    These 2 million shares were special, just for her.


    "Thanks, I'll keep them," Lily Ying accepted the gift with a smile.


    "Why price them so high? It could be lower, with more shares," she said.


    Charles thought for a moment, "Several investment institutions are interested in Capet Universal, and I'm very confident in Capet. Later, we can issue new shares or split the stock!"


    Lily Ying nodded. "Indeed, Capet's future is bright!"


    Charles smiled. "Let's hope so. How about we grab some lunch?"


  




  Chapter 683: Chapter 683


  

    On July 1, 2011, the last effective day of the NBA's labor agreement, the NBA and the players' union held their final negotiation, but unfortunately, there was still a significant disagreement between the two sides, and they couldn't reach any agreement.


    So, on July 1, 2011, the NBA officially entered a lockout.


    David Stern, the president of the NBA, said at the NBA headquarters on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan, New York: "We all deeply regret the NBA's lockout. Here, we want to thank the fans who enjoy NBA games. The past year has been a great year. But for many of the team owners, even such a great season was not profitable. Those small-town teams just did not have the same fun. Our goal is to make the operations of the league more cost-effective and for all 30 teams to be competitive."


    Adam Silver, the NBA's deputy commissioner, also told the media: "The newly expired collective bargaining agreement was not a win-win system. That agreement led to massive financial losses for our teams. We now need a sustainable business model that allows all 30 teams the opportunity to compete for the championship, pay players reasonable wages, and obtain considerable economic returns under good management."


    In the conference room at the NBA headquarters, James Dolan joked with Charles Capet, "How is it that as soon as you come to New York, the NBA has to stop? The Barclays Center is so beautiful, the maintenance costs must be high, right?"


    As soon as James Dolan spoke, Heat owner Micky Arison also laughed.


    Charles Capet flipped him off, "James, take care of the Knicks. From now on, the Knicks won't be taking a single win from the Barclays Center. And you, Micky, the Heat was the biggest joke this year. You built a Big Three just to get beat by the Mavericks. And you made fun of Nets?"


    Sure enough, as soon as Charles Capet spoke, more owners started laughing, especially Mavericks owner Mark Cuban, who gave Charles a thumbs up.


    James Dolan's rank was low, barely top 15 among NBA owners, not even making the Forbes 400 list. Micky Arison, however, was doing well, being among the top five NBA owners this year. And Charles Capet had overtaken Paul Allen of the Trail Blazers, now the richest owner in the NBA league.


    Charles didn't bother to say much more and directly asked the bald deputy commissioner in attendance, "This lockout needs to be resolved quickly; we can't let it drag on!"


    "Yeah, so what's the solution? Otherwise, our losses will also be substantial."


    "Exactly, a lot of players are talking about going abroad to make money."


    "In any case, we need to solve the problem quickly..."


    During the lockout, NBA players did not receive salaries, and players could not use team training facilities for any reason. However, teams could not hold any summer training camps, exhibitions, team meetings, or coach meetings. Additionally, NBA team websites could no longer use player images or hire players as promotional representatives. Teams could not negotiate, sign contracts, or trade players!


    At that moment, nothing related to the NBA could proceed, and certainly, many team owners had complaints.


    The bald vice president Adam Silver quickly reassured, "Ladies and gentlemen, both the league and the players' union are not passive. We will continue to meet and negotiate in the next two weeks!"


    "But the league has already announced there won't be a summer league. What if the two sides can't reach an agreement quickly?"


    "We'll lose more than just the summer league; we might miss the preseason and training camps starting in October!"


    "Yeah, look at the NFL. They've been locked out since April and haven't resolved it yet. We might even miss the regular season starting at the end of October..."


    The owners started complaining again, mostly criticizing players for being greedy, with Charlotte Bobcats owner Michael Jordan being the loudest.


    Due to the NBA lockout, Charles Capet attended because he was in New York, otherwise, he wouldn't have bothered to waste time. Now, two of North America's four major leagues were in lockout!


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles met with Lily Ying in the Capet Tower office.


    "You know that popular Malaysian-Chinese tycoon Jho Low, right?" asked Lily Ying.


    Charles shook his head, "A second-generation rich kid from Southeast Asia, playing fast in Hollywood, with many ties to Hollywood starlets and socialites. What's up?"


    "Nothing, I just met him at a business dinner today. Nobody knows what business he's in, but he's loaded!" Apparently, Jho Low's way of doing things made Lily Ying suspicious.


    Charles laughed, "Probably Malaysian state capital along with investments from a few wealthy Middle Easterners in his so-called company. In the past few years, he's been throwing money around in America's entertainment and fashion circles, hooking up with many actresses and models. By the way, Donna said this guy also knows Leonardo DiCaprio. He even invested in The Wolf of Wall Street, which DiCaprio produced and starred in!"


    The Wolf of Wall Street was produced by DiCaprio's Appian Way Productions and co-produced with Universal Pictures, with Universal responsible for distribution. The portion of the capital for Appian Way Productions was provided by Jho Low!


    Lily Ying laughed, "Seems Hollywood really is complicated. It's totally true that Hollywood has the best lawyers and accountants, just like on Wall Street."


    Charles shrugged, "Hollywood has always been the second-largest money-laundering spot next to Las Vegas casinos!"


    "By the way, the introductions I gave to those Middle Eastern tycoons were good, right?" asked Charles. "These oil guys are rich and should be quite interested in your fund."


    Lily Ying nodded, "I've already received at least $1 billion in investments. But right now, my main focus is watching over Capet Universal's IPO. They will send people to Hong Kong to discuss it with me when the time comes!"


    "Well, not bad," Charles thought for a moment. "After Capet goes public, I'll accompany my mom to Hong Kong to attend your Prada IPO!"


  




  Chapter 684: Capet Goes Public


  

    On Tuesday, July 12, 2011, Capet was listed on NASDAQ in Manhattan, New York, with an issue price of $71 per share.


    A total of a 850 million shares were issued, and based on the issuance, Capet's market value was $60.3 billion!


    The closing price that day was $95, proving Capet's strength with a significant increase.


    In the evening, a grand celebration party was held at the Manhattan Plaza Hotel, with big names from politics, business, and Hollywood stars all in attendance.


    Everyone wanted to celebrate Capet's achievement!


    "Congratulations, Charles!"


    "Capet's performance is truly outstanding!"


    ...


    "Thanks," Charles said continuously as he walked, hearing endless congratulations.


    "Whew," Charles shook his head; he seemed a bit tipsy from drinking too much.


    "What's up, Charles?" Evelyn walked over and helped her son sit down. "You drank quite a bit!"


    Charles smiled, "It's okay. There are just too many people here. Let the company folks handle them."


    Evelyn also smiled, "You managed to make Capet the world's largest media group in just 10 years."


    "Now Capet's market value exceeds $80 billion, higher than both Time Warner and Disney!"


    Charles shook his head, "It's still not enough. I said Hollywood should only have two movie companies left: Capet and every other movie company. 


    It's coming soon. The arrival of the internet streaming era has given me this opportunity. Capet now hoards IPs that dominate all of Hollywood. The children's market, just wait for Capet Illumination to rise and challenge Pixar and DreamWorks Animation!"


    Evelyn nodded, "Yes, mom always believed in you."


    ...


    After the celebration party, Charles returned to his East Hampton villa on Long Island, where Alexandra Daddario and Megan Fox were waiting.


    Alexandra Daddario had raised $5 million to buy 250,000 shares of Capet stock, which had instantly turned into around $23 million today.


    And wealthy Megan Fox had entrusted Dona Williams with $20 million, which had quickly approached $100 million!


    In the bathtub, Charles lay behind Alexandra Daddario, his hands feeling the woman's 36E figure.


    Soon, Charles, getting up from Alexandra Daddario, sat on the edge of the tub, enjoying her service.


    "Mmm..." Megan Fox hugged Charles's neck and kissed him. After a moment of excitement, Charles took a breath and leaned back to hold Megan Fox in his arms.


    Alexandra Daddario stood up from the tub, wiped the corner of her mouth, and leaned into Charles's arms as well.


    "Are you satisfied?" Megan Fox smiled, giving Charles a pinch on his chest.


    "Of course," Charles grinned, looking at Alexandra Daddario in his arms. "No man can resist Daddario's figure!"


    "Charles, Transformers 3's box office performance is very strong. Will you make a fourth one?" Alexandra Daddario asked.


    Transformers 3 had been in cinemas for half a month, earning nearly 250 millions of dollars in North America alone, and over $500 million overseas!


    "The fourth one, huh. Director J.J. Abrams seems to have no interest. He's already directed three of them. There will definitely be a Transformers 4, but it may take a while!"


    Charles indeed needed to think it over.


    Megan Fox said, "The trilogy's story is over. The fourth one will be entirely new. And Zack Efron and I are typecast!"


    "You should rest for a while. The script for Transformers 4 needs careful preparation. We have to discuss how to proceed," Charles had no specific demands for Megan Fox as playing a pretty face wouldn't be a problem.


    "By the way, Universal has an R-rated comedy Ted in the pipeline. Daddario, you can be the lead actress," Charles remembered. "The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn should have finished filming, right?"


    "Yes, it's done. We'll see if we need to film some additional scenes for Breaking Dawn - Part 2 next year!" Alexandra Daddario responded quickly.


    "Megan, didn't you say you were involved in Looper?" Charles remembered.


    "Yeah. Once the promotional activities for Transformers 3 are over, I'll join the crew," Megan Fox looked forward to the suspense film, as at least it had a plot compared to the special effects in the Transformers series!


    "Charles, next Friday is the release of The Avengers, a movie that's even more anticipated than Transformers 3," Alexandra Daddario said excitedly. "Just in time for Capet to go public, and the summer blockbusters are all hits. Unbelievable."


    "Other companies also have good movies. Disney's Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides, released in May, has grossed over $1 billion worldwide, though only less than 250 million in North America.


    This Friday, Warner Bros. releases Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2, the final installment in the Harry Potter series. Can't be underestimated," Charles didn't underestimate the Harry Potter series finale.


    Transformers 3 stood no chance against Warner Bros' Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2, the final chapter. Thankfully, Capet Universal had The Avengers as the ace up their sleeve, and the box office champion for the year was already predicted!


    "Finally, the Harry Potter series ends," Alexandra Daddario pouted. From the release of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone in 2001 until now, 11 years later, eight films in total were released.


    Charles was actually happy deep down. Warner Bros' strongest IP was definitely Rowling's Harry Potter series.


    Now that the Harry Potter series was over, Warner Bros. just had DC Comics and their collaboration with MGM, The Hobbit series, left!


    "Didn't Rowling publish a book 10 years ago called Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them?" Charles suddenly asked.


    "Ah, isn't that a textbook in the Harry Potter world?" Alexandra Daddario, a true Harry Potter fan, instantly knew what he was talking about.


    "Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them is a textbook for the Care of Magical Creatures class at Hogwarts," Alexandra Daddario thought.


    "Rowling released the physical book of Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them in 2001!"


    "Never mind, let's rest now," Charles got up from the tub. No doubt, the adaptation rights were in the hands of Warner Bros...


  




  Chapter 685: The Avengers Universe


  

    Capet Universal was finally listed as the last major media conglomerate in Hollywood. In just under a week, the stock price of Capet hit $103 per share, thanks to Charles Capet's reputation over the years.


    Charles Capet himself still owned 39% of Capet Media's shares!


    After returning to Los Angeles from New York, the first thing he did was go see his son.


    "Did everything go smoothly?" Britney Spears asked as she put Dashiell in his crib.


    "Yeah, it went pretty well," Charles replied, holding Britney as they sat on the couch. "You're getting ready for a new album and concert, right?"


    Britney nodded. "Yeah, someone's taking care of Dashiell, so I'll do a gig at the Barclays Center in New York first. Then just a few cities here at home. I don't want to travel far, so I'll record the album in a studio here in LA."


    "No big deal. My mom's usually in Los Angeles most of the time. We can take Dashiell to the Holmby Hills mansion," Charles said.


    The Holmby Hills mansion, which Charles had bought for over $40 million, was big and private enough, a perfect place for a little one to grow.


    "By the way, next week, I have to accompany my mom to Hong Kong!"


    Britney nodded again. "I know, Prada's going public in Hong Kong at the end of the month. Their clothes, bags, and perfumes are all in collaboration with EDR's artists."


    "Seems like Mom really wants to push Prada in the U.S.," Charles laughed.


    ...


    After spending two days at the ranch in San Luis Obispo, Charles returned directly to Los Angeles!


    On July 20th, Marvel Studios held a grand premiere of The Avengers at Universal Studios Hollywood.


    The main cast, including Robert Downey Jr., Chris Hemsworth, Chris Evans, Scarlett Johansson, Mark Ruffalo, Kate Beckinsale, Tom Hiddleston, Samuel L. Jackson, and Jeremy Renner, all attended in grand style!


    Crowds of fans and reporters gathered by the red carpet outside the Universal Theater. Charles also made a special appearance with his mother.


    "So the big villain in Iron Man 3 is a woman?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles nodded. "Yeah, British actress Rebecca Hall is playing Maya Hansen. Capet is all about supporting women's rights, some feminist ideas in the movie are good!"


    She was the scientist who developed the Extremis virus and had a one-night stand with Iron Man in the first film!


    "What about Odette Yustman as the female lead in Ant-Man, is that okay?" Evelyn continued.


    Charles shook his head. "No problem. The Gossip Girl series gave her some fame, and she has Native American blood, which fits our diversity route at Marvel. It's good to include some Latino, Native American, and Asian characters too. When the time comes, both Ant-Man and Wasp will join the Avengers. Paul Rudd paired with Odette Yustman is no issue!"


    Kidding or not, his mother directly recommended Odette Yustman for the Wasp role, and Charles wasn't going to argue.


    In Marvel movies, adapting characters based on actors was normal. Plus, Odette Yustman, being the next Megan Fox, fits perfectly into the Marvel series!


    "In The Avengers, just Nick Fury and War Machine are Black, right?" Evelyn suddenly pointed out.


    "That's enough, aren't they main characters?" Charles grinned. What's the problem?


    The heads of the biggest media group and top talent agency in Hollywood were there. So what if they limit Black roles? Using Asians, Latinos, and Native Americans is cultural integration too!


    Evelyn had no objections; it's not a big deal.


    She added, "Marvel is not only working on Iron Man 3 and Ant-Man but also preparing Captain America: The Winter Soldier and Aquaman. The Marvel Cinematic Universe is getting more successful. Do you have any candidates for Aquaman?"


    "We haven't decided yet. Lots of people are auditioning. Does EDR have any promising newcomers?" Charles asked.


    "There are some, but they also have to go through your assessment. EDR recommended quite a few. Once you decide, we can proceed," Evelyn said. With support from Capet Universal, the Marvel series dominated in launching new actors!


    "The Transformers trilogy is wrapping up. The next one might need new directors and actors," Charles added. "J.J. Abrams doesn't want to direct Transformers anymore!"


    Evelyn was surprised. "But hasn't Capet worked well with him? His Bad Robot production company's TV shows and movies are all aired on NBC or distributed by Universal."


    "Well, he said directing the Transformers trilogy drained all his creativity, and he has no ideas for sequels," Charles laughed. 


    J.J. Abrams was involved in writing the scripts for the Transformers trilogy and directing and producing. It seemed Abrams really didn't want to continue with the Transformers series!


    Evelyn frowned. "But the Transformers IP is so popular; we can surely make more movies. Are you planning to develop the Transformers series the same way as Marvel?"


    Charles sighed, "I don't know. We first have to see what the writers come up with. If the plot has no logic and it's just Autobots fighting all the time, the audiences will get bored."


    "Next year, Warner Bros. has The Dark Knight Rises competing with Iron Man 3. Are you confident?" Evelyn said as she patted her son on the shoulder.


    "Of course, who can challenge the Marvel Cinematic Universe now?" Charles boasted.


    "Iron Man 3 builds on The Avengers. We're not just setting up one or two movies. From the first Iron Man in 2007, the first Thor in 2008, to two Marvel movies every year since 2009. A complete Marvel Universe, one Batman can't hold us back."


  




  Chapter 686: Warner DC Universe


  

    Tonight, The Avengers premiered in North America at Universal Studios Hollywood. The full release would start this Friday.


    Before this, the movie had already premiered in Europe in London, Australia in Sydney, and Asia in Osaka, Japan.


    The promotional activities for The Avengers were grander than for Transformers: Dark of the Moon. After all, Hasbro was also involved in promoting Transformers: Dark of the Moon and had prepared many activities.


    The production cost was $200 million, and the promotional expenses exceeded $100 million. The Avengers was undoubtedly Universal's biggest investment this year.


    A series of products brought by the movie, such as comics and toys, were being launched methodically. Universal Studios' offline experiences were fully rolled out.


    ...


    While Universal Studios hosted the grand premiere of The Avengers, the atmosphere at Warner Bros. headquarters was quite the opposite - a silent meeting.


    Warner Bros. CEO Barry Meyer, Warner Bros. President Jeff Robinov, and Warner Bros. COO and Co-CEO Alan Horn were each sitting on their sofas, smoking cigars.


    Warner Bros.' recently released Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 2 did very well, with a North American opening weekend earning nearly 170 million dollars. It should have been a happy occasion.


    But currently, the discussion was about Warner Bros.' DC movie universe.


    "Initially, we planned Bryan Singer's Superman Returns and Christopher Nolan's Batman. Unfortunately, Superman Returns did not meet expectations," said Barry Meyer.


    "But Nolan's Batman series reached new heights!" he added.


    Barry Meyer continued, "Then Capet built upon Marvel's foundation to successively launch Iron Man and Thor. Then came Captain America: The First Avenger, The Incredible Hulk, leading up to this year's The Avengers."


    "The Marvel Cinematic Universe is indeed a perfect concept!" he shook his head and continued, "And what about us? The Justice League was scrapped due to conflicts with Nolan's Batman series, coupled with the writers' strike and the financial crisis."


    "With the Batman trilogy by Nolan and the Harry Potter series concluding, we proposed the DC movie universe," said Barry. "Superman and Batman have been featured too much. We plan to do like Marvel and start with other superheroes."


    "Green Lantern was a complete failure," Jeff Robinov sighed. "The sequel was canceled, and The Flash solo film was also shelved."


    Warner Bros. initially wanted to emulate Marvel, using Green Lantern and The Flash - two popular characters - to lead up to Justice League.


    After all, Nolan's Batman trilogy was coming to an end. The plan was to make two Green Lantern movies and two Flash movies to introduce other heroes in Justice League, especially DC's two big names, Superman and Batman.


    Alan Horn put out his cigar in an ashtray. "Plans changed too quickly. The failures of Superman Returns and Green Lantern were similar; too many script and director changes," he grumbled.


    "DC has more characters than just Superman and Batman, yet now we're restarting Superman: Man of Steel!" Alan Horn was frustrated with Warner Bros.' frequent changes in internal decisions.


    "Superman Returns already came out in 2006. It's the right time to greenlight Zack Snyder's development of Man of Steel," Barry Meyer frowned.


    "Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 2, which is now showing, is the finale. And next year, Nolan's The Dark Knight Rises will also conclude the series," he continued.


    "Man of Steel must be released the year after next to compete with Marvel. Right now, Marvel's two movies a year strategy is taking too much market share!" said Barry.


    Alan Horn explained, "If we're to learn from Universal's strategy, we have to learn it well. Charles Capet dared to delegate power."


    "Their strategy revolves around the family-friendly popcorn blockbuster concept that Charles Capet initially devised. The filmmakers, writers, and actors all operated within his framework," Alan said.


    "Look at us. Christopher Nolan did make Batman into something no superhero movie had reached before," he went on.


    "But such script depth sets a high bar for directors that we can't reasonably expect every DC film to meet," he concluded.


    "Trying to balance artistic depth and box office success at the same time is very tough for superhero movies!" Alan Horn stood up.


    "Zack Snyder's Watchmen did capture a unique essence; critics even hailed it as the best superhero movie," he added.


    "But commercially? It flopped. That's not what audiences want!" he said.


    "So what's your idea? Should we stop Man of Steel altogether?" Jeff Robinov felt helpless.


    "We need to compete in the superhero movie market against Universal's Marvel. We're already lagging behind," said Jeff.


    Man of Steel was planned to be directed by Christopher Nolan, but he declined and recommended Zack Snyder, while agreeing to be a producer.


    "Also, recently, 20th Century Fox returned the rights to Daredevil and the Fantastic Four back to Marvel Studios," Jeff Robinov added.


    "The Fantastic Four, second only to Spider-Man and X-Men in Marvel Comics, are back with Marvel now. Who knows what new heights they'll reach?"


    Barry Meyer stood up. "Let's put our full support behind Man of Steel and make it the first film of the DC Universe!"


    Man of Steel was written by top Hollywood screenwriter David S. Goyer, directed by Zack Snyder, with Christopher Nolan involved as a producer. Warner Bros. was indeed putting all their efforts into supporting it.


    This year's failure of Green Lantern definitely meant some executives at Warner Bros. had to take responsibility, and Barry Meyer looked serious.


    With the Harry Potter series and Nolan's Batman series ending, Warner Bros. needed to find new major IPs.


    DC was a treasure trove, but Warner Bros. had not been able to capitalize on it properly. Major reshuffles at the top of Warner Bros. were quite expected.
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    In the evening, the crew of The Avengers held a banquet at the WaterWorld Hotel in Universal Studios to celebrate the success of the North American premiere.


    Kevin Feige, the head of Marvel Studios, seemed a bit regretful, "The Avengers would have been good to release next year too!"


    "Oh, why is that?" Charles asked, a bit puzzled.


    "Hehe, next year is Universal Studios' 100th anniversary. Releasing The Avengers would add to the atmosphere!" Kevin Feige explained with a smile.


    Charles also smiled, "No worries, we have Iron Man 3 coming out next year, which is highly anticipated!" He said, raising his glass and clinking it with Kevin Feige's.


    After a while, Charles found Kate Beckinsale to inquire about the situation with Zero Dark Thirty.


    "Although the script was revised, this film doesn't have many big scenes, so it should wrap up quickly," Kate Beckinsale said. She had specifically returned from an overseas set, "Plus, I'll be heading back to the set next week!"


    Kate Beckinsale was quite excited as she got close to Charles, asking, "Now that Capet's stock price has surpassed $100, does that mean my one million shares are worth over a hundred million?"


    "What do you think?" Charles said, playfully pinching her waist, "You're a Oxford student after all!"


    With that, Charles took Kate Beckinsale upstairs to a room.


    "Mmm," As soon as they entered the room, they eagerly embraced and kissed, with Charles holding Kate Beckinsale's sexy body in his arms.


    Soon, Kate Beckinsale was feeling Charles's hand inside her low-cut dress while kissing him passionately.


    "Sweetheart, come over with Scarlett tonight," Kate Beckinsale suggested emotionally to Charles.


    "Alright," Charles responded with a smile.


    After a while, Charles returned to the banquet hall to celebrate with everyone.


    ...


    Meanwhile, back in the banquet hall, Kate Beckinsale ran into Scarlett Johansson, "Scarlett, are you really planning to take a long break this year?"


    "Absolutely," Scarlett Johansson replied, giving Kate Beckinsale a playful look, "You look great, replenished your nutrients?"


    Kate Beckinsale couldn't help but laugh, "Charles likes you more anyway," Looking at Scarlett Johansson's figure in front of her, she couldn't help but feel envious. No wonder NBA's Kevin Durant wanted to drink her bath water.


    "That guy," Scarlett Johansson glanced at Charles Capet on the other side, took a sip of her champagne, "Actually made Capet go public."


    "When did you meet him and get involved?" Scarlett Johansson seemed to have never asked Kate Beckinsale about these things before.


    Kate Beckinsale thought for a moment, as if recalling, "We met when I was filming Underworld. Charles came to find me to play the lead role. The crew chose Budapest, Hungary for the shoot. Charles came to inspect the set, and I took him for a tour around Budapest. We ended up staying in a hotel together that night!"


    "Underworld, that movie was filmed back in 2002," Scarlett Johansson smiled, "You've known him for quite a while, huh?"


    "You too, probably around 2002, filming Lost in Translation with him..." Kate Beckinsale smiled, "That guy, he's something else!"


    Scarlett Johansson nodded, "I met him a year before you did. Right after I signed with Mrs. Capet, I got the role in Lost in Translation. He funded it independently. He talked a great game, but it wasn't until the next year that he raised the funds from the profits of My Big Fat Greek Wedding to start filming. Then, I remember after we finished filming Lost in Translation and returned from Japan, we attended the premiere of the American version of The Ring starring Naomi Watts together."


    Scarlett Johansson whispered to Kate Beckinsale, "Right in the theater, that guy slipped his hand inside my bra..."


    "Pfft," Kate Beckinsale giggled, "He seems to like touching boobs, huh?"


    "Yeah, but he's really charming," Scarlett Johansson sighed, "He's just too much of a playboy."


    "And you, what do you think now?" Kate Beckinsale suddenly asked.


    Scarlett Johansson shook her head, "I don't know either. I've been with him for so long, and now we're both famous and rich. When Capet went public, he directly gifted almost $100 million worth of stocks!"


    "What about you," Scarlett Johansson looked at Kate Beckinsale, "Aren't you worried about him in the future...?"


    Kate Beckinsale shook her head, "I know all of that. My daughter is already 11, and I don't want to get married either."


    "Charles Capet is great - young, handsome, and successful. With him, I can have everything - career, wealth, fame. Plus, even in bed, he's irresistible," Kate Beckinsale said as she kissed Scarlett Johansson on the cheek, "Don't you agree?"


    Scarlett Johansson touched Kate Beckinsale's hand, "But he has so many women!"


    Kate Beckinsale whispered in Scarlett Johansson's ear, "You could have a child with him. Marriage is just a piece of paper, not that important..."


    ...


    Charles had no clue about the conversation between Scarlett Johansson and Kate Beckinsale, as Evelyn was discussing business with him.


    "I'm flying to Hong Kong tomorrow. When are you planning to go?" Evelyn asked her son.


    "I'll probably go a day or two before the listing at the end of the month. There are still ten days left," Charles didn't expect his mother to be in such a hurry.


    "Now EDR is also planning to go public. I'll go and discuss it with Lily Ying," with several major mergers, EDR's ambitions had inflated.


    "Is EDR going public that urgent?" Charles smiled, puzzled, "Listing a talent agent company isn't easy!"


    Even though EDR was the largest entertainment agency now, how much revenue could it have?


    "Take it slow. EDR's focus now is on the entertainment and sports sectors," Evelyn indeed had the idea of going public. There would definitely be difficulties, but problems needed solving.


    "That's fine. Since we're heading to Hong Kong anyway, you should also check out the Asian artist market. I have East Asia International there, and Lily Ying is also a shareholder..."


    Charles reminded her.
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    At night, by the northwestern corner of the Santa Monica Mountains near Lake Sino, in Kate Beckinsale's villa, Charles was sitting on the couch with his arms around Scarlett Johansson.


    "Now, your Black Widow is about to be famous worldwide," Charles said joyfully as his hands wandered on the bombshell's body.


    After all, Black Widow's screen time in Iron Man 2 wasn't much and definitely not as stunning as in The Avengers!


    "Pepper Potts, Thor's girlfriend, and now Black Widow," Scarlett Johansson said, leaning down to kiss Charles's exposed chest through his open robe.


    "So, did you give away a lot of Capet shares this time?" she asked.


    "Not really," Charles explained after kissing the lady for a while. "Some people don't have that much cash at once. Besides, AC Capital's current investments aren't bad either; Lululemon, Sands Entertainment, Starbucks, and Apple stock prices have gone up quite a bit!"


    "Anyway, congratulations," Scarlett Johansson said with a smile, removing her jacket and kissing Charles on the neck.


    Soon, Scarlett Johansson kneeled in front of Charles, who was leaning back on the couch with a pleased expression, caressing the blonde's hair.


    Kate Beckinsale walked out after her shower and saw this scene. She calmly came up to Charles, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him. "After The Avengers is released, it will definitely bolster Capet's stock price advantage!"


    "Darling, is this really the time to talk about this?" Charles said as he reached out and pulled the lady closer for a kiss...


    ...


    Because after The Avengers, they had to go to New York, Orlando, and other places for promotion, Charles parted ways with Kate Beckinsale and Scarlett Johansson the next day.


    Burbank, Capet Headquarters.


    "The News Corporation stock seems to have stopped falling?" Charles sat in his office chair with some surprise.


    "Yeah, it's dropped quite a bit," Phyllis Jones said with a bit of schadenfreude as she poured Charles a glass of wine, "Rupert Murdoch is currently trying to reassure the shareholders. Besides, such a big deal with the London phone hacking scandal, the lawsuit investigation is bound to be long, at least one or two years before it goes to court!"


    Charles took a sip of the wine, "I'm more concerned about the 9/11 investigation on our side. Is the FBI full of lazy bums? No news has come out. So far, only the News of the World in the UK has been shut down!"


    "Boss, it's tough to get the U.S. Justice Department to sue News Corporation. The fact that the FBI has committed to investigating is already hard enough," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "Hmph, remember the glory days a few years ago when News Corporation continuously acquired 34% shares of DirecTV and the Dow Jones Company?" Charles sneered. "They wanted to build a global satellite TV system by continent!"


    A few years ago, News Corporation was a real pain in the neck. Now, it's come back to bite them;


    The UK's newspaper assets were toxic, Fox News ratings in the U.S. plummeted, the full acquisition of Sky TV evaporated; Now, the only media News Corporation truly controls is in Australia!


    "Has the market value of News Corporation dropped by $20 billion this year?" Charles asked.


    Phyllis Jones shook her head, "Around $18 billion, just shy of $20 billion. Right now, News Corporation's stock value is over $42 billion."


    Charles stroked his chin. If News Corporation recovers from this, it should bounce back quickly. "Notify Molly to find some tabloids and say Wendi Deng's relationship with former British Prime Minister Tony Blair is not simple. After all, Wendi Deng and Tony Blair did meet several times this year..."


    "A former British Prime Minister and a fierce woman who just slapped a radical in the British Parliament," Phyllis Jones murmured, eyes sparkling, "This is definitely big news!"


    "Rupert Murdoch is 80, and Wendi Deng is only 43," Charles chuckled and continued, "Remember to leak the family discord news too. Rupert Murdoch's sons Lachlan Murdoch and James Murdoch, and his daughter Elisabeth Murdoch, all have huge conflicts with their stepmom, Wendi Deng..."


    Now is the low point for News Corporation. Not kicking them while they're down would be a huge missed opportunity!


    "Boss, your idea," Phyllis Jones was at a loss for words, but she heard Charles praising himself, "I know, it's a genius idea!"


    "I understand, Molly Bloom came back from the UK before. I'll inform her."


    Soon, Phyllis Jones left Charles's office.
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    With The Avengers premiering in 4,350 theaters across North America, its first weekend box office grossed a whopping 208 million, making it the highest-grossing movie for an opening weekend!


    Downtown Los Angeles, near California Plaza, Charles attended a charity auction at the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art.


    "Hey Horn, you interested in coming over to Universal? Michael Lynn is about to retire, and Universal still needs an operating president," Charles chatted with Alan Horn from Warner Bros. Universal had already heard that Warner Bros. wasn't planning to renew Alan Horn's contract, meaning he would leave Warner Bros. this year.


    Hearing Charles' invitation, Alan Horn was quite surprised, "Mr. Capet, your sources are really something!"


    Alan Horn's departure had only been decided internally at Warner Bros. in the past two to three days and had not been officially announced yet.


    Charles smiled, patted Alan Horn on the shoulder, "Give it a good think. You know Universal's momentum now. You and Donna Langley together could definitely take Universal to the next level!"


    Alan Horn nodded, "Thanks!"


    "I heard that the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art wants to imitate the annual charity gala of the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art and even got the Italian fashion brand Gucci to collaborate," Charles commented, eyeing Alan Horn, "What do you think, can they pull it off?"


    The Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art on the West Coast hoped to emulate the charity gala of the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art on the East Coast to become a signature event of the city.


    Alan Horn shook his head, "It's tough. The reputation of the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Museum of Modern Art is far higher than that of the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art. If it were the Los Angeles County Museum of Art leading it, there might be a chance!"


    "Yeah, some people and things just don't know their place," Charles said with a mocking tone, "like putting on a tiger's skin and ending up looking like a dog!"


    Alan Horn also responded with an awkward smile. Charles' implication was clear as day. The Marvel Cinematic Universe planned by Capet, starting with The Avengers, had an astonishing effect; Warner Bros., on the other hand, tried to establish the DC Extended Universe, planning to compete with Justice League, but unfortunately, Green Lantern didn't even come close to the success and acclaim of Iron Man!


    "Alright, I need to leave now," Charles had to fly to Hong Kong tomorrow.


    Alan Horn's situation could be handled entirely by the group's Nomination Committee, as Universal Entertainment was an essential aspect of the Capet Group!


    ...


    At the end of July, the Italian luxury brand Prada got listed on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange at an issue price of HKD 39.5 per share, offered 424 million shares (10%) in the IPO. The total share capital soared with a market value reaching nearly $11 billion.


    At the Peninsula Hotel in Hong Kong, Charles Capet clinked glasses with his mother and Lily Ying. "The Hong Kong stock market is really booming, huh?"


    Lily Ying took a sip of champagne, "European luxury brands still have a strong reputation, and the star-studded promotion strategy arranged by Mrs. Capet worked well. Prada listing in Hong Kong filled the luxury stock gap in the exchange."


    "No wonder everyone wants to go public; the financial market sure is a fast way to make money," Evelyn, who owned a considerable stake of Prada through her private investment company, commented. Her stake was now worth over $1.4 billion!


    Charles owned less than 4%, holding around just 100 million shares.


    Soon, Charles spotted Gao Yuanyuan from across the room.


    "10 million shares, nearly 400 million HKD, that's generous of you! Just gave them away," Gao Yuanyuan smiled as she clinked glasses with Charles.


    Charles wasn't bothered about his 100 million shares of Prada; he was planning to give them away.


    After all, when Capet went public, all the Hollywood women benefited too, receiving between 200,000 to 1 million Capet shares!


    "You deserve it! And I bet Lily Ying has given you some perks; you must've made quite a bit this time?" Charles joked.


    Gao Yuanyuan pursed her lips, "I'm Lily's right-hand woman, managing Red Fruit Entertainment!"


    ...


    Blue waters, clear skies, bright sunlight, and sea breezes surrounded the Starlight yacht anchored near Hong Kong. Charles lay on a deck chair, basking in a sunbath.


    After a while, Gao Yuanyuan came with some newspapers. "Charles, here's the international papers you wanted!"


    "Oh," Charles got up from the beach chair and moved to the shade nearby. "Thanks," he said, taking the papers and setting them aside while pulling the lady closer for a kiss.


    Gao Yuanyuan, with her amazing figure, leaned against Charles. "Want something to eat? I can get it for you."


    "Not really hungry," Charles chuckled and pulled Gao Yuanyuan onto his lap. "If you're hungry, just go get something for yourself."


    "I want to eat you..." Gao Yuanyuan whispered seductively into Charles's ear.


    Charles gave her thigh a gentle slap and caressed it, "Haven't you had enough these past two days?"


    Then, Charles began flipping through the newspapers beside him.


    Hong Kong had a lot of news regarding the UK, and right now, anything about News Corporation was big news, with plenty of coverage on Rupert Murdoch's wife, Wendi Deng.


    Unsurprisingly, there were scandals involving former UK Prime Minister Tony Blair and Wendi Deng, as well as stories about Wendi's disagreements with Rupert Murdoch's children.


    "News Corporation," Charles muttered to himself. It still had a powerful promotional capability.


    The entertainment section of the newspapers was filled with news about Marvel's The Avengers. Not only was it a blockbuster in North America, but it also performed crazily overseas. In just ten days, The Avengers had grossed 310 millions in North America and even more worldwide.
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    In the afternoon, Charles left the Starlight yacht and took Gao Yuanyuan to the Capet Universal (China) Pictures office. As the headquarters of Universal Entertainment's Asia-Pacific operations, Hong Kong's significance was unquestionable.


    Xu Xiaoling, as the head of the Asia-Pacific Film Division, had just spent $6 million to subscribe for 300,000 shares of Capet Holdings.


    "The consecutive blockbuster releases of The Green Hornet and Transformers: Dark of the Moon have proven that the Chinese market can now support several films with 1 billion RMB box office potential," said Xu Xiaoling, who was most concerned about the Sino-American film import agreement.


    "Are we confident about MPAA's position?" Charles smiled. "Don't worry. According to information from Washington, this is a clause that must be signed in the new trade agreement. Movies represent more than just economic interests. Washington probably values them even more than we in Hollywood do."


    Moreover, MPAA had been lobbying Congress on cultural affairs for overseas markets for a long time, with films being a crucial part of it.


    Xu Xiaoling nodded. "Remember that Chinese film investment company, DMG Entertainment?"


    "The one interested in Iron Man 3?" Charles laughed.


    "Yes, $30 million," Xu Xiaoling held up three fingers with a smile, "DMG Entertainment is willing to spend $30 million to buy the distribution rights for Iron Man 3 in China!"


    "$30 million?" Charles was taken aback, rubbing his chin, "DMG Entertainment, they really..."


    Charles was speechless. 


    "The box office for Iron Man 2 was less than 200 million RMB in China," Charles mused, tapping the table. 


    "They negotiated based on a box office estimate of 800 to 1 billion RMB. One of DMG Entertainment's partners is a former government official, so they have some unique connections," said Xu Xiaoling nonchalantly. "Maybe DMG Entertainment want to turn Iron Man 3 into a co-production?"


    "But there's no way Marvel would collaborate that deeply. Even if they doubled the offer to $60 million, Marvel wouldn't let them participate in the production," Charles shook his head. 


    For Iron Man 3, even if DMG Entertainment invested $30 million, it would only be for the Chinese distribution rights. Marvel might consider adding some Chinese cameo roles at most.


    "It doesn't matter. China has no clear guidelines for co-productions," Xu Xiaoling shrugged. "Here, personal relationships often outweigh laws, especially in business regulations."


    "Anyway, if DMG Entertainment spends $30 million to buy our Iron Man 3 distribution rights in China, we can meet their small demands within reason, like adding Chinese actors in minor roles or bringing Hollywood stars to China for promotions," said Xu Xiaoling.


    Charles laughed along, "Of course, we'll need to meet these basic terms."


    "DMG Entertainment has big ambitions; they've also invested in the Hollywood film Looper," Amelia had been following DMG Entertainment closely, impressed by their generosity.


    "Alright then, if DMG Entertainment is so generous, we shouldn't be stingy. We can accommodate their minor requests since their goal is to gain prestige through Iron Man 3," Charles knew all too well.


    Look, our company has invested in Universal Pictures' Iron Man 3...


    "Got it, I'll handle it!" said Xu Xiaoling.


    ...


    After traveling from Hong Kong to Beijing, Charles attended several semi-official discussions such as the Sino-American Film Summit and cultural exchange meetings.


    As for the Sino-American trade negotiations, there were specialists handling these matters. Charles participated as a Hollywood representative to secure benefits for film exports in the new trade talks.


    Outside the Jianguomen Street, Evelyn was in her office looking at her son who seemed uninterested in the Sino-American trade negotiations.


    "What's up? Not going well?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles shook his head, "It's going smoothly, but it's not going to wrap up quickly. I estimate that it won't be finalized until the end of the year. The details in these things are endless!"


    Charles then poured two glasses of red wine, handing one to his mother. 


    Evelyn looked at Charles, "Is Capet Universal interested in developing The Green Hornet 2?"


    Charles laughed, "The Green Hornet 2? We haven't thought about it yet. Maybe in the future; it's a film co-produced by Sony and Universal. Moreover, director Stephen Chow has already signed a new project with us!"


    "Are you talking about Kung Fu Hustle 2: Tai Chi?"


    "Of course not, it's just called Tai Chi," Charles shrugged.


    "If Sony Columbia were developing it, they'd definitely call it Kung Fu Hustle 2: Tai Chi. But at Universal, we're developing a completely new story."


    Evelyn tapped her fingers on her wine glass, "Do you think your Tai Chi will be released next year?"


    Charles shook his head, "No, it's scheduled for the year after. We're still adapting the script."


    "I'm going to meet with some local investment fund managers. I'll head back home in a couple of days. When are you going back?"


    "Me? I have to go to Shanghai to check on the Universal Studios resort and then to Osaka, Japan, where they're building the Harry Potter Wizarding World. I'll be back next month."


    Evelyn glared at him, "Don't you miss Dashiell at all?" She missed her grandson a lot after being away for so long.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles returned to a traditional courtyard house in Shunyi District. Compared to the Park Hyatt, he preferred it here.


    In the bedroom, Charles rolled off Lin Chi-ling with satisfaction, kissed her 34C chest twice, and smiled, "Red Fruit Entertainment is getting more impressive!"


    Lin Chi-ling, covered in sweat and blushing, cuddled up to Charles, "It's all thanks to you. These days, Yuanyuan has been accompanying Mrs. Capet and mentioned that Red Fruit Entertainment still has a lot of areas that need improvement."


    "It'll take time, no rush," Charles smiled, understanding that his mother liked to bring Hollywood's style into play.


    "When are you going to Shanghai?" Lin Chi-ling started kissing Charles' chest.


    Lin Chi-ling had also received 10 million in Prada stock, so she was very excited!


    Charles, holding Lin Chi-ling, enjoying her curves, said, "After my mom goes back."


    And then the woman lowered her head completely.


    "Mmm..." Charles ran his hands through her long hair, feeling highly pleased.
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    At Beijing International Airport, Charles Capet and Gao Yuanyuan took Evelyn Capet and her party to the plane. 


    In the evening, at Gao Yuanyuan's Kunming Lake Villa, Charles held the girl in his arms as they lay in the bathtub, "The Avengers is about to be released. You guys need to cooperate with the promotion, right?"


    "Yeah, Universal has always collaborated with Red Fruit. This time the promotion is huge," Gao Yuanyuan lay on Charles's chest, "The Avengers is raking in box office globally; we can't leave out the Chinese market!"


    "Hmm." Charles then lowered his head and kissed the girl in his arms.


    "Phew," Gao Yuanyuan, blushing, said after the kiss, "I heard Tai Chi is in preparation, with a $60 million investment from Universal, directed by Stephen Chow. Is it confirmed?"


    "Yeah, it's confirmed. You saw the performance of The Green Hornet. Not bad, right?" Charles was always confident in Stephen Chow and naturally wanted to push it forward.


    "Is Anne Hathaway still the lead actress?"


    "Not sure. Initially, we did consider Anne Hathaway, but with Stephen Chow's current script, the producers think Kristen Stewart might be a good fit, since the role requires a bit of a rebellious girl," Charles didn't hide anything.


    "Besides, Kristen Stewart has become a global sensation with the Twilight series over the past few years! Do you want to act?" Charles asked with a smile.


    "What do you think, even if I'm not the lead, I could still take a supporting role," Gao Yuanyuan blinked.


    "There's no script yet. You also appeared in Transformers 3, and those bit parts aren't really worth chasing, are they?" Charles asked, surprised.


    "No, it's just that having that Hollywood experience feels different, of course being the lead would be best, or at least an important role!" Gao Yuanyuan knew her current situation wasn't about competing for roles; it was just a bit of vanity talking.


    "How about a bit part in Marvel movies, would you like that?" Charles chuckled.


    "Forget it. I am indeed taking fewer roles now. Lin Chi-ling could make appearances in Hollywood films a few times," Gao Yuanyuan was shifting towards capital now. Playing around with movies was fine, but spending too much time preparing for roles wasn't feasible.


    "Once the script is done by the end of the year, we'll start officially casting. Let's see how it goes," this kind of thing was easy for Charles. With his status, arranging a few roles was effortless, not even needing to say a word!


    "Great..." Gao Yuanyuan said as she hugged Charles's head and kissed him. She hadn't had much chance to be intimate with Charles while accompanying his mother, Evelyn, recently!


    ...


    After staying in Beijing for a few more days, Charles flew to Shanghai in mid-August. 


    In last year December, the Shanghai Universal Studios Resort had started its official above-ground construction. After demolishing the original buildings, excavating farmlands, and leveling the land, followed by equipment entering the site, the planning road area of the resort was now done. The entire Universal Studios site was a huge construction site!


    Machines, construction workers, and various materials gathered there.


    "At the latest, we can open in 2015. Maybe even in the latter half of 2014," listening to the person in charge's introduction, Charles stroked his chin, feeling quite excited!


    ...


    Shanghai, Jiuting Villa in Pudong New Area.


    Liu Yifei was leaning against Charles Capet, as they watched news.


    "Charles, aren't those 10 million Prada shares too valuable?" Liu Yifei had come to Shanghai specifically for this conversation, taking a break from filming Painted Skin 3.


    "Just keep them. Prada stocks are only going to rise. It feels good to have money, doesn't it?" Charles smiled and gently stroked her face. "I heard you have a new movie coming out later this year?"


    Liu Yifei nodded. "It's a romance movie about getting over a breakup, releasing on November 11th, Singles' Day. We picked that date on purpose!"


    "November 11th, Singles' Day, very fitting," Charles said, leaning down to kiss Liu Yifei.


    She responded passionately, and when the kiss ended, Charles stroked her thigh and asked, "How much longer do you need to film Painted Skin 3?"


    "Well, we'll finish filming in November. We only started shooting in late June," Liu Yifei said, wrapping her arms around Charles's neck. "Why? Do you have something in mind?"


    "Nothing much, just wanted to take you on a vacation abroad," Charles said, slipping his hand under her shirt and kissing her neck.


    "Let's go to Europe for a vacation after Painted Skin 3," Charles suggested.


    "Okay," Liu Yifei agreed, and Charles carried her straight into the bedroom...


    ...


    At the U.S. consulate in Shanghai, Charles was there to understand the Sino-American trade negotiations.


    Shanghai Consul General Beatrice Kang had been there since 2009, serving as the chief business consul.


    "We in Hollywood don't care much about other trade partnerships, but movie imports between China and the U.S. really matter," Charles said, sipping his coffee.


    "You can see it too; the revenue split in China is unreasonable. Internationally, the norm for producers, distributors, and cinemas is 35:17:48. Besides North America and some other inaccessible markets, the same ratio applies to every country. But Hollywood movies reap too little profit in China!"


    Beatrice Kang nodded in agreement. "Charles, don't worry, our new trade agreement negotiations with China are progressing smoothly. Hollywood's entertainment industry is a key focus, and China has agreed in principle to increase the number of imported films and the revenue share for the producers!"


    Beatrice paused and then reminded Charles, "But regarding following international norms, you need to understand that it's impossible here. China is not like America. It's not a free-market economy, and they wouldn't allow a large-scale entry of Hollywood movies. The revenue split ratio will be increased, of course!"


    Beatrice knew MPAA had lobbied many congressional members, and with China's emerging market, Hollywood's interest was obvious. However, total market openness from China was not going to happen.


    Charles directly asked, "When can we expect a formal document?"


    "This..." Beatrice hesitated. "Early next year, an important Chinese official will visit the U.S. to sign the agreement," Beatrice eventually disclosed, knowing that Charles's influence made it unnecessary to hide anything.


    "Will the number of Hollywood imported revenue-sharing films and the revenue ratio double?" Charles frowned as he asked.


    The 2002 agreement allowed 20 films with a 13% revenue share!


    "Double?" Beatrice shook her head, a bit helplessly. "China agrees to add 15 IMAX 3D blockbuster films. As for the revenue-sharing ratio, 25% is the highest they are willing to offer."


    Charles tapped the table, "So starting from next year, the number of foreign revenue-sharing films in China will reach 35 movies with 25% of the revenue, which is indeed nearly double the previous rate!"


    No surprise, at least 30 of them would be handled by Hollywood, the remaining few by politically necessary countries!


    "Alright, I understand. I think MPAA can accept this ratio," Charles said, shaking hands with Beatrice. Compared to the Sino-American Movie Import Agreement ten years ago, the new one represented significant progress.


    Among MPAA's seven major members, Universal currently held the largest market share, making its voice influential!


    "Boss, where to next?" After leaving the consulate, assistant Amelia asked.


    "Universal Studios Japan in Osaka," Charles casually instructed after getting in the car. "Phyllis is already in Osaka, right?"


    "Yes, she is!"


    Phyllis Jones always made sure Charles's inspection trips were well arranged...
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    In Osaka, Japan, Charles Capet, accompanied by Takeshi Narita, inspected the construction project of The Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal Studios Japan Resort.


    "Osaka is still not as good as Tokyo," Charles said in the hotel suite, looking at the information package of Universal Studios Japan. The gap with Tokyo Disneyland was quite substantial.


    "Chairman, once The Wizarding World of Harry Potter opens, it will surely attract a large number of tourists!" explained Takeshi Narita, the person in charge of Universal Studios Japan, beside him.


    Charles rubbed his forehead, "This project for The Wizarding World of Harry Potter at Universal Studios Japan has a huge investment and must have good results. Tokyo Disneyland is just a licensed resort from Disney, and doesn't get much support directly from Disney. Discuss with the committee about introducing more local Japanese anime characters. It should improve things a bit!"


    "Understood, I will. Meanwhile, the Transformers zone in the park is very popular right now, and people are still purchasing Marvel merchandise," Takeshi Narita, who was under a lot of pressure, responded. The Harry Potter project was the most expensive zone in Universal Studios Japan.


    "Go ahead," Charles waved his hand, signaling Takeshi Narita to leave. 


    The Avengers had only made 3.6 billion yen at the box office in Japan, and the yen kept appreciating. Against the dollar, it broke 80, currently at 78. Now, 3.6 billion yen was only about 46 million dollars. 


    Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 2 made 9.6 billion yen in Japan, more than 120 million dollars. Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides also made 8.8 billion yen in Japan, over 110 million dollars!


    Japan didn't seem to love Marvel movies that much. The Avengers had set many new box office records in various countries and regions.


    Before long, Phyllis Jones came in and reported to Charles, "Kazuo Hirai, the CEO of Sony Interactive Entertainment, has taken over as president of the Sony Group. He is confirmed to take over as chairman and CEO of the Sony Group next year!"


    Charles touched his chin. "Hm, Howard Stringer is stepping down."


    With Sony entering the Kazuo Hirai era, Charles wasn't happy. Sony's performance under Howard Stringer was declining, which was a good thing for them.


    "No choice. Sony has been losing money for four consecutive years, with no improvement in performance. Sony America's entertainment business, which he oversees, is also in the same state," Phyllis Jones shrugged.


    "And there's good news too!", she added.


    "What's the good news?" Charles asked.


    "Alan Horn has agreed to join our Universal Pictures Group as co-president of Universal Pictures Entertainment, starting in November!"


    "Oh, that's indeed good news," Charles nodded. "Universal is now mainly into high-concept films, and Alan Horn has a lot of experience in this field!"


    Then, Phyllis Jones sat on Charles's lap and whispered, "News Corp is in a mess now. Wendi Deng is meeting Tony Blair frequently. And, there's a lot of conflict within the Murdoch family. Many News Corp shareholders believe that Rupert Murdoch can't lead the company effectively anymore!"


    Charles chuckled, "Is there any news about News Corp splitting up?"


    The income from newspaper and publishing businesses and the film and TV entertainment business was on completely different levels. If News Corp split up, Rupert Murdoch would inevitably face internal power struggles.


    Just like Viacom and CBS, both the Murdoch and Redstone families used a small amount of group shares to control most of the voting rights through their networks. They weren't harmonious within the family.


    "News Corp splitting up? Nothing has come out yet," Phyllis Jones said, then remembered something else, "Rupert Murdoch's second son, James Murdoch, resigned from his positions as chairman of News International and CEO of Sky Television. This was because a former News Corp employee accused him of lying at the hearings, misleading the committee!"


    James Murdoch's resignation from the roles in News Corp was forced. Though News of the World had stopped publishing, its impact wasn't over yet.


    "James Murdoch," Charles knew him well. Resigning now was just for show. Once things calmed down, he'd probably be reinstated.


    And Rupert Murdoch's first son, Lachlan Murdoch, managing their business in Australia, couldn't be forgotten either!


    "Send some 'gifts' to James Murdoch in Britain through Molly Bloom. That bastard dared to threaten your boss back then," Charles sought revenge. "Now is the perfect time to beat a downed dog!"


    With so many radicals in Britain now, sending James Murdoch some dead rats, bullets, or splashing paint and throwing eggs were all normal operations.


    "Understood," Phyllis Jones said, hugging Charles's neck. "I'll go back and meet Molly Bloom then. Boss, when are you coming back?"


    "Next month. I'll vacation in Asia for a bit first," Charles said as he slid his hand into the woman's shirt, feeling her chest.


    "Alright, that's good," Phyllis Jones knew there were indeed many issues in Europe and the U.S. right now, with more protests due to unemployment.


    Then, Phyllis Jones leaned close to Charles's ear and seductively asked, "Boss, how do you plan to reward me?"


    Charles smiled, kissed her cheek, and said, "How about I reward you with some protein?"


    "Ha!" Phyllis Jones laughed and kissed Charles eagerly.
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    The next morning, Phyllis Jones directly flew back to the United States.


    In the evening, Kyoko Fukada brought Haruna Kojima from AKB48 to the hotel where Charles was staying.


    In the large bath in the bathroom, Kyoko Fukada and Haruna Kojima leaned against Charles. "Onii-san, why didn't you go to Tokyo after you were done?"


    "You can come here just the same," Charles said, thinking that Fukushima was too close to Tokyo. Who knew if the nuclear radiation affected Tokyo?


    As he spoke, he squeezed Kyoko Fukada's chest and then leaned in to kiss Haruna Kojima.


    After an unknown amount of time, Charles lay beside the pool, and Haruna Kojima came over and served him.


    Afterwards, Kyoko Fukada, who was tired, sat next to Charles, her body pressing tightly against him, showing off her 34E figure.


    "Onii-san, do you miss Haruka Ayase? She's in Tokyo now," Kyoko Fukada whispered in Charles' ear.


    In terms of figure, Haruka Ayase's 34F was the best, followed by Kyoko Fukada's 34E, and Haruna Kojima's 34D was also quite good.


    "Heh, we'll go to Tokyo tomorrow, and then head to Okinawa for a vacation," Charles said and started kissing Kyoko Fukada.


    As for Tokyo, Charles really didn't want to stay there for long now, it was better to stay far from Fukushima!


    Soon, the next afternoon, Charles took Kyoko Fukada and Haruna Kojima back to Tokyo.


    ...


    Charles stayed in Osaka for three days, then took Haruka Ayase, Kyoko Fukada, Nana Eikura, and Keiko Kitagawa to Okinawa for a vacation; Blue sky, white clouds, waves, beaches, and sexy bikinis, Charles was quite satisfied.


    "Onii-san, you're really amazing," Keiko Kitagawa said, coming to Charles who was lying under a beach umbrella on the beach.


    Charles was appreciating the sexy figures of Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase in bikinis on the beach when Keiko Kitagawa suddenly showed up.


    Charles was thinking about why he hadn't heard any news about James Murdoch in the UK.


    Seeing Charles staring ahead, where Eikura Nana seemed to be playing in the water, Keiko Kitagawa asked, "Onii-san, does Nana Eikura have a good figure?"


    "Ah," Charles, coming back to his senses, was first stunned and then understood. He took off his sunglasses and saw Nana Eikura not far away.


    "Quite good, tall and long legs," Charles said, rubbing Keiko Kitagawa's body, "How's East Asia Japan doing now?"


    Keiko Kitagawa leaned against Charles, "Very well, we've invested in several TV dramas, and the artists are all working. AKB48 is very busy. Otherwise, Haruna Kojima and others could have come as well. Nozomi Sasaki and Satomi Ishihara are also filming in Tokyo!"


    "Don't worry, you all can go to a private island in Southeast Asia or Hawaii for a vacation, " Charles smiled, "Let's go, it's a bit too hot here, let's go back and rest!"


    Then Charles took Keiko Kitagawa back to the hotel room, and with Keiko serving him, took a fragrant bath.


    ...


    At night, in the hotel bedroom.


    "Ugh..." Charles Capet was lying on top of Ayase Haruka, passionately kissing the girl.


    "Oni-san!" Ayase Haruka wrapped her arms around Charles's neck, breathing heavily.


    "Yeah," Charles looked up; Haruka's 34F chest was hard to handle.


    Charles turned over, letting Haruka lie on top of him.


    "Oni-san, does it feel good?" Haruka rubbed against Charles.


    "Yeah, it's amazing," Charles felt the pressure from Haruka's 34F chest and began to caress her back. "I don't even want to go back!"


    "Oni-san can stay in Japan for a longer time," Haruka suggested. "It's a good time to travel to Hokkaido too."


    "Really? Maybe I'll go there if I get the chance," Charles said, embracing Haruka and starting to kiss her again.


    In no time, Haruka was sitting on top of Charles, "Oni-san, I don't have many projects this year, I can spend more time with you!"


    Charles placed his hand on Haruka's 34F, "Then we can go somewhere else after that. Always feel there's radiation in Japan."


    "Okay..."


    ...


    Despite Charles's enjoyment in Japan, James Murdoch in London was having a rough time!


    In the afternoon in London, in the Mayfair district, another batch of protestors gathered at the News International Group's entrance. It seemed like there were always various protests against the News Group these days.


    Fleet Street, James Murdoch's car had just stopped in front of the villa when a group of protestors holding signs surrounded it, chanting slogans.


    "Executioner, get out of Britain!"


    "Australian clown!"


    "Agent of Satan!"


    A group of security personnel escorted James Murdoch out of the car. Looking troubled, James asked his bodyguard, "Why have there been so many protests lately?"


    "Mr. Murdoch, we are not sure. Suddenly, groups have gathered at the entrance of each newspaper in the News Group," the bodyguard explained.


    "Sigh, forget it," James Murdoch needed to move to the suburbs quickly.


    "Hey, James, you're a heartless devil, an Australian scumbag," the radicals shouted insults...


    "Bang, bang, bang," a barrage of rotten eggs came flying like rain. "Sir, get inside," the bodyguards quickly shielded James Murdoch into the house.


    But, how could he escape getting hit by that many eggs?


    James Murdoch got hit by at least four eggs, with egg shells and yolk sticking to his hair and clothes.


    "Ah, damn it!" Once inside, James Murdoch immediately took off his suit, yelling furiously at the crowd outside.


    He had been frustrated with some weird packages he'd been receiving lately, and now, he got pelted with rotten eggs by protestors?


    With messy hair and stinky clothes, James Murdoch angrily rushed to the bathroom.


    Outside, the security kept a close watch on the protestors, wary that they might storm the entrance!


    In a car parked not far away, Molly Bloom, wearing sunglasses, put down her binoculars, exhaling, "Finally, the opportunity came!"


    She sent a message and then started the car and left.


    James Murdoch getting pelted with rotten eggs was big news, especially since the British Parliament's investigation into the News of the World scandal was still ongoing!


    Soon, videos and images of James Murdoch getting hit by rotten eggs became headlines online;


    Photos of him, dodging into the house covered in egg, quickly spread from London.
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    In Okinawa, Japan, Charles Capet sat on the couch, browsing the news online. Seeing the footage of James Murdoch getting hit with rotten eggs, he was genuinely happy.


    "Not bad, their slogans were great," Charles was on the phone with Phyllis Jones.


    "Yeah, a few days ago we also sent him some stuff by mail, but not sure if he got them. His spokesperson hasn't said anything," Phyllis Jones sounded somewhat disappointed.


    "Doesn't matter, he's probably got some trauma now," Charles thought it was great.


    "By the way, Boss, when I was back in the US, I heard there's been progress in the NFL labor negotiations. The lockout might end soon," said Phyllis Jones, who had returned from Japan to the US, and then traveled to the UK with Molly Bloom.


    "Really?" Charles hadn't paid much attention.


    "The Premier League has started here too, and Arsenal beat Manchester United in the Community Shield. We're the favorites to win the league again!"


    Charles laughed, "Oh, since when did you start following football? Nice! By the way, which movie is Universal releasing this month?"


    "Source Code, a sci-fi thriller starring Jake Gyllenhaal; its opening weekend grossed $16 million, not bad, good reviews," Phyllis Jones quickly responded. "Source Code cost about $30 million to make, with funding from Summit Entertainment!"


    "Source Code," Charles remembered the movie, one of the projects left by Universal.


    "Next month, Capet Studios' drama Silver Linings Playbook is releasing, it got great reviews at the internal screening," came the voice over the phone.


    Silver Linings Playbook, starring Anne Hathaway and Bradley Cooper, was adapted from the novel.


    It was something Charles had specifically produced for Anne Hathaway to compete for the Best Actress Oscar!


    Then in October, horror films Insidious and Paranormal Activity 3 would be released. After that, the big commercial films: The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1, The Incredible Hulk 2, and Skyfall!


    "Got it."


    ...


    In New York, Manhattan, at the headquarters of News Corporation, Rupert Murdoch and other shareholders held a shareholders' meeting.


    "Rupert, you know what's happening in London. The newspaper business under News Corporation is facing huge challenges. This needs to be resolved quickly," a shareholder directly reminded.


    Recently, the news of James Murdoch being pelted with eggs by protesters at the gate of his villa went viral, causing News Corporation's stock price to trend downward.


    Previously, Wendi Deng slapped News Corporation's stock price back up, but with the successive appearance of disputes within the Murdoch family and rumors about Wendi Deng and former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, News Corporation was busy putting out fires everywhere!


    "Rupert, we all know the problems with our British newspaper assets are starting to impact our American assets," another shareholder spoke up.


    "We can't let the bad reputation of News of the World affect our American entertainment business. Fox News can't handle this kind of trouble!"


    "Yes, Rupert, you also need to make a decision quickly."


    "Yep, we can't let this affect Fox's credibility in the U.S...."


    What's the main business in America? Fox News, Fox Broadcasting Network, Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation, and DirecTV. The Wall Street Journal and HarperCollins Publishers are not that important!


    Rupert Murdoch looked at these shareholders, clearly understanding their thoughts.


    "Now the profitability of publishing and newspaper businesses within News Corporation is getting lower, while the revenue from TV, movie entertainment, and other businesses is getting higher. "I know this, and you all know it too!" Rupert Murdoch said, putting his hand on the table, "But, The Wall Street Journal, The Times, The Sun, and The Sunday Times are also important platforms for our external publicity. TV stations combined with newspapers are the foundation of our standing in the world media, even though the impact of the Internet has hit traditional publishing hard. But newspapers as important political tools still hold their position. Everyone wants to split News Corporation now, but I think it's unwise!"


    The publishing and newspaper business of News Corporation was the foundation of Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation.


    However, everyone now hoped that News Corporation could split off these less profitable publishing and newspaper businesses.


    "Rupert," said John Malone, chairman of Liberty Media and the second-largest shareholder. "News Corporation operates globally, but 70% of the revenue comes from the United States and 30% internationally. And in the United States, 70% of the revenue belongs to Twentieth Century Fox Entertainment, which means the Fox Television Network and Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation. It's very clear that now, the related businesses of film and television entertainment are our main sources of income!"


    John Malone looked at Rupert Murdoch, "Rupert, now splitting News Corporation is indeed a method to solve the problem. First, it can prevent the toxic newspaper assets in Britain from affecting the business in the United States. Second, it can also lighten the burden on the rapidly developing film and television entertainment businesses."


    John Malone's opinion was significant. Now he and many shareholders supported the split, making Rupert Murdoch and his supporters take this situation seriously.


    Rupert Murdoch listened, his face looking a bit grim. It seemed News Corporation was indeed facing a huge crisis this time!


    ...


    Elsewhere, while on vacation in Okinawa, Charles directly took Kyoko Fukada and four others to Hong Kong and checked into a villa in Deep Water Bay.


    In the living room, Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase had just come up from the pool, their sexy bikinis not hiding their figures at all.


    "What is this, Oni-san?" Kyoko Fukada asked, holding a file in her hand.


    "Prada shares, 1 million shares!" Charles said, hugging the lady and kissing her. "Now Prada's stock price is 45 Hong Kong dollars per share."


    Kyoko Fukada exclaimed, "Ah, that's 45 million Hong Kong dollars! Oni-san..."


    Haruka Ayase also picked up her share, which was the same as Kyoko Fukada's!


    "Now the exchange rate is about 1 Hong Kong dollar to 10 yen," Charles reminded.


    "Yeah, 450 million yen," Haruka Ayase's eyes widened. Now her drama fee per episode was only 1.1 million yen, and a commercial was about 10 million yen!


    "Oni-san, is this for us?" Kyoko Fukada moved closer to Charles.


    "Of course," Charles hugged both Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase. "You can take more rest. You were the first to follow me, no need to work so hard! Especially you, Haruka. I heard you've been shooting a lot of films in recent years," Charles said, kissing Haruka Ayase for a while.


    After the kiss, Haruka Ayase blushed and leaned on Charles's chest. "Yes, I have a longer break this year."


    Compared to Kyoko Fukada, who became famous early, Haruka Ayase had indeed been working very hard in recent years.


    "Oni-san," Kyoko Fukada tightly hugged Charles's arm, "I want to travel to America!"


    "Sure," Charles had no objections, "By the way, Kyoko, I also prepared about 1 million shares for the others, each with 250,000 shares. Give it to them when the time comes."


    Kyoko Fukada nodded, "It's really happy to be Oni-san's woman!"


    "Oni-san, when will you go back to the country?" Kyoko Fukada asked. "I need to go back to Japan."


    "Don't worry, there's still time. I'll be in Hong Kong for the next few days, so come over, and we'll go to America together," Charles said, pointing to Haruka Ayase, who was in his arms. "She said she didn't have anything to do and will stay here for the next few days."


    "Kyoko-senpai, do you need me to accompany you back to Japan?" Haruka Ayase asked.


    Kyoko Fukada shook her head, "No need, I can go back myself. However, Keiko and Nanao should also return to Japan, they have work too!"


    "You decide. I'm going for a swim," Charles stood up and left.


    "Splash..."


    "Oni-san," Keiko Kitagawa and Nanao in the pool exclaimed together.


    "Mmm," Charles directly lifted Nanao out of the pool and started kissing her; the figure of the model indeed felt different.


    "Mmm," Nanao responded enthusiastically, and Keiko Kitagawa also came over and pressed against Charles's back, "Are we going on a yacht to enjoy the Hong Kong night scene tonight?"


    "Yeah, we're going to sea tonight," Charles said, pulling Keiko Kitagawa to the front, hugging the two of them and leaning against the pool. "Hong Kong's night scene is very beautiful!"
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    "Onii-san, we're heading back!" Keiko Kitagawa said, giving Charles a hug.


    "Mm, come visit the States if you get a chance," Charles replied with a smile.


    Kyoko Fukada returned to Japan with Keiko Kitagawa and Nanao, while Haruka Ayase stayed in Hong Kong.


    ...


    In Los Angeles, at the Capet Mansion in Holmby Hills, Evelyn sat on the sofa and kissed little Dashiell on the cheek. The little guy grinned.


    "Hey, Dashiell, you're awesome!" Evelyn couldn't get enough of her grandson.


    Britney Spears came over after taking a phone call. "Ma'am, have you heard about that Malaysian billionaire Jho Low?"


    "Yes, I know him, the head of a Malaysian investment company," Evelyn said knowingly. "Have you been in contact with him?"


    "Uh-huh, his team invited me to perform at his birthday party," Britney said, taking a seat on the sofa as well. "But I've already declined."


    One Malaysia Development Berhad, often abbreviated as 1MDB, was the Malaysian sovereign wealth fund that fueled Jho Low's lavish lifestyle.


    Evelyn chuckled. "Don't worry about him. Formal business collaborations are fine, but these birthday parties? Not worth it. You're not short of gigs right now."


    "How's the concert preparation going?" Evelyn asked.


    "It starts in November, a North American tour as my comeback," Britney replied. She had been working out to appear her best.


    "Good. No need to rush, take your time to rest," Evelyn said, handing Dashiell back to Britney.


    "Yeah, I got it!"


    ...


    Back at the EDR headquarters, Evelyn's assistant reported, "Many NBA players are preparing to sign short-term contracts with overseas leagues!"


    "The negotiations between the NBA league and the players' union don't seem to be making any progress," Evelyn said, shaking her head in resignation. They couldn't stop the players from chasing gold elsewhere.


    "How about the NFL?" Evelyn inquired.


    The assistant nodded. "Yes, they've reached a preliminary agreement. The NFL lockout might be ending soon!"


    Since EDR merged with IMG, they had acquired many sports stars, dominating in both NBA and NFL. With both leagues in a lockout, it was crucial to stay updated.


    "What's the box office for The Avengers right now?" Evelyn asked nonchalantly, leaning back in her chair.


    "It's over 550 million dollars in North America, and even more overseas. The global box office for The Avengers is now $1.3 billion," the assistant responded promptly.


    "And Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 2?"


    "North America is at $350 million, and $900 million overseas. However, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 2 was released earlier than The Avengers, but now its box office is surpassed. The Avengers is definitely this year's box office champion!"


    Evelyn was impressed. "Four movies have grossed over $1 billion globally this summer alone!"


    The Avengers, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows - Part 2, Transformers: Dark of the Moon, and Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides.


    Capet Universal also had half of the highest-grossing blockbusters. They also had The Hangover Part II at $500 million and Fast & Furious 5 at $600 million global box office.


    By November, Capet Universal still had Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1, The Incredible Hulk 2, and Skyfall lined up, all heavy hitters.


    No wonder Capet wanted to go public this year, with such astonishing box office results!


    "Set up a meeting with all the department heads for Friday," Evelyn instructed.


    ...


    At the Deep Water Bay villa, Son Ye-jin from Korea embraced Charles, "Oppa!"


    "Mm, sit down first," Charles wrapped his arms around Son Ye-jin and sat her on the sofa. Lin Chi-ling also came to Hong Kong, but she went shopping with Haruka Ayase.


    "Since Cannes, it's been several months," Son Ye-jin smiled.


    "Here's 3 million shares of Prada stock. You take 2 million shares, and split the rest among them," Charles said as he leaned into the girl's neck, "Currently, each share is worth 45 Hong Kong dollars!"


    "Ah, thank you, Oppa," the 2 million shares amounted to about 17 billion Korean won. Son Ye-jin said this and then kissed Charles willingly.


    After responding for a while, Charles reminded her while holding her, "Tonight, after they return, we'll go spend some time together at Lan Kwai Fong..."


    "Sounds good," Son Ye-jin nodded, "The Avengers did quite well at the box office in Korea, perhaps because of the previous promotional activities. But, Transformers 3 outperformed The Avengers at the box office in Korea. The box office champion this year should be Transformers 3!"


    "I heard you invested in a movie based on the real-life scandal of sexual assault at a school for the deaf? It's called The Crucible, right?" Charles had heard Lin Chi-ling mention this bold-themed work.


    Son Ye-jin nodded, "Oppa knows about this movie too? The main actor, Gong Yoo, insisted on filming it, but couldn't secure investment initially, so we partnered with CJ E&M to develop it. It will be released next month. A very heavy, tragic feel, very realistic!"


    Charles knew The Crucible well, it directly led to legislative changes in Korea.


    But what Charles admired most was the bold and direct themes of Korean movies!


    Some Korean movie themes were even too daring for America to attempt.


    ...


    While Charles was on vacation in Hong Kong, a storm was brewing in America due to the financial tsunami triggered by the subprime mortgage crisis.


    It led to many Americans, especially young Americans, facing high unemployment rates and massive debts (like student loans). From their own suffering, many gradually fostered hostility and hatred toward financial and big capital.


    Plus, the rapid rise of social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter made it easy for these suffering young people to connect through the internet.


    The participation and coordination of some non-profit organizations led many dissatisfied individuals to plan a counterattack against capitalists, targeting the world capital center - Wall Street.


    In Manhattan, demonstrators appeared in the wealthy Fifth Avenue neighborhood and the Upper East Side/Wall Street financial district.


    Protesters flooded the streets of New York, expressing dissatisfaction with America's wealth distribution and government policies favoring the wealthy!


    At the forefront was Rupert Murdoch, the troubled CEO of News Corporation. His Upper East Side mansion attracted many protesters.


    Other figures like JP Morgan Chairman and CEO Jamie Dimon, industrial magnate David Koch and Guggenheim Securities Co-chairman Jim Milstein, and hedge fund king John Paulson also had protesters gathering outside their mansions.


    At the Huffington Post headquarters, Ariana Huffington and Ivanka were watching the news, "Seems like more and more people are gathering!"


    Ivanka nodded, "Social media has made things very convenient," she laughed, "If Charles knew that his Twitter helped protesters gather quickly, wonder what he'd think?"


    "The main targets are still financial tycoons, Charles should be fine!" Ariana Huffington clearly saw that the main targets were the financial circles, though other tycoons were also in the crosshairs.


    As for Rupert Murdoch, that was because his News Corporation was involved in a wiretapping scandal and had a very bad reputation!


    "Let's see how things develop..."
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    Early Morning, Deep Water Bay Villa, Hong Kong, Charles came down from Lin Chi-ling.


    "Charles," Lin Chi-ling's face was rosy as she kissed Charles' chest, "So, not planning to go back recently?"


    "Of course I will go back, but things are a bit unstable over there right now," Charles smiled.


    "Really?" Lin Chi-ling, holding onto Charles' shoulder, reminded him, "It's the end of the month, the Venice Film Festival has opened. Aren't you going to check it out?"


    "Why, does Red Fruit Entertainment have a work nominated at the Venice Film Festival? Or, are you and Gao Yuanyuan going there?" Charles asked, reaching out to caress her chest.


    Lin Chi-ling shook her head, "We went to Cannes before, that's enough. We won't go to Venice!"


    Finishing her words, Lin Chi-ling dived under the blanket.


    "Phew," Charles gazed at the ceiling, feeling her service.


    ...


    Around noon, Charles met Jeffrey Katzenberg at the Mandarin Oriental Hotel.


    "Good afternoon, Charles. The Shanghai Universal Studios Resort project is going very well. It will surely impress once completed," Jeffrey Katzenberg said, stirring his coffee.


    Charles noticed a confident glow on Jeffrey Katzenberg's face.


    "The distribution contract for DreamWorks Animation after next year needs to be discussed, right?" Charles asked, knowing that DreamWorks Animation was just a production company and reliant on big Hollywood companies for distribution.


    Especially for animated features, the promotional strategies are much less compared to live-action films, which highlights the importance of the distribution company!


    Jeffrey Katzenberg smiled, "The contract with Paramount doesn't expire until next year, so we will start talking to other distributors then. Universal's interest in DreamWorks Animation isn't that high, is it?"


    Because Capet Pictures merged with Universal Animation, and the performance of this year's release, Hop, was quite good. Moreover, Capet Pictures' second independent production, The Lorax, was to be released next year!


    Charles shook his head, "The DreamWorks Animation library is a great addition to Capet's children's cartoon market. Our timing for entering the children's animation market was too late!"


    Jeffrey Katzenberg understood what Charles meant and laughed, "Charles, DreamWorks Animation is also expanding. We're trying hard to develop movie-themed parks. Although it is very challenging, I won't give up the chance for DreamWorks Animation to rise!"


    Charles smiled, nodded, "I understand your thoughts, and if you find this path unfeasible in the future, Jeffrey, you should know that the only competitor to Disneyland right now is our Universal Studios. And the one most likely to surpass Disney is Capet. You agree, right?"


    Looking at how, with the economic recovery, visitors to Disneyland increased, pushing Disney's stock price up; Capet had just gone public and dominated Hollywood box offices. Should Disney complete its IP layout, it would be quite difficult for anyone else!


    Jeffrey Katzenberg thought about it. Now, Time Warner, Capet Universal, and Disney are first-tier; the other five are second-tier. Even Comcast's acquisition of MGM can't compare, as they're primarily a cable operator offering content.


    "Charles, I understand what you mean," Jeffrey Katzenberg assured, "If I retire and need to find a home for DreamWorks Animation, Capet Universal will be my first choice."


    This claim was similar to George Lucas promising to hand over Lucasfilm to Disney. But George Lucas was the sole owner of Lucasfilm. However, DreamWorks Animation was a publicly-traded company. Even though Jeffrey Katzenberg's suggestion was important, it wasn't decisive!


    Jews, huh...


    "Jeffrey, this would be the best future for DreamWorks Animation," Charles extended his hand to shake Jeffrey Katzenberg's.


    ...


    After leaving the Mandarin Oriental Hotel, Charles returned to Universal's Hong Kong headquarters.


    "How did the negotiations with Jeffrey Katzenberg go?" Xu Xiaoling asked, pouring Charles a glass of red wine.


    Charles took a sip and shook his head, "This guy, what can I say, he's somewhat stubborn. Maybe he's envious, seeing the revenue from Disneyland and our Universal Studios theme park model, now he's gathering worldwide investment to support his dream of a movie-themed park, primarily targeting funds from China and the Middle East!"


    Xu Xiaoling was puzzled, "Wouldn't that be a good way out?"


    Charles shrugged, "Indeed it would, but you must ensure the quality and influence of your works. Look at DreamWorks Animation now; it's visibly declining. Lack of new ideas, sequels to old IPs with declining reputation. DreamWorks Animation is a public company and needs to file reports. Currently, DreamWorks Animation's income still mainly relies on the films themselves, including box office, DVD sales, and TV licenses with some commercial licensing."


    In Universal Studios Singapore, there were quite a few licensed properties from DreamWorks Animation, but since the whole park operated on a licensing model, DreamWorks Animation's returns from Universal Studios Singapore weren't significant; after all, the park's scale was only so large!


    With animation and visual effects studios springing up in recent years, the high cost of labor in Hollywood led film companies to outsource. Canada and Australia were the first tier, followed by outsourcing to Asia.


    DreamWorks Animation and Pixar stood out due to strong original ideas. Without creativity, these animation and VFX studios would be like any other studio!


    Jeffrey Katzenberg's strength should have been in content production, but he insisted on playing with capital?


  




  Chapter 697: Occupy Wall Street Movement


  

    As September arrived, protests in Manhattan, New York continuously escalated.


    "Is anyone staging a sit-in near Wall Street?" Charles, who had been in Hong Kong recently, hadn't been paying much attention. Lin Chi-ling had gone to Taipei, Son Ye-jin had returned to South Korea, but Ayase Haruka had no plans.


    That morning, Charles was still lying in bed with Ayase Haruka when he received a phone call from Phyllis Jones.


    Immediately getting up and heading to the balcony, he said, "Protests and demonstrations are normal!"


    "Boss, the protests started last month in the wealthy areas of Manhattan and around Wall Street to protest wealth inequality. Now, there's a trend of expansion. It's not just the wealthy areas and Wall Street; Central Park and Washington Square Park also have demonstrators. And it looks like San Francisco has also seen protests in their financial district!"


    Charles's eyes shifted; this sounded like the Occupy Wall Street movement. "Are you saying this is spreading to other cities now?"


    "Yes, San Francisco's financial district is the second city, and Washington D.C. is the third!"


    Phyllis Jones was quite excited over the phone, "I heard it's going to spread to more cities, like Chicago, Boston, Dallas, Los Angeles, Atlanta, Philadelphia, and Seattle next."


    Charles scratched his chin. "Is this going to spread to Europe next? Are there a lot of people?"


    "We can control it for now, but every day new people join. Boss, even in front of Capet Center Tower, there are protests!"


    "No way! I was once one of them. I didn't make my money from finance; the subprime mortgage crisis was caused by those Wall Street investors," Charles retorted.


    "I saw the news about lots of people in front of Rupert Murdoch's New York mansion. I thought it was because of the phone hacking scandal!"


    "Alright, is there any good news?" Charles understood the animosity towards the rich, having once felt the same.


    Now, although wealthy, he understood the mindset. After all, the rich enjoyed various benefits and policies, yet couldn't even pay normal taxes.


    Buffett and Bill Gates paid fewer taxes each year than a Capet Company consumer products manager!


    "Good news? Yes, the NFL and the players' union successfully negotiated, and the NFL officially ended the lockout today!"


    "Oh, that's indeed good news," Charles said. It was morning for him, but night in America.


    "Boss, also, Mrs. Capet went on vacation to Colorado. It seems many wealthy people are going on vacations," Phyllis Jones reminded Charles.


    Charles laughed, "I guess they don't want to face this hassle. They probably want to wait it out and come back later! Don't worry, I understand..."


    Charles hung up the phone. The Occupy Wall Street movement wouldn't end quickly; it was still only in a few cities.


    It would slowly sweep across America and spread to European cities!


    "I was planning to return to America this month," Charles shook his head quickly, deciding not to return.


    He immediately called his mother, Evelyn Capet. "Mom, are you at the Capet Ranch Estate in Colorado?"


    "Yes, I brought Dashiell over here as well. It's not very peaceful in America right now; you know that, right?" Evelyn's voice on the phone seemed a bit unsteady.


    "Oh, it's good to be there. This won't end soon; it needs government intervention," Charles didn't really care. After all, the rich were never in real trouble.


    "It's all a mess. I heard from Gavin Newsom that the government won't interfere with public gatherings."


    "Don't worry. When things get worse, they won't say that anymore," Charles dismissed. "The rich don't care about your party or ideology. If it affects their lives, you're a criminal to them!"


    "Well, you're not in America," Evelyn said over the phone. "Anyway, it wouldn't change anything even if you were."


    After finishing the call with his mother, Charles stared at the sea view. Protests targeting government's wealthy policies and wealth distribution?


    "Ah, what a pity," Charles wasn't worried. Everything in America was controlled by the rich.


    "Hey," Charles returned to the bedroom and saw Ayase Haruka sitting up, her 34F figure barely covered by a sexy camisole.


    "Mm, you're awake," Charles sat down, pulled Ayase Haruka into his arms, and kissed her, his hand reaching for her seductive 34F.


    "So, where do you want to go on vacation? We've been in Hong Kong for several days now," Charles asked while fondling her.


    "Vacation? Well, Ye-jin said Dubai is nice. Should we go there?" Ayase Haruka responded.


    "Dubai, huh?" Charles chuckled. He hadn't been there.


    Nodding, he said, "Sure, why not. When is Kyoko coming?"


    "Kyoko will be here tomorrow. She's been handling some stuff for East Asia, Japan. She arranged her work already!" Ayase Haruka kissed Charles's chest and then moved downward...


    "Okay..." Charles sat back, stroking Ayase Haruka's hair and said, "Call Son Ye-jin too. I'll take all three of you to Dubai!"


    A soft murmur was Ayase Haruka's response as she moved her hand over Charles's abs.


    ...


    At the Capet Ranch Estate in Colorado, Evelyn lay in bed beside Cate Blanchett.


    "That boy still knows to call and check," Evelyn chuckled.


    "That's Charles, right? He hasn't seen Dashiell in a while, has he?" Cate Blanchett asked.


    "Nearly two months," Evelyn didn't mind. Britney had also gone to New York.


    "By the way, put off the Sydney Theater's activities for now. We need more visibility in Hollywood. Last year's Robin Hood was a flop," Evelyn reminded Cate Blanchett. "I'll help you go for the Oscar for best actress!"


    "I know; I'm here this time to focus on movies," Cate Blanchett said as she pulled Evelyn in for a kiss...


  




  Chapter 698: So Many Princes


  

    In Dubai, located along the coast of the Persian Gulf, Charles arrived at the Atlantis Resort on Palm Island with Ayase Haruka, Son Ye-jin, and Kyoko Fukada.


    It was a beautiful day, with waves, sunshine, and beaches creating a dazzling scene. Sheikh Mansour, a member of the Abu Dhabi royal family and the owner behind Manchester City, hosted Charles.


    On the yacht's deck in the Persian Gulf, Charles pointed to the tall building in downtown Dubai and said to Sheikh Mansour, "That's the tallest building in the world now, Burj Khalifa, right?"


    Sheikh Mansour smiled, "Yes, the Burj Khalifa was officially completed in January last year. It is 828 meters tall with 163 floors and includes a luxury hotel, apartments, commercial offices, and extensive entertainment facilities. 


    Charles, you know, it was originally built by the Emirate of Dubai and was called the Burj Dubai. But Dubai faced a financial crisis, and we in Abu Dhabi helped them out. So they renamed the Burj Dubai to Burj Khalifa to honor the ruler of Abu Dhabi and the president of the UAE," 


    Charles laughed and then pointed to the Burj Al Arab hotel along the coast of the Persian Gulf, "I think the Burj Al Arab is the best."


    Well, the president of the UAE is always the ruler of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi.


    Sheikh Mansour laughed, "If you like the Burj Al Arab, why did you choose to stay at the Atlantis on Palm Island?"


    "It's quieter over there," Charles called over Son Ye-jin, "My companion also prefers the Atlantis."


    Sheikh Mansour nodded, "Since this beautiful lady prefers it, Charles, you should listen to her."


    Son Ye-jin, wearing a bikini draped with a shawl, was held by Charles around her waist.


    "If I remember correctly, Mission Impossible 4 was filmed a lot at the Burj Khalifa last year?" Charles suddenly recalled.


    "Yes, Tom Cruise did a lot of daring stunts for Mission Impossible 4," Sheikh Mansour was quite familiar with the movie. "It's supposed to be released this year, it should be soon!"


    "Indeed, it is coming soon," Charles also had high hopes for Mission Impossible: Ghost Protocol.


    Sheikh Mansour then thought of the Premier League, which had been going on for half a month, and asked, "By the way, Charles, have you been to London to watch your team play recently?"


    Charles shook his head, "I really don't like London's weather, I try not to go there unless necessary. Besides, Arsenal is the Premier League champion now; your Manchester City still has to work hard!"


    "Hahaha, they will; Manchester City is improving. We ranked fourth last season and can participate in the Champions League this year," Sheikh Mansour's Manchester City bought quite a few players from Arsenal.


    "Oh, I've heard that after the last financial crisis, the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority made a lot of money by investing in Barclays Bank stocks, huh?" Charles asked.


    The Abu Dhabi Investment Authority bought Barclays Bank stocks just like Charles invested in American banks like JP Morgan Chase, Goldman Sachs, and Wells Fargo.


    Buying low and selling high made a lot of money!


    "Not as much as you, you gained the most with the smallest investment," Sheikh Mansour shook his head modestly.


    "Charles, I have prepared a grand banquet for you tonight, you must bring your companion over!" Sheikh Mansour invited again.


    "Don't worry, we will come," Charles smiled and hugged Son Ye-jin around the waist.


    "Oppa," Son Ye-jin hugged Charles' arm and laughed flirtatiously.


    "Great, I'll go prepare now, and I'll send a car to pick you up tonight," Sheikh Mansour said, bidding farewell to Charles and left the yacht.


    "Where are the others, where did they go?" Charles asked about Kyoko Fukada and Ayase Haruka.


    "They went shopping at the Dubai Mall; there are some places to shop here," Son Ye-jin hugged Charles' shoulder, "Was that guy also a prince of the UAE?"


    Charles nodded, "The UAE is the United Arab Emirates, and each emirate has many princes. But this guy's identity is not simple. He is a direct member of the Abu Dhabi royal family, the largest emirate in the UAE. He is the president's brother and manages the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority!"


    Moreover, as one of the most renowned sovereign wealth funds in the UAE, the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority (ADIA) is also the largest sovereign wealth fund in the UAE.


    Other famous UAE sovereign wealth funds include Dubai Investment Company (DIC), RAKIA, and Mubadala Investment Company.


    Son Ye-jin smiled, "I've always heard that Middle Eastern oil tycoons are rich, now I really see it. But, they definitely aren't as wealthy as you, Oppa!"


    Charles shook his head, kissed the girl's cheek, "They are richer than me, though; sovereign wealth funds of oil countries allow these royal family members to spend freely."


    Charles hugged Son Ye-jin's shoulder and returned to the cabin. After pouring two glasses of champagne, they lazily leaned on the sofa.


    "How is it, is Dubai fun?" Charles asked casually. "In recent years, the UAE has developed Dubai into an international tourist city. Top-notch hotels, supercars, luxury brands, it's all about extravagance and indulgence, attracting the world's wealthy folks!"


    Son Ye-jin leaned against Charles' shoulder, "It's quite nice, the city is beautifully built. It has everything it should have, a desert oasis, truly a city of miracles!"


    "A city of miracles?" Charles laughed, downed his champagne in one go, "Let's go rest for a while, there's still an event tonight."


    ...


    In the bedroom's bathroom, Charles hugged Son Ye-jin under the showerhead, kissing her. He then asked her to brace herself against the wall from behind.


    "Oppa," Son Ye-jin turned back for a kiss, "Hmm..."


    "A few days ago when you returned to Korea, there were no issues over there, right?" Charles asked, caressing her chest.


    "No... no issues... I specifically gave Prada shares to Yoona and the others, they were very happy," Son Ye-jin responded. "Too bad you didn't come to Korea then, Oppa!"


    "There will be opportunities," Charles said breathlessly. After a while, Son Ye-jin turned around and knelt.


    Charles placed a hand on the girl's hair, looking at her kneeling in the mirror; he was highly satisfied.


    "Hmm," after an unknown while, Son Ye-jin struggled to stand, swallowing, "Oppa!"


    "Alright, let's lie down and rest for a bit," Charles helped Son Ye-jin lie down in the bath. 


    The evening was going to be long.


  




  Chapter 699: Expansion


  

    At night, Charles and his team returned from the banquet to the Atlantis Hotel and sat on the suite balcony enjoying the Persian Gulf breeze. Charles was in a great mood.


    "Oni-san," Kyoko Fukada and Haruka Ayase came out together and sat next to Charles.


    "Ye-jin said she's a bit tired and is already resting," Haruka Ayase mentioned.


    Charles chuckled. Son Ye-jin had indeed spent a lot of energy during the day; she deserved the rest.


    "Hey, look! Someone's setting off fireworks," Kyoko Fukada stood up. There were fireworks being set off on the beach below, arranged into a giant heart shape.


    Charles stood up too. Within the heart shape, "Elva Hsiao" was spelled out in lights. He remembered seeing Jho Low at the earlier banquet; this guy was quick and determined about his flirting. Guess Hollywood's tastes didn't suit him anymore?


    ...


    After a few days in Dubai, Charles returned to the United States due to the escalating protests and demonstrations.


    By mid-September, thousands of protesters gathered in Manhattan, New York. They tried to occupy Wall Street, with many even bringing tents, vowing to stay long-term.


    The organizers claimed their intent was to protest the political corruption, bipartisanship, and social injustice in America.


    In One Liberty Plaza, Charles stood by the window looking at the tents and crowds set up in Zuccotti Park, which was initially named Liberty Plaza Park. A fitting name change!


    "They organized through the internet, claiming they want to turn Wall Street into Egypt's Tahrir Square," Ivanka Trump said, leaning on Charles' shoulder.


    "It's gotten so big, even mainstream media has to start speaking up," Charles smiled. "At times like this, the two parties will definitely cooperate closely!"


    New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg had earlier released a written statement saying: "People have the right to protest. If they want to protest, we will be happy to ensure they have a place to hold their events!"


    But now, Bloomberg had not issued any statements supporting the protesters.


    "Hard to say, right now only a few financial districts in a dozen cities have protests. There are some anonymous activists and congressmen supporting this action too. Large American protest groups, such as the Day of Rage, have also clearly expressed support."


    Ivanka understood that the scale of this protest was permissible under the U.S. Constitution.


    "Indeed, only a few thousand people; it's obviously not enough," Charles was indifferent, but there was clearly much intrigue involved.


    "Ivanka, go to Washington D.C. with Mrs. Huffington. Tell them that NBC will fully cooperate with Congress's publicity," Charles hugged Ivanka and kissed her.


    Issues like poverty, educational opportunities, and unemployment can lead to class-based social crises.


    America's response method was to quickly reveal an internal, innovative social contradiction to divert attention. Issues like racism, LGBT rights, celebrity scandals, or high-ranking official corruption were common.


    Internal social contradictions definitely can't compare to class division; class conflict might even lead to revolution.


    "I see now," Ivanka understood. "This time NBC, ABC, and FOX haven't shown deep concern. Now you step in, is it to suppress?"


    "Wall Street is friends with both parties. How can Wall Street have problems?" Charles patted her back. "Let's get out of here. Since it's a normal protest demand, there's nothing we can do."


    ...


    After that, news channels like CNN and FOX directly labeled the protesters as terrorists, calling for anti-terror laws to handle them!


    Despite their usual conflictual stance, both media outlets surprisingly took a similar and unified view, proving the limitless power behind capital.


    Unfortunately, the protest scale continued to expand, spreading from big cities to small and midsize ones!


    And Charles happily attended his movie Silver Linings Playbook's premiere in New York.


    This year, with the release of The Hangover Part II and The Green Hornet, leading actor Bradley Cooper was soaring in popularity. Add to that the sexy lead actress Anne Hathaway, and Silver Linings Playbook garnered a lot of attention!


    At night, Charles and Anne Hathaway went back to Anne's villa in Brooklyn Heights.


    "Finally back, huh? This year Capet Universal really owned the summer box office!" Anne Hathaway lay lazily on Charles.


    "It's not just the summer. We've got the Christmas season too," Charles said, caressing Anne Hathaway's smooth back.


    "Your Catwoman in The Dark Knight Rises is really sexy," he said, touching her face, "Christopher Nolan sure has a great eye for casting!"


    "Mmm, you like it too!" Anne Hathaway kissed his chest. "I was worried about not doing well. The earlier Catwoman by Halle Berry got tons of bad reviews. I was worried I'd end up like her; that would've been a big hit to my career!"


    "Don't worry. Christopher Nolan's directing is trustworthy, and you can see how much Warner Bros. values him," Charles said, getting out of bed to pour two glasses of champagne, handing one to Anne.


    "Silver Linings Playbook has a good reputation among critics. Have your team do some good PR this year. You've already been nominated for an Oscar for Best Actress, it's time to win!"


    Charles took a sip of champagne.


    Anne Hathaway, sitting on the bed without hiding her sexy figure, said, "Can I really win Best Actress?"


    "Don't worry. After we get back to LA, we'll meet with the Academy judges. It's almost assured!" Charles said, putting down his glass and kissing Anne on the bed, with Anne Hathaway responding passionately.


    "By the way, how will you thank me when you win the award?" Charles asked after the kiss.


    Anne Hathaway glared at Charles. "You still need my thanks? Where am I not yours now?" Hugging Charles' shoulder, she bit him lightly. "When the time comes, Emily Blunt and I will keep you company."


    Anne Hathaway licked her lips, "Right now, the media is buzzing about Les Miserables." Emily Blunt was currently in the UK filming Les Miserables, playing Fantine.


    "Let's rest first!" Charles said.


  




  Chapter 700: Swift Actions


  

    Morning, in the bedroom.


    Charles lay on the bed as Anne Hathaway sat astride him, her long hair swaying. "Honey, I gotta go to a movie promo event tomorrow. I'll find you when I get back to L.A.!"


    "Alright, since you're doing PR for Silver Linings Playbook, some promotional activities are necessary," Charles understood.


    "Phew..." Anne Hathaway grasped Charles's hands on her chest, breathless and resting on him.


    Charles patted her back, and Anne Hathaway slid under the covers.


    Silver Linings Playbook was an indie film with a modest budget. To effectively push for awards, they had to attend various film festivals.


    Especially Anne Hathaway; she had learned a lot from Natalie Portman's Oscar win for Black Swan earlier that year.


    ...


    Long Island, Charles's East Hampton villa. Charles played a bit with his son before his mother, Evelyn, came over. "Alright, let him sleep for a while!"


    "Oh," Charles handed Dashiell to Britney to put to bed.


    "Are you planning to go back to L.A.?" Evelyn asked.


    Charles shook his head. "I need to check out the Miami Dolphins and Miami FC clubs. Mother, you know the NFL just ended the lockout. I need to keep an eye on things!"


    "Okay. Have you been in touch with the senators about Occupy Wall Street? How are they planning to respond?" Evelyn asked, sitting on the sofa.


    "Overall, they don't support it," Charles said, shaking his head. "But for now, the government doesn't seem to have specific countermeasures for these protests. At times like this, some senators do support them, all for votes. We'll have to wait till it gets more serious for a response!"


    ...


    In the evening, Charles lay in bed with Britney Spears.


    "Hey, why let Dashiell go back to L.A. with Mom?" Charles pouted.


    "L.A. has better weather. It's already cooling down in New York. You'll see him all the time once you're back in L.A.," Britney didn't seem to mind. "Next month, I've got a concert at Barclays Center. I've been rehearsing a lot, not much time to look after him. And you, well, you have even less time. Plus, with all these protests in New York, who knows if it'll turn into a riot?"


    "Riot? Come on," Charles laughed. "A few cops can handle them. Their slogan is only to Occupy Wall Street. Soon, they'll be shouting to occupy Washington!"


    "Alright, go to sleep," Britney said, hugging Charles. "You just need to stay low-key for now."


    ...


    In mid-September 2011, the NFL season finally started after a four-month lockout. The opening game took place at Lambeau Field in Green Bay, with the reigning Super Bowl champion Green Bay Packers playing against the 2009 Super Bowl champion New Orleans Saints.


    As North America's premier sports event, the NFL season opener was a good start for North American sports.


    At the same time, the Florida Marlins, who shared a stadium with the NFL's Miami Dolphins, confirmed they would move out of Sun Life Stadium next year.


    Previously, the Florida Marlins shared the stadium with the Miami Dolphins. But in 2009, the Marlins' owner convinced Miami's government to rebuild the Orange Bowl into a dedicated baseball park, Marlins Park, near Little Havana in Miami. The Florida Marlins would also change their name to the Miami Marlins.


    Currently, Charles's American Airlines Arena is mainly used by his CSE's NFL team, the Miami Dolphins, and the SFC's Miami FC.


    As for the American Airlines Arena being unsuitable for soccer, it's a minor issue. It can even host baseball games; no one would mind the SFC matches.


    When Charles arrived in Miami, private photos of celebs like Selena Gomez and Mila Kunis surfaced online.


    Hackers had cracked into the stars' iClouds and posted the photos online!


    ...


    West Palm Beach, Jupiter Island villa.


    Charles reclined on the sofa, reading the newspaper. It showed Scarlett Johansson's bathroom selfie. He chuckled, "I've always told you not to take private photos with your phone! Well, you got burned this time? Good thing you were wearing a robe in that one!"


    Scarlett Johansson glanced at the newspaper photos and then at her tablet news.


    "Lucky escape. The hackers are indeed good," Scarlett said, visibly relieved.


    Charles frowned. So quick? Seems like the Occupy Wall Street chants in Manhattan had made some people restless.


    To divert attention, they soon served up Hollywood starlet's scandalous news!


    The Avengers had grossed more than 600 millions in North America, with over $1.5 billion globally.


    Scarlett Johansson's role as Black Widow made her globally famous, and she was renowned as quite the bombshell!


    Scarlett was in Miami shooting an ad when she met Charles.


    Charles pulled Scarlett onto his lap. "Darling, you have no idea how many men wish to see you naked, huh?"


    With that, he slipped his hand under her low-cut top, cupping her soft 32D!


    "Mmm..." Scarlett turned and kissed Charles. "Honey, they're just envious of you!"


    Charles grinned, pulling her strap to reveal her bra. "Anyway, you don't have much to do next. Stay with me?"


    With that, Charles unclasped Scarlett's bra and kissed her breasts!


    "Hehe," Scarlett giggled, holding Charles's head. "Just me alone? Aren't there others..."


    "Mmm." Scarlett didn't finish as Charles pressed against her, silencing her with kisses.


    "Hmm, what were you saying?" Charles asked, lying on top of her.


    Scarlett blushed, her mood intense. "Nothing, just missed Eva or Kristen..."


  




  Chapter 701: Chapter 701


  

    At the Bank of America's stadium, the Miami Dolphins played against the Baltimore Ravens. Charles Capet sat in the VIP box with Florida Governor Scott Richard, enjoying the game.


    "By the way, there's been some parades and protests in Miami lately, right? How's the scale of it?" Charles asked Scott Richard in a low voice.


    "The scale's not too big, still under control. After all, the financial sector isn't that prominent in Miami. But recently, an LGBT pride organization has emerged," Scott Richard said with a bit of helplessness. "They are planning to hold an LGBT pride parade!"


    Charles paused for a moment, then stroked his chin, "Diversions, huh? Miami has many Latin American immigrants, many retired old white men, and a considerable Jewish population too. Seems like everyone's making moves!"


    Scott Richard smiled, "Each state in America has its own laws. Florida is still much better compared to New York and California. But it's surprising that mainstream TV stations like CNN, Fox, and NBC are all reporting with the same viewpoint!"


    "Ha, no matter which side, they all need funds from Wall Street," Charles said casually, "How can they let their benefactors get into trouble? Besides, this year has been a crappy year, hasn't it?"


    The North African riots led to wars in Syria and Libya, the European sovereign debt crisis, the Fukushima nuclear leaks caused by the Japan tsunami, the death of Bin Laden, the Utoya massacre in Norway, the anti-corruption movement in India, and now the African famine!


    Hearing Charles's words, Scott Richard agreed, "The high unemployment rate in the U.S. is the main issue now."


    ...


    In the evening, in Hialeah, Miami, Charles attended a banquet with Scarlett Johansson.


    In the garden outside the banquet venue, Charles was on the phone with Molly Bloom, "You should be aware of some of the protest organizations recently, right?"


    "I know a bit. Many organizations are actually backed by some politicians or companies, all aiming to hit their competitors or shift focus," Molly Bloom was quite direct on the phone, "Boss, do you have anything in mind? There are still a lot of big moves coming up. This protest activity has received support and donations from many organizations, it's going to grow!"


    "If there are any extremist conservative Catholic organizations in there, support them. I want the anti-Semitic sentiment in the protest crews to rise. Even Nazi supporters are okay. Overall, I support their Occupy Wall Street fully. 


    The financial hubs on Wall Street are concentrated with Jewish groups. The folks in Manhattan, you can fund them indirectly. I've already transferred $30 million into your anonymous account through the Middle East, you can use it as you see fit. 


    Currently, neither the federal government nor local governments will take any tough measures against the protestors, the bigger the issue, the better. When there's any news, I will notify you to pull back directly!"


    "Got it," Molly Bloom on the phone obviously understood Charles's intention. News? What news? Of course, news about the government taking actions against the protestors.


    After hanging up the phone, Charles smiled. Few million dollars didn't mean much to Charles now. The superyacht "Goddess of the Dawn" being built in Germany cost around $400 million!


    ...


    "Hey, Novak, congrats," Charles bumped into Novak Djokovic, who had recently won the US Open Grand Slam in Miami, at the banquet.


    Novak Djokovic hugged Charles, "Thanks!"


    Novak Djokovic had defeated Rafael Nadal in the men's singles final of the US Open, winning three Grand Slam singles trophies this year. He was essentially taking over from Federer and Nadal and dominating men's tennis that year!


    "It's a shame I was just back in the country then and couldn't watch your brilliant performance," Charles clinked glasses with Novak Djokovic.


    "Charles, there will be many more opportunities, there's always next year!"


    "True," Charles smiled, "Excuse me for a moment."


    Charles then went over to the glamorous Scarlett Johansson and hugged her, "Charles, when are we going back? I'm a bit tired!"


    "Oh, really?" Charles wrapped his arm around Scarlett Johansson's waist, "Let's leave now then, there's nothing important here anyway."


    It was just a bunch of politicians, sports stars, and business elites.


    ...


    Soon, Charles took Scarlett Johansson back to his high-rise luxury apartment on South Beach, Miami!


    "This place is beautiful," Scarlett Johansson said, overlooking the Atlantic Ocean from the window, "Maybe I should get a high-rise apartment like this too."


    Charles hugged her from behind, "Well, you can get one anytime," he said as he started caressing Scarlett Johansson's body and kissing her face.


    Her bra fell to the ground and her dress slipped off, Scarlett Johansson clung to Charles, returning his kiss passionately.


    "Darling, I plan to take more time off next year," Scarlett Johansson's seductive voice echoed, "I want to have your baby! What do you think?"


    Charles chuckled, "Of course, didn't we say we'd wait until after you're 30?"


    "Hmph, I saw Mrs. Capet playing with a baby, wasn't it yours?" Scarlett Johansson turned around, hugging Charles by the neck, "Was it Britney Spears'?"


    Charles nodded!


    "You're something else," Scarlett Johansson bit Charles's shoulder gently, "I've been in a pretty good state lately, you just need to try hard."


    Charles laughed and sat down on the bed with Scarlett Johansson, "Well, it also depends on your effort!"


    "Before, it was Keira Knightley, then Eva Green and Kate Beckinsale," Scarlett Johansson knelt in front of Charles, "I always fulfilled your requests."


    Scarlett Johansson smiled up at Charles, "Haven't seen Keira Knightley for a while, now it's Kristen Stewart, just as perverted as you are, liking women too!"


    Saying that, Scarlett Johansson went down to business.


    "Yeah, Keira Knightley has been staying in the U.K., so contact's been less," Charles said, caressing her head,


    "As for Kristen Stewart, she does like women too, but isn't she compliant when with us?"


  




  Chapter 702: Israeli Spy Producer


  

    "Bang," Charles swung a golf club, and the ball flew out. At the renovated Miami Doral Golf Resort, Charles was in a good mood!


    "Nice shot," said John Boehner, the current Speaker of the House from the Republican Party, standing beside Charles.


    Charles smiled and walked with John Boehner to the lounge. "Mr. Speaker, you didn't come all the way to Miami just to play golf with me, did you?"


    John Boehner shrugged. "Charles, what do you think about next year's election?"


    "Obama's going to be re-elected," Charles took a sip of his drink and stated directly, "Even Jesus couldn't change that!"


    John Boehner chuckled. By now, Charles had become a significant figure, holding the world's largest media conglomerate and having strong financial backing.


    He had influence on Wall Street, in Hollywood, Silicon Valley, and even the military-industrial complex!


    "Some want to use the current class conflicts to establish some politically correct standards. Charles, what's your take?" John Boehner asked, hinting that Jewish financial groups were using the LGBT community to divert conflict.


    Charles was now a member of the top financial elites, specifically a key figure of the Anglo-Saxon coalition. He no longer cared about party divisions, only pursuing policies that suited him!


    "Tell them, with the Hollywood scandal, I hope it's the last time," Charles leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette.


    "If they dare bypass me to cause trouble in Hollywood again, I'll do everything to kick them out of Hollywood. CNN did well this time, or I wouldn't mind it going the way of Fox! Remember, it's us who call the shots in Hollywood now, not the Jews," Charles looked at John Boehner. "Time Warner and Sony Columbia dare not speak out now, and News Corporation is on the brink of being broken up. MGM is on my side. With a struggling Viacom and Disney relying on animation and theme parks, why would they fight me?"


    The Anglo-Saxon financial group had representatives like Warren Buffet on Wall Street and Bill Gates and Jeff Bezos in Silicon Valley.


    In Hollywood, the most powerful faction under control was Charles Capet's, and the military-industrial complex was a given!


    "Charles, this..." John Boehner felt helpless. Hollywood used to be dominated by Jewish capital, setting the trends as they pleased.


    But now, the biggest force in Hollywood was no longer the Jewish conglomerate, and they could hardly fight back!


    "Capet has just gone public, and the stock price is rising. The Jews better consider the consequences carefully," Charles squinted his eyes. "This time, it was that Israeli producer Arnon Milchan's idea, right? The FBI are useless. This guy admitted to being an Israeli agent!"


    Arnon Milchan was definitely one of Hollywood's top producers, even wealthier than Spielberg.


    The Avengers had just grossed $1.5 billion at the box office, and Capet Universal's Marvel Universe was a huge success.


    Now these bitches wanted to make trouble behind the scenes. LGBT, my ass!


    John Boehner also felt helpless; Charles Capet was clearly angry now. "How about we get Arnon Milchan out of Hollywood?"


    "Do you think anyone in Hollywood would dare work with him now?" Charles smiled dismissively.


    Mel Gibson offended the Jews but could still find work in Europe or with low-budget indie films.


    Arnon Milchan, however, offending Charles, would find himself with no way out!


    John Boehner did not want to offend either side, especially not the now-dominant Anglo-Saxon faction.


    With the Occupy Wall Street movement in full swing, media influence was key, and you couldn't bypass Hollywood.


    "Charles, what do you want to do?"


    Charles shook his head. "I don't want to do anything really, but the scandal has a significant impact on Hollywood. I need to return to LA to clean up Hollywood!"


    "Clean up?" John Boehner shivered. Last time, Charles took down Fox News and gave CNN and other Democrat mouthpieces a full makeover.


    Adding the earlier women's anti-sexual harassment movement, Boehner was now truly worried about what Charles meant by "clean up"!


    "Relax, Hollywood media representing different parties will speak out together against this protest," Charles said, patting John Boehner on the shoulder. "Some people need a reality check. Servants should have the awareness of servants. Even as a housekeeper, they shouldn't think they can make decisions only the master can make!"


    John Boehner nodded. The Jewish financial groups were originally just the butlers of the Anglo-Saxon elite.


    "Charles, no one wants Hollywood to have problems. It's a vital window for American cultural export," John Boehner reminded.


    "Hollywood's issues are solved by Hollywood itself, right? Just because the master has changed, doesn't mean the rules should," Charles shook his head. "Internal Hollywood issues should be resolved internally by us!"


    That evening, after having dinner with John Boehner, the Speaker of the House left.


    ...


    But Hollywood was far from peaceful!


    The Israeli-Jewish producer, Arnon Milchan, who produced films like LA Confidential, Fight Club, Pretty Woman, and Heat, had been blacklisted.


    As an Israeli spy, Arnon Milchan's assets were worth a whopping $3 billion!


    With the backing capital failing to reach an agreement, the Jews could no longer decide Hollywood's direction.


    Since the Fox incident, CNN had risen to the top, but with NBC's neutral stance, their ratings were climbing.


    Fox representing the Republicans and CNN the Democrats having a rare agreement showed that capital was the real decision-maker!


    At the end of the month, Charles returned to Los Angeles from Miami, not concerned about Arnon Milchan anymore.


    With someone vouching for him, getting him out of Hollywood was enough.


    However, Charles was not one to let things go; targeting CNN, the most important mouthpiece controlled by Jews, was next.


    A phone call from Los Angeles reached Ted Turner's ranch in New Mexico. The semi-retired vice-chairman of Time Warner and the founder of CNN answered Charles' call.


    "Seeking advice on buying a ranch?" Ted Turner laughed. "Haha, I'll wait for you then!"


  




  Chapter 703: Discontent and Disbandment


  

    In the conference room at the headquarters of MPAA on Sunset Boulevard in Beverly Hills, the attendees included:


    Christopher Dodd, Chairman of MPAA;


    Jeff Bewkes, Chairman and CEO of Time Warner Group;


    Sumner Redstone, Chairman of Viacom and CBS;


    Rupert Murdoch, Chairman and CEO of News Corporation;


    Charles Capet, Chairman and CEO of Capet Group;


    Brian Roberts, Chairman and CEO of Comcast;


    Robert Iger, CEO of Disney, who would also assume the role of Disney Chairman the following year;


    Kazuo Hirai, CEO of Sony Group, who would replace Howard Stringer as Chairman of Sony the following year!


    All the top leaders of the parent companies of Hollywood's seven major film groups were present, including the aging Sumner Redstone and the recently troubled Rupert Murdoch.


    Charles glanced at Robert Iger and Sumner Redstone, "What you want to do with your own companies or what movies you plan to make is none of our business. But if anyone dares to damage the reputation of Hollywood again, be prepared for the consequences!"


    Sumner Redstone and Robert Iger were essentially the best representatives of Jewish capital. This meeting was convened in response to their push for Hollywood to support LGBT causes.


    "That's right, I agree with Charles. Hollywood shouldn't be too involved in politics," Brian Roberts echoed. He wouldn't pamper the Jewish capital; they had controlled Hollywood for too long!


    Now, there were clearly three factions: one led by Charles Capet and Brian Roberts representing Anglo-Saxon interests; another represented by Sumner Redstone and Robert Iger representing Jewish capital; the other factions like Sony and Time Warner, had deep Japanese interests, though leaning toward Jewish capital, were busy with their own issues.


    Rupert Murdoch just looked on like he was watching a show, as News Corporation was considering a split and had no time for this.


    "Charles," Disney's Robert Iger had to speak.


    Robert Iger, aside from Sony and Time Warner, held the lowest position here, merely a professional manager; the others were major shareholders of their groups, especially Charles Capet, who directly owned 39% of Capet Group's shares. For instance, the Murdoch family owns less than 20% of News Corporation, and Sumner Redstone's family holds about 15% of Viacom's shares, yet they are the major shareholders!


    "You're aware that Hollywood has always been a stronghold of the Democratic Party, and pursuing freedom and diversity..."


    "Clap, clap," Charles clapped, "Are you sure you can speak for Disney's shareholders? Won't you go back and hold a board meeting first? Even though we at Capet Universal have always been competitors with Disney, I've considered the other six as rivals too. If you act like this, I'll make it my mission to go after Disney wholeheartedly to prove I'm right. Of course, if you don't mind, this meeting can end now, and we can each go our way!"


    Jeff Bewkes of Time Warner interjected, "Charles, we're just discussing things now; nothing is decided yet."


    Charles shrugged, "It doesn't matter. Disney could cast an African American as Snow White or a woman as George Washington, or a transgender person as Jesus, after all, it's not our money being wasted!"


    "Pfft, an African American playing Snow White," Rupert Murdoch couldn't hold back his laughter, then glanced at Robert Iger, "I bet it's quite possible!"


    Disney's acquisition of Lucasfilm had directly annoyed 20th Century Fox, which held the distribution rights to the Star Wars series; Throwing some shade at Robert Iger felt good.


    As Chairman, Christopher Dodd glanced at the people present, "Everyone, today we are here to find solutions to the problem at hand!"


    "Charles, this decision came after long discussions and is for everyone's benefit?" Sumner Redstone tried to explain.


    "Who, who discussed it? At least Charles and I don't agree with this method," Brian Roberts immediately countered.


    Charles glanced at Sumner Redstone without any pause; Paramount was no longer in Charles' view.


    "What's your stance, Time Warner and Sony?" Charles looked at Jeff Bewkes and Kazuo Hirai, as News Corporation had no time to care about these matters.


    Jeff Bewkes and Kazuo Hirai exchanged glances, "We believe the stability of Hollywood is fundamental, and Hollywood has a responsibility to maintain stability!"


    Charles looked at Christopher Dodd, "Is there still a need to discuss this?"


    "Charles, what do you mean?" Christopher Dodd was a bit confused.


    "I mean, someone is ignoring the overall reputation of Hollywood to pursue some other interests. Since that's the case, perhaps Hollywood should make some changes," Charles shrugged as he said,


    "Stock prices don't lie. Once they face the consequences, they'll stop!"


    The MPAA meeting ended without joy, signifying a division within Hollywood.


    Sumner Redstone and Robert Iger left together, "Capet's current stock price has reached $104 per share, with a market value close to $90 billion. With such remarkable performance, he absolutely won't allow any disturbances. Hollywood is no longer in our control!"


    Robert Iger felt helpless hearing Sumner Redstone's words. Given Paramount's lag, Disney's live-action movies were quite worrisome.


    "We still have an advantage on TV," Robert Iger reminded, as CBS, ABC, and CNN were all controlled by Jewish interests!


    "Humph, don't forget, now Comcast is backing Charles, and NBC's ratings are not low, while FNC is fiercely competitive outside. Do you really think all of them are Jews? Don't other shareholders exist?" Sumner Redstone had a different mindset from these managers; they could pander to other capital without considering their own interests. However, Sumner Redstone wouldn't allow his interests to be sacrificed!


    "Just be cautious. When Disney fully surpasses Capet, you can take charge. If Disney's stock price drops too much, you bear the responsibility for that. Some things should be done within your means!"


    Sumner Redstone, being Jewish, was always more focused on the returns on his capital than any patriotic sentiment!


  




  Chapter 704: Retaking CNN


  

    In early October, The Wall Street Journal, owned by News Corporation, reported significant news: The board of directors of News Corporation unanimously passed a resolution to split the company into two separate entities: one for film and entertainment, and the other for publishing and printing.


    Rupert Murdoch, the current Chairman and CEO of News Corporation, made an important speech during the board meeting, and financial advisors presented the board with details about the split.


    One of the new companies would be responsible for operating 20th Century Fox, Fox Broadcasting Company, and Fox News Channel.


    The other company would handle the original News Corporation's newspaper and book publishing, education sector, and related business operations. This includes HarperCollins Publishers, Dow Jones's The Wall Street Journal, and over a hundred newspapers worldwide including The Times and The Sun in the UK.


    ...


    In Burbank, Los Angeles, Charles saw the news in The Wall Street Journal and realized that Rupert Murdoch had finally conceded to the board.


    "According to analysis, the entire process might take up to a year!" said Anne Depp, Capet's financial officer. After all, the News Corporation board will have to hold continuous meetings to discuss the specific details of the split.


    Viacom's split a few years ago also took more than half a year, and the complexity of News Corporation was evidently higher than Viacom's back then.


    "This morning's news saw News Corporation's stock price rebound," Charles noted, setting down the newspaper. "However, News Corporation won't be much of a threat anymore!"


    NBC's TV ratings were the highest among all cable channels, and Fox News Channel's (FNC) ratings had significantly dropped, reducing its profits greatly.


    In the evening, at the London West Hollywood Hotel, Charles arrived at a party in his $1.6 million black Bugatti Veyron.


    Making a high-profile entrance with the glamorous Anne Hathaway, they quickly became the center of attention.


    This also helped to increase exposure for Anne Hathaway's Silver Linings Playbook. Whether it was in terms of box office performance or awards, promotion was essential.


    "Charles, I just got back from the Toronto Film Festival. Silver Linings Playbook received really positive reviews," said Anne Hathaway, clearly pleased with the film.


    Charles, holding the girl and smiling, said, "It's only been out for half a month and North American box office has already surpassed $50 million. That's pretty good!"


    After all, it was a moderately low-budget artistic film.


    "Yeah, several Critics' Choice Movie Awards screenings have also been held, and my performance getting nominated for Best Actress shouldn't be a problem," Anne Hathaway encouraged herself.


    "Alright, I'll find you later. I need to step away for a bit," Charles said, hugging the girl and whispering in her ear.


    Anne Hathaway nodded.


    Soon, Charles made his way from the London Hotel to the private club next door, where Ted Turner was waiting for him in a private room.


    "Good evening, Charles," Ted Turner greeted with a hug.


    "Ted, I was planning to visit your ranch in New Mexico, but it looks like you came to Los Angeles first," Charles warmly responded, hugging Ted Turner.


    "Oh, I heard you're interested in the Waggoner Ranch in Texas. It's the largest contiguous ranch in the world," Ted Turner said with a smile.


    "A massive integrated farm with agriculture, livestock, and oil drilling on a land size of ten thousand hectares. The Waggoner family's asking price isn't cheap!" Ted Turner continued.


    The Waggoner Ranch spans across seven counties in Texas and covers more than 510,000 acres, incorporating farmland, ranches, and oil wells.


    The Waggoner Ranch was seventeen times the size of Charles's Capet Ranch in Colorado.


    Charles shrugged, raising his glass to clink with Ted Turner's, "Well, I do have some cash on hand right now."


    "Let's get down to business: CNN," Charles smiled. At 73, Ted Turner was younger compared to Rupert Murdoch at 80 and Sumner Redstone at 88.


    But why did Ted Turner, after merging Turner Broadcasting System with Time Warner, end up with just a Vice-Chairman position and lose control over CNN, which he founded?


    This was because Ted Turner was completely marginalized by the Jewish executives within the group. At that time, CNN was the largest news conglomerate and a focal point.


    Hollywood's Jewish capital wouldn't allow the news station to stand apart.


    "CNN, huh," Ted Turner looked at Charles, "FNC is in trouble, and CNN has regained the top ratings spot among news channels. Although CNN faced a sexual harassment scandal with top host Larry King, it managed to overcome that crisis."


    Charles smiled, "Ted, Hollywood isn't controlled by Jewish people anymore. I reached out because I want to help you retake CNN. Of course, if you're not interested, I'll find someone else, and if I can't find anyone, next time CNN messes with me, I'll just put them on the same path as FNC!"


    Charles didn't mince words. "CNN's dirt isn't any less than FNC's."


    Ted Turner was stunned for a moment. "You want me to retake CNN?"


    From Ted Turner's expression, he seemed quite intrigued.


    "Charles, CNN is a mouthpiece for the Democratic Party. Are you going to interfere with that?" Ted Turner knew Charles Capet was a significant supporter of the Democratic Party.


    Charles smiled, "NBC, ABC News, or CBS News can all replace CNN. The Democratic Party won't lack a mouthpiece!"


    Ted Turner was intrigued. "I still have some allies in Time Warner, but not enough to shake the Jewish capital within."


    Charles handed Ted Turner a private business card from his pocket, "This is the phone number of the Chairman of American Investment Group. They are currently the largest shareholder of Time Warner and will fully support you in taking control of TBS Broadcasting System."


    CNN and TNT are both cable networks under TBS Broadcasting System.


    "Don't be like John Malone, using land merely as an investment is fine. There's no need to tie yourself entirely to it," Charles advised.


    Previously, Liberty Media was the major shareholder of Time Warner but sold their shares last year.


    And Liberty Media's Chairman, John Malone, is currently the largest landowner in America, with Ted Turner being the second largest.


    Ted Turner smiled, "Don't worry. With American Investment Group's support, I am confident. Together, we'll gradually push Jewish capital out of Hollywood..."


  




  Chapter 705: Chapter 705


  

    Ted Turner, being the biggest private shareholder in Time Warner, held a position similar to Steve Jobs in Disney.


    However, Steve Jobs had just passed away at the beginning of this month!


    Seeing Ted Turner leave the club, Charles felt somewhat relieved. With the support of the American Investment Group, it shouldn't be too difficult for him to take back control of CNN, which he founded.


    Walking out of the club, Charles thought, "Next up is Viacom and Disney!"


    Arriving at the bar, Charles ordered a whiskey at the counter.


    "Hey, Charles, you here?" Emma Roberts suddenly appeared beside Charles.


    "Yeah, Emma," Charles said, giving her a hug, "Is the filming of The Hunger Games finished?"


    "My part is done. Tonight, I came with my aunt to attend the Mirror Mirror promotional event," Emma Roberts said with a shrug.


    "Is that Relativity Media's movie? When is it coming out?" Charles asked, keeping in mind that Universal was also making Snow White and the Huntsman.


    Relativity Media's Mirror Mirror starred Julia Roberts and Lily Collins.


    Meanwhile, Universal's Snow White and the Huntsman featured Charlize Theron, Chris Hemsworth, and Amanda Seyfried!


    Chris Hemsworth, of course, was Marvel's Thor, and Amanda Seyfried was labeled the sexiest and most stunning Red Riding Hood in this year's Red Riding Hood.


    There were plans to have Kristen Stewart play Snow White, but back-to-back filming of The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn Parts 1 and 2 left her with no available dates!


    "Releasing in March next year, definitely before Universal's similar film," Emma Roberts leaned into Charles's ear, "Wanna go to a private room for a drink?"


    Once in the private room, Emma Roberts embraced Charles and kissed him, "No wonder so many women like you!"


    "Hmm," Charles leaned back on the sofa, smiling and holding Emma Roberts, "Why do you say that?"


    "Well, when Capet went public, I bought 220,000 shares for $4.4 million, and now they're worth more than $22 million!"


    Emma Roberts touched Charles's chest, "Making money is so easy. I finally understand why those people protest wealth distribution inequality in Hancock Park."


    "Hmm..." Charles kissed Emma Roberts on the lips and slipped his hand into the neckline of her dress, feeling the softness.


    "Hah, they should really go after those Wall Street folks," Charles thought, the more chaotic, the better!


    "Yeah," Emma Roberts snuggled into Charles, whispering in his ear, "Do you have plans tonight? I want to have you."


    Charles lightly ran his fingers over her lips, "No rush, I'm in LA for a while. We have plenty of time!"


    Emma Roberts nodded, "Alright, don't make me wait too long..."


    ...


    After leaving the bar, Charles picked up Anne Hathaway and returned to her beachfront villa in Long Beach together.


    On the couch, Charles held Anne Hathaway as they reviewed this year's movie releases, "Capet Universal has been incredibly strong this year, it'll likely leave second place far behind!"


    "Hmm, Cowboys & Aliens, this isn't Universal's, right?" Anne Hathaway asked.


    Charles chuckled, "It's a sci-fi Western co-produced by DreamWorks and Paramount, a major film I previously halted. Look at it, North American box office just hit $100 million, and overseas barely over $70 million, a production cost exceeding $160 million netted only $170 million globally!"


    "Directed by Jon Favreau, starring Daniel Craig, Olivia Wilde, and Harrison Ford, with Steven Spielberg as the producer," Anne Hathaway shook her head, "This is a disaster, even with such a strong cast!"


    Jon Favreau was the director discovered by Marvel Studios for Iron Man, but for Iron Man 2, he wanted to insert his own ideas.


    He was unceremoniously replaced by Charles; Marvel's film series required innovation within its established framework, not the director's own random self-awareness!


    "Darling, you're really impressive. Universal's big shakeup then had a lot of people watching you, and now it's proven you were right," Anne Hathaway admired, embracing Charles's shoulder.


    Anne Hathaway was confident that Silver Linings Playbook, currently in theaters, would gross over $100 million in North America. Cowboys & Aliens' performance was utterly indefensible.


    Paramount's dismal state was why Charles didn't care much; only Mission: Impossible, led by Tom Cruise, held any significance!


    "Darling, keep it low-key, this is no big deal," Charles smiled. Spielberg was extremely famous in Hollywood, but to Charles, he was completely irrelevant.


    Previously, Universal wouldn't refuse collaboration with Spielberg, but now Universal wouldn't bother with Spielberg's heritage. If it didn't bring profit, even Jesus would have to step aside!


    "Got it," Anne Hathaway smiled and kissed Charles on the chest.


    Before long, breathing heavily, Charles, who had been browsing the news, set a hand on Anne Hathaway's hair.


    Though he hadn't enjoyed Emma Roberts's company tonight, Anne Hathaway more than made up for it!


    Soon, Charles gently pushed Anne Hathaway downward, pressing her against the back, "You really do make me happy, darling."


    "Hmm," Anne Hathaway licked her lips and turned to Charles, "Baby..."


    Charles nodded, "Rest assured," he had already promised Anne Hathaway, so having one or two kids didn't matter!


    ...


    With News Corporation announcing its split in The Wall Street Journal, its stock jumped by 11%.


    This directly pushed News Corporation's market value to over $46 billion. Although far from its peak of $58 billion, this was an excellent trend!


    Meanwhile, with Ted Turner, vice chairman of Time Warner, calling for a board meeting, an internal battle over CNN began at Time Warner.


    The fire lit by Charles had him shifting focus to land investment, formally contacting the Wagner family, owners of the largest contiguous farm, Wagner Farm!


  




  Chapter 706: Bring Chaos


  

    The Wagner Ranch was located in the northern part of Texas, covering 510,000 acres of land. It integrated rivers, lakes, farmland, pasture areas, and forests.


    The entire ranch was divided into cow and horse feeding areas, planting areas, hunting areas, and logging areas. The land also had oil and natural gas, so it even had an oil extraction area with over a thousand oil wells.


    The large streams and lakes, along with numerous wildlife, made the ranch quite scenic!


    "Why's the Wagner family suddenly selling this ranch? They've been running it for about 150 years, haven't they?" Charles Capet asked the broker as he flipped through the ranch's information in the office of West Pacific Union Bank.


    "Mr. Capet, to be honest, the current owners of Wagner Ranch, the Wagner family's descendants, have been fighting over its management for 15 years," the broker shook his head.


    "This year, the family board unanimously decided to sell the ranch!"


    Charles smiled, "This 600-million-dollar price is quite steep."


    "Mr. Capet, Wagner Ranch has a long history and good operation. It has around 58 houses, 30 cowboys, and a total of 120 staff members. Additionally, it has 14,000 cattle and about 500 horses, and 1200 oil wells.


    In the planting areas, the ranch has about 150,000 acres of arable land. There are also plenty of undeveloped oil and natural gas resources!"


    This was currently the biggest single continuous ranch business for sale, and the broker definitely wanted to close this deal!


    The contract listed the Wagner Ranch's assets as follows: 510,000 continuous acres of land, 42% of the land's mining rights, all water rights, and all wind power franchise rights.


    Lastly, there were all livestock (cattle, horses, sheep, etc.) and wildlife on the ranch, most of the vehicles, farming equipment, pickup trucks, trucks, and other personal property.


    Also included were the iconic name of Wagner Ranch, its long-standing brand, and all related ownership!


    "Okay, I'll take it," Charles glanced at his lawyer. "Check it over and get the contract ready."


    "Certainly, Mr. Capet," the lawyer would make sure everything was in order for Charles.


    ...


    In the evening, back at Holmby Hills Estate, Charles was holding his son on the couch, watching TV as numerous city parades were being broadcast.


    Little Dashiell stared at the TV, seemingly quite interested. Charles smiled, kissing the little guy's cheek, "You like watching this too?"


    The four-month-old couldn't speak yet and just kicked his feet before yawning.


    "Looks like you're getting sleepy," Charles called for the nanny. "Seems like the little guy needs to nap."


    "Yes, sir. It's past eight, so it's Dashiell's bedtime," the nanny took Dashiell to put him to sleep.


    ...


    In Hollywood, CNN under Time Warner was in a perplexing position due to Ted Turner's actions.


    Soon after, Alan Horn left Warner Bros. and announced he was joining Universal Pictures!


    Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2 concluded the series, causing Warner Bros. to lose its biggest cash cow.


    The DC Universe's Green Lantern flopped, halting plans, relying instead on the upcoming Superman: Man of Steel to counteract Universal's Marvel series!


    In San Diego, at his luxurious Santa Fe ranch villa, Charles received a file from Molly Bloom, who had just returned from New York.


    "Is Michael Bloomberg seeking legal grounds to clear the sites?" Charles stroked his chin.


    "Yes, many of the occupied Wall Street sites are privately owned, like the largest one, Zuccotti Park," Molly Bloom frowned. "This is involving more and more people, with protests in over 100 cities targeting financial districts!"


    The Occupy Wall Street movement was essentially an outburst of the lower classes' anger after the subprime mortgage crisis, targeting Wall Street's 'vampires.'


    As the largest force on Wall Street, the Jewish financial consortium naturally became the primary target!


    "Sigh, a group of passionate young people voicing for the lower classes," Charles sighed.


    Molly Bloom stated, "I have already supported over 15 groups, providing them with supplies, food, and transportation. New York is the main battleground, next comes the power center, Washington D.C. Boss, do you want me to increase support?"


    Charles paused. Didn't she understand his underlying meaning?


    "Molly, aren't these people targeting America's wealthy class?" Charles asked.


    Molly Bloom nodded.


    "Am I included?"


    Molly Bloom nodded again.


    Charles spread his hands, "So, you're saying they are targeting people in my class, and I should actually help them succeed?"


    "So what does the boss intend?" Molly Bloom seemed to understand a bit; the boss wanted chaos.


    "Well, not just New York. Plans for clearing the demonstrators are underway elsewhere, too," Charles chuckled. "As for New York and Washington D.C., actions there might be a bit more intense!"


    "Intense?" Molly Bloom finally understood. "You mean police suppression?"


    "More than that. In New York, the National Guard might get involved. Bloomberg isn't a pushover," Charles stroked his chin.


    "You should go to New York soon, prepare well, and ensure the resistance is fierce when Bloomberg gives the order to clear the sites."


    Michael Bloomberg, being a prominent Republican and a Jewish icon, would indeed be "making a big splash!"


    Molly Bloom nodded, "Got it."


    Currently, all TV stations and newspapers were focused on these demonstrations, a guaranteed big news story.


    Whether NBC could make it big depended on the first-hand live broadcast this time!


    "Boss, to what extent?" Molly Bloom asked.


    "To what extent? That group isn't a match for the National Guard," Charles wasn't underestimating them, but what could a bunch of fresh-out-of-school youngsters do?


    "The bigger the better. Hopefully, the police or National Guard will empty their mags..."


    If a few people didn't die, how could they bring down Michael Bloomberg?


  




  Chapter 707: Occupy Washington


  

    With the rapid spread of the "Occupy Wall Street" movement online, protesters finally shouted the resounding slogan, "Occupy Washington."


    Subsequently, over 700 protesters in New York were arrested for marching on the Brooklyn Bridge without prior notice, causing a traffic obstruction.


    This was another large-scale action following last month's U.S. Constitution Day rally on Wall Street with thousands of participants.


    In San Diego, Charles Capet sat on the villa sofa, staring at the live news broadcast on TV. Tents and sleeping bags were visible everywhere in Zuccotti Park near Wall Street.


    Protesters held banners reading, "Bankers are crooks," "Against financial-political corruption," and "99% serve 1%!"


    From the earliest days of "Occupy Wall Street," there had been subsequent movements like "Occupy San Francisco," "Occupy Chicago," and "Occupy Los Angeles," leading up to the current one in Washington D.C., the heart of U.S. power.


    "Charles," Kristen Stewart, in her pajamas, walked out of the bathroom and sat next to him on the sofa, glancing at the protesting crowd on TV.


    "Phew," she lit a cigarette and scoffed, "Looks like the number of protesters in New York is growing, huh?"


    "Easier to organize with the Internet," Charles chuckled, touching Kristen's thigh. "How about Europe? Are there similar protests there too?"


    Kristen had starred in the drama film Welcome to the Rileys last year, which received positive reviews at several European film festivals. She had recently been in Europe for some events.


    "Yeah, I encountered it at the Milan Fashion Week," Kristen nodded. "The spread is fast; it's sweeping across the European continent now!"


    She stubbed out her cigarette. "I've been super busy these past few years, so I plan to take a break. Both parts of Breaking Dawn are almost done. Next year, I'll see if Breaking Dawn Part 2 needs any reshoots. Otherwise, I won't take on any new projects!"


    "Oh? But now is your prime time of influence, why the sudden need for a break?" Charles was puzzled.


    "The Twilight series, despite its high box office, has always drawn criticism for my acting," Kristen frowned. "Expressionless and emotionless, just a pretty face, I've heard it all. And I keep getting nominated for the Razzie Awards!"


    Charles chuckled, "But didn't you get some good reviews as a stripper in Welcome to the Rileys? You can transition slowly; no rush."


    Kristen's acting had indeed lacked nuance, her monotonous expressions often unappealing.


    "Forget it, the Twilight series is wrapping up soon anyway. Once it's over this and next year, that's it," said Kristen, always a nonconformist. She had gained both fame and fortune through the series while hanging out with Charles.


    "I plan to support the Occupy Wall Street protests," Kristen glanced at Charles. "Is that okay?"


    Charles shook his head, "It's fine. Loads of Hollywood stars are backing the movement. Stars rely on fan support, after all. Opposing the government is the best way to get closer to the fans."


    "Just go, show up, hold a sign. That's enough," Charles laughed. Hollywood stars were never in short supply for such activities.


    Anne Hathaway even held a sign at the protests and got photographed recently!


    "Mhm," Kristen nodded and then kissed Charles. "I've already called Alexandra Daddario. She'll be joining us tomorrow. Excited?"


    "Really?" Charles lifted Kristen into the bedroom, stripping off her robe. "Is she in California too?"


    "Yep, she's promoting a comedy movie here," Kristen said, kissing his chest.


    "I see," Charles said, caressing Kristen's chest as she moved downward to his abs. Soon, Charles was enjoying her services. "Babe, didn't they approach you for Snow White and the Huntsman?"


    "Yeah," Kristen lifted her head and nodded, "But I was busy filming Breaking Dawn back then. No schedule. And there were quite a few action scenes; I think it would've been interesting. Oh well, just a commercial movie anyway."


    "Um, they got Amanda Seyfried for Snow White instead," Charles reminded.


    "Amanda Seyfried?" Kristen wasn't familiar with her but had seen media comparisons.


    Then, Kristen resumed her services...


    ...


    Time Warner's board of directors was having a meeting. Ted Turner uncharacteristically displayed a strong stance during the meeting.


    "CNN's viewership is dropping, TNT failed to secure sports broadcast rights, and TBS's shows are losing to other cable channels," Ted Turner directly confronted Jeff Bewkes. "I believe TBS should be handed to someone more experienced!"


    "I support giving TBS back to Mr. Turner. As the founder, no one knows it better," the American investment group representative clearly supported Ted Turner.


    "Yes, we agree!"


    "Isn't TBS named Turner Broadcasting System? Who's more suitable than Mr. Turner?"


    "Quiet," Jeff Bewkes felt a headache coming on. Where did Ted suddenly come from?


    "Mr. Koizumi, what do you think?" Bewkes asked the Japanese representative.


    Koizumi replied, "Our Warner Bros. subsidiary is changing its higher-ups; the cable TV operations of TBS cannot have issues. I think letting Mr. Turner return to his familiar TV business is good for all of us."


    Jeff Bewkes' face darkened. Did the Japanese shareholders also side with Ted Turner?


  




  Chapter 708: Texas Rednecks


  

    "Charles," Alexandra Daddario arrived at the Santa Fe Horse Ranch and immediately hugged and kissed Charles.


    "Mm..." Charles responded by wrapping his arms around the sexy Alexandra Daddario.


    "Alright, let's go sit for a while," Charles then led the lady to the sofa.


    "Is Kristen here, or did she leave?" Alexandra Daddario came over but did not see Kristen Stewart.


    "This is the horse ranch. She's over there riding a horse," Charles pointed to the other side of the ranch, indicating Kristen Stewart was there.


    "Charles, what brings you to San Diego instead of sticking around in Los Angeles? Capet Universal's movies are doing amazing this year," Alexandra Daddario wrapped her arms around Charles' neck. "I got a call from Kristen. She wanted to promote The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1 and specifically asked me to come over and keep you company."


    "The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1 is coming out next month, so it's time for the promotional tour," Charles leaned on the sofa, holding the lady in his arms and not caring much about these things.


    The series had come this far, and they had enough experience to avoid major issues.


    "Oh, and before I forget, I bought 200,000 shares of Capet stock earlier, and now it's worth over $20 million," Alexandra Daddario's blue eyes sparkled with excitement.


    "Has the filming for Ted finished?" Charles recalled previously arranging for Alexandra Daddario to shoot the comedy movie Ted.


    Alexandra Daddario eagerly nodded, "It's done! Shooting a comedy is relatively simple!"


    "Good, in a few days, come with me to Texas," Charles had purchased the Wagner Ranch, which was so vast it made him one of the top 20 landowners in the United States.


    But Charles' land was mostly in northern Texas, near Oklahoma, a central U.S. region where land prices were several times cheaper than in California.


    "I know, I saw the news! Capet Ranch Company bought the largest continuous farm in the U.S., Wagner Ranch. Many media outlets reported on it. Everyone's curious about such a huge investment in agriculture, and Wagner Ranch can produce 30,000 barrels of oil daily!" Alexandra Daddario laughed.


    Charles stroked the lady's face, "There's still untapped oil in Wagner Ranch. I'll be increasing oil development there."


    Currently, most of the oil wells in Wagner Ranch were managed by independent oil operators. The ranch itself operated about 150 shallow wells, which needed deeper drilling.


    "Charles, are you going to experience cowboy culture?"


    "Mm..." Charles sealed the lady's lips, moving his hand to her enticing 36E chest. "Right now, I only want to feel your heat!"


    ...


    As November approached, Capet's Matrix Pictures' low-budget horror film Insidious raked in $28 million in North American box office within 10 days of its Halloween release.


    James Wan made his return with another low-budget horror film. The production cost of Insidious was the same as Saw, just $1.5 million!


    Charles then went to Vernon in Wilbarger County, Texas. The main office of Wagner Ranch was located 14 kilometers south of Vernon.


    After Charles acquired the Wagner Ranch from the Wagner family for hundreds of millions of dollars, this largest single farming plot, managed by the Wagner cowboy family for six generations, changed owners.


    In the afternoon, at the Wagner Ranch villa, Charles met with Texas Governor Rick Perry, who came for a visit.


    "Charles, what a fantastic farm. Besides livestock and crop farming, there's also horse breeding and commercial hunting, and oil extraction," Rick Perry, sitting across from Charles on the sofa, praised the long-standing Wagner Ranch.


    "Sadly, cowboy culture isn't keeping up with the times. Livestock herding now uses trucks or helicopters," Charles shook his head, feeling a bit regretful.


    Rick Perry had succeeded George W. Bush as Texas governor in 2001 and was re-elected for the third time last year.


    "By the way, I heard you announced your candidacy for next year's presidential election?" Charles clinked glasses with Rick Perry, asking him.


    Rick Perry nodded, "I announced it in August, giving it a try."


    "Honestly, I quite like Texas. The state is business-friendly," Charles smiled. Texas had no state income tax, making it much better than California.


    "Charles, Texas's primary industry is petrochemicals, and agriculture and livestock are secondary. We've always been interested in the entertainment industry and hope Hollywood filmmakers will come here to shoot movies," Rick Perry truly hoped to strengthen ties with Charles Capet.


    Charles Capet was now Hollywood's most famous name. He was young, dynamic, innovative, and had created his own Hollywood legend.


    Charles nodded, "Hollywood already shoots many films in Texas. As long as we attract filmmakers, development will follow." He understood Rick Perry's intentions, but considering Texas's strong Republican base?


    Hollywood was unlikely to favor Texas as its top filming location, not with high rebate states like Georgia and Illinois.


    Even neighboring states like New Mexico and Louisiana were more attractive than Texas.


    "Now, aren't you managing such a large farm here in Texas? The more you visit, the more you'll like Texas. I'm sure we'll have more opportunities to collaborate in the future," Rick Perry knew Charles Capet was a major Democratic supporter, wielding vast Hollywood resources. However, Charles seemed to be playing both sides, and as long as he wasn't an enemy, he was tolerated.


    "There's a chance. Some people are moving out of California due to high living costs. Texas has attracted quite a few," Charles wasn't particularly fond of Texas rednecks; they were too hot-tempered.


    "True," Rick Perry agreed. "Next time we'll come to the ranch for some fun. I have to get back to Austin quickly. You know, there are protests in Texas cities too!"


    "Sure, Wagner Ranch is always open..."


  




  Chapter 709: The Public's Right to Know


  

    "Is New York still not taking action?" Charles called Ivanka Trump, who was in New York. It was already November, so why hadn't Michael Bloomberg issued the clear-out order yet?


    "I don't know. The few hundred protesters arrested the other day were released the next day, but the number of protesters in New York is growing," Ivanka said.


    "The tents and sleeping bags in Zuccotti Park are getting more crowded, and it's having a significant impact on the local residents," she continued.


    "Mayor Michael Bloomberg strongly condemned these people on TV, and his attitude is getting tougher," she added.


    Charles gazed at the fire burning in the fireplace, listening to Ivanka's response on the phone. He guessed that Michael Bloomberg was making final preparations.


    The winter temperatures in northern Texas weren't high, so Charles sat on the large couch in front of the fireplace.


    "Hmm, keep an eye on it. Michael Bloomberg is definitely going to take strong measures. NBC has already sent a crew to Zuccotti Park. We've got a prime opportunity here, and I want NBC to get the exclusive report," Charles said.


    "Should I support the protesters?" Ivanka asked over the phone.


    "Support? You yourself are part of the 1% wealthy families," Charles chuckled. "Celebrities who show support often get ridiculed, and if you go, it might backfire."


    "Once things happen, you can just condemn the New York government. With so many people involved, Michael Bloomberg's actions won't be small," he added.


    "Anyway, that guy is a Republican now, so he's your opponent," Charles said.


    "Dear, do you think Michael Bloomberg will dare use the military?" Ivanka asked.


    "Heh, the National Guard qualifies, I suppose. Just keep an eye on it; this is a great chance to make yourself stand out," Charles reminded her.


    Shortly after, Charles ended the call with Ivanka.


    Alexandra Daddario, having finished her bath, walked out with a towel drying her hair, her loose robe barely covering her.


    "Charles, this place is so big. You need a helicopter just to get around!" Alexandra Daddario sat on Charles' lap, her fragrance wafting over him.


    "Big, indeed," Charles laughed, holding Alexandra Daddario close. Her 36E figure was incredibly enticing.


    "Mmm..." His lips met hers, and her robe fell open, revealing her ample assets.


    Charles kissed Alexandra Daddario from her neck down to her chest, and she pulled off his robe, straddling him.


    "Dear, do you know what I thought of when I came to Texas?" Charles held the trembling Alexandra Daddario tightly and spoke up.


    "What did you think of?" Alexandra Daddario, her face flushed, clung to Charles, sweat glistening on her skin.


    "I thought of an old movie, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre," Charles smiled, recalling how Alexandra Daddario showcased her great body in Texas Chainsaw 3D, which likely wouldn't happen now.


    Alexandra Daddario laughed, "I always get offered these sexy horror roles."


    "Too bad, the highest-grossing one was Piranha 3D, which you recommended. Last year's Shadows of Death didn't do so well," she noted.


    Charles fondled her 36E chest. "No need to take such roles anymore. You can still take parts that show off your figure," he assured her.


    "But no more scripts that solely exploit your looks. You can't just be a pretty trophy," he insisted.


    Alexandra Daddario nodded, "Got it. Now that I'm your woman, my body is for you to enjoy!"


    "Don't worry about it. The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1 and Part 2 will definitely be huge hits," Charles comforted her.


    "And I have high hopes for your comedy Ted this year. You have a significant role as the leading lady, and it could make you famous!" he encouraged.


    "Mmm..." Alexandra Daddario kissed Charles, assured by his confidence in Ted.


    Soon after, Charles carried Alexandra Daddario into the bedroom. She lay on the bed, naked, her 36E chest prominently displayed, full of temptation.


    Charles kissed her chest and looked up at her.


    "Men are bound to fall for you," Charles said, propping himself up with a smile.


    Alexandra Daddario flipped him onto his back, saying, "Charles, you're just as irresistible to countless women. Who can resist your charm?"


    As she spoke, Alexandra Daddario kissed his chest, and then his abs...


    ...


    When Charles returned to Los Angeles, within three days, he received the good news he had been waiting for from Time Warner: Ted Turner had been appointed CEO of Turner Broadcasting System (TBS), overseeing TBS, CNN, and TNT at Time Warner.


    "Congratulations, Ted!" Charles celebrated with Ted Turner at the Four Seasons Hotel in Beverly Hills.


    "Thank you, Charles," Ted Turner felt energized. "By the way, Charles, negotiations between the NBA and the players' union have restarted. We've got to get the NBA season started!"


    Currently, the broadcasting rights for NBA games were mainly held by ABC, ESPN, and TNT. Canceling the season would seriously hurt not only the NBA but also these three networks.


    ABC and ESPN were part of Disney, but for Time Warner, TNT couldn't withstand the losses either.


    "The NFL's been playing for almost two months now. The NBA really needs to start soon," Charles shrugged. "My New York Dreamers just moved to New York, and I want the labor talks to wrap up quickly as much as anyone."


    "But there's even bigger news waiting for us. I don't think you want CNN to miss out on this event, right?" Charles hinted.


    "An event?" Ted Turner smiled, understanding Charles was referring to the large protests against wealth inequality spurred by the Occupy Wall Street movement.


    "Of course, CNN won't miss it. The protests have reached Washington, D.C. The public's right to know!" Ted Turner said, finishing his drink in one gulp.


  




  Chapter 710: Executioner


  

    On the early morning of November 14, 2011, the Upper East Side of Manhattan, New York was gripped by a chilling wind.


    Inside a luxurious townhouse, Charles Capet held the sexy Ivanka Trump close as they soaked in a warm bath, staring at the news on the television.


    In the middle of the night, under the cover of darkness, the NYPD forcibly cleared the protesters occupying Zuccotti Park in Lower Manhattan, citing non-cooperation with park maintenance.


    The police stormed into the park, wielding batons, pepper spray, and tasers, attacking the protesters. Tents collapsed and sleeping bags were torn apart.


    Protesters fought back by throwing Molotov cocktails, setting tents, sleeping bags, and cars on fire. The scene erupted into chaos as mounted police, riot police, and the National Guard intervened.


    "Wow, the conflict's really escalating," Ivanka said nervously, almost lost for words as the footage shot from the news helicopter looked like a war zone.


    The cries and burning flames painted a vivid picture of the chaos.


    "Is Michael Bloomberg really treating them as terrorists?" Charles laughed, feeling a sense of anticipation for the event he had been preparing for so long.


    "It's so tragic," Charles said as he embraced Ivanka and began kissing her. She responded passionately to his kiss.


    "Darling, you're probably going to get a call from the White House soon," Ivanka knew the importance of public opinion at this moment.


    "It doesn't matter. The TV stations were already ordered, but the footage still got out. And don't underestimate the internet!" Charles said, pulling Ivanka closer and leaning over her.


    "Mm, darling, you're excited," Ivanka said as she felt Charles gripping her tightly and turned her head to kiss him...


    That night was destined to be anything but calm.


    ...


    The violent clashes following New York's forceful clearance of the protesters caught Washington's attention.


    The next day, CNN, NBC, FNC, and major newspapers like The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, and The Washington Post reported extensively on the event.


    Six people died, and over 200 were injured, a devastating scene no one had anticipated.


    While TV and newspapers could be controlled, the rapid spread of information on the internet made the New York clearance event known worldwide.


    The U.S. Congress quickly proposed the Cyber Intelligence Sharing and Protection Act, authorizing the government and large tech companies to deploy extensive surveillance and internet content monitoring under the guise of combating cybercrime.


    As the owner of Twitter, Charles received the news immediately!


    New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg was labeled the "Executioner" by the media, and the following afternoon, more than 30,000 people protested Bloomberg's brutality in front of the New York City Council building.


    Within three days, the NYPD Chief and the City Prosecutor resigned, and Mayor Michael Bloomberg also stepped down voluntarily.


    New York Governor Andrew Cuomo demanded a state legislature judicial investigation into Michael Bloomberg!


    More and more Hollywood stars publicly condemned Bloomberg's brutality, and while some Democrats piled on, the upper echelons didn't halt the forceful clearance of the protesters.


    ...


    Washington D.C., the White House.


    Charles attended the discussion on the introduction of the Cyber Intelligence Sharing and Protection Act. Twitter, Facebook, and other social network companies were to be subjected to government regulation!


    "Charles, Hollywood needs to settle down a bit, or the fallout's going to get bigger," White House Chief of Staff William Daley said with a worried expression as he approached Charles.


    Charles looked at William Daley and said, "Six people died, over 200 got injured. This is just like the riots in London last August. What the government needs to do now is quickly give the public an explanation, treat the wounded, not think about silencing people. Also, the public's anti-Semitic sentiment is at its peak right now. You don't think I can make all those Hollywood stars listen to me with just a word, do you?"


    The essence of the "Occupy Wall Street" movement was targeted at the Jewish financial oligarchy of Wall Street. It's just that this time six people died and it got reported.


    "Don't worry, the TV stations are cooperating with the government now," Charles patted William Daley on the shoulder. "Besides, the biggest losers this time are the Jewish capitalists. The President can at least get several hundred billion dollars in benefits from Jewish businessmen."


    William Daley also smiled. In fact, neither he, Charles, nor the congressmen cared about how many people died or got injured.


    What was important was that this indeed dealt a heavy blow to Jewish capital. Hollywood's media power was undergoing a major reshuffle, and CNN, NBC, and FNC, representing the Democrat, neutral, and Republican voices respectively, collectively resisted Jewish capital pressure.


    Politically, one of the leading figures of Hollywood's Jewish influence, Michael Bloomberg, became infamous, and Bloomberg's stock prices plummeted along with it.


    Now, the TV stations were calling some protesters insurgents, while also labeling Michael Bloomberg as the executioner.


    In the past few days, over 3,500 demonstrators were arrested nationwide, with more than 230 key figures facing prosecution.


    "Charles, it's unbelievable that CNN is back in Ted Turner's hands. Hollywood, the times are changing," William Daley was also amazed that Hollywood's media power, dominated by Jews for years, was finally breaking free from their control.


    "But the protesters' slogans about wealth inequality are indeed frightening. On this matter, our stance and the Jewish capitalists' stance are still aligned," Charles was certainly not in support of those guys.


    "It's still the high unemployment rate," William Daley said.


    The White House was really busy now, and Charles wasn't planning to stay longer. He and Ivanka took a private jet back to New York.


    On the plane, Charles held Ivanka, who was sitting on his lap. "Michael Bloomberg's reputation really took a hit this time. He probably didn't see this coming."


    Ivanka kissed Charles on the neck with a smile. "It's a considerable blow to his political career."


    Charles unbuttoned Ivanka's shirt, feeling her ample bosom. "Darling, he's a top-tier billionaire, after all. He can just move behind the scenes."


    "Mm..." Ivanka kissed Charles and suggested passionately, "Let's go to the back cabin. It's more than an hour from Washington to New York."


    "Okay," Charles grabbed Ivanka and moved to the back cabin's lounge, carrying her to the bed...


  




  Chapter 711: Chapter 711


  

    With the sweep operations in Manhattan, New York, protests and demonstrations nationwide were restricted despite some coordination attempts which proved futile!


    New York, Molly Bloom resided in a farm estate in Bedford.


    Charles looked at the cover of the magazine Ad Busters he held, featuring a female ballet dancer performing on the iconic Wall Street bull.


    "Did the Wall Street movement spread initially through this Canadian magazine?" Charles asked while sitting on the sofa.


    "Yes, then it spread through the internet, with more people joining, and various organizations helped in the promotion and coordination," Molly Bloom said as she handed Charles a drink, "This time, many people were arrested!"


    "You didn't get involved, did you?" Charles looked up at Molly Bloom.


    Molly Bloom shook her head, "I only anonymously funded them and focused on some of the radical organizations and youth associations. Black people from the slums and those burdened with foreign debt are easily agitated. The ones lighting fires and throwing Molotov cocktails in Zuccotti Park were probably those black people from the slums!"


    Charles chuckled, "Indeed, this time the black community taught the Jews a lesson."


    They propagated among the black community that their money was being earned by Jewish financial moguls, who now wanted to suppress their protests by force?


    "Boss, these organizations are very disorganized and can't counter the government's tactics," Molly Bloom clearly saw that the mainstream media still protected the interests of those in power.


    "Ha, they are a group of poor people; who cares about their lives or deaths," Charles said dismissively, "At least this time we struck a heavy blow against Jewish power, especially in Hollywood. Now, there are more voices against Jewish financiers. Before, they couldn't speak up, but now it's different. Many stars no longer have to pander to Jewish lineage. Although Jewish power in Hollywood is still immense, they wouldn't dare support the black community against us now; they even have to join us in defining racism!"


    Charles stood up, patted Molly Bloom on the shoulder, and smiled, "Enjoy your holiday!"


    Molly Bloom nodded as she watched Charles leave the farm.


    ...


    In Long Island, at Charles' beachfront villa in East Hampton, Britney Spears returned to rest after her concert at the Barclays Center!


    "The North American opening of Twilight: Breaking Dawn - Part 1 grossed 138 million dollars, that's amazing," Britney Spears exclaimed with joy while flipping through the newspaper on the sofa.


    Charles walked over, kissed her briefly, and then joked, "Next, Skyfall and The Incredible Hulk 2 are also set to release. Universal wants to dominate the Christmas season!"


    "Yeah, I need to go back to Los Angeles and then have five concerts in Las Vegas; want to come with me?" Britney Spears wrapped her arms around Charles' neck, "I haven't seen Dashiell in a while, I miss him!"


    "Oh, the little rascal eats and sleeps well. Mother said the air in Los Angeles isn't good, so she took him to the ranch in San Luis Obispo," Charles reminded, "I can't go back yet; I have to stay in New York until next month!"


    Britney Spears nodded in agreement, "Mrs. Capet is very considerate; the environment at the ranch is indeed much better! By the way, I heard that the NBA League and the players' union reopened labor negotiations. The issue should be resolved soon, right?"


    Charles nodded, "Almost, can the season really be canceled?"


    ...


    Charles stayed in New York to exchange opinions with some shareholders of Capet Pictures. Any significant event in the U.S. could be linked to politics. Although the high levels of both U.S. political parties had a unified stance on the Occupy Wall Street movement, political opportunists never lacked; many senators supported the protesters to align with public opinion.


    Michael Bloomberg's downfall significantly damaged the Republican power in New York, and Democrats, led by New York Governor Andrew Cuomo, wouldn't miss this opportunity. However, Wall Street, being the major source of funds for both parties, both sides wouldn't let Wall Street suffer!


    At The Huffington Post headquarters, Arianna Huffington reminded Charles, "The President has been keen on taxing the rich; what do you think?"


    "Of course, I support it," Charles laughed, completely unbothered.


    For a long while, the U.S. Republican and Democratic parties had been at odds over tax policies. Yet, even the Democratic Party left multiple loopholes for the rich to "legally" avoid taxes. The major targets for taxation were always the middle and lower classes; the "wealthy" people in senators' speeches referred to the American middle class, not top tycoons like Charles.


    Because the super-rich had hundreds of ways to avoid taxes! The tax rate for America's wealthiest only made up a small percentage of the total tax collected, far less than ordinary employees and the middle class.


    "Increasing taxes now is a good way to divert public attention," Charles scoffed, "But now, the House majority is Republican! This bill has some difficulties!"


    "Not much of an advantage; besides, Jewish moguls are facing tough times now. It's not hard to win over some Jewish capital representatives in the Republican Party!" Arianna Huffington pointed out.


    Charles disdainfully remarked, "Can these matters affect Jewish moguls? The presidential election is right around the corner. Funds would pour into the campaigns, drawing public attention isn't hard! However, Hollywood is no longer their playground to do as they please. Likely, a few grassroots senators or high-ranking officials will be brought out to quell the public's anger!"


    As for a mogul like Michael Bloomberg, no, he would just lie low for a while. Behind the scenes, Jewish capital bigwigs still backed him; Bloomberg LP, one of the Big Four news agencies, wasn't defenseless. Michael Bloomberg, with his long-standing influence in New York, wasn't someone a mere New York State Governor, Andrew Cuomo, could handle!


    Obviously, if Charles faced major trouble, he'd be equally unperturbed, as Capet Pictures' NBC was one of the Big Four TV networks. Could California Governor Jerry Brown vie against Charles? Moreover, Charles' power in Hollywood was unparalleled; compared to Michael Bloomberg's influence in New York, Charles' power in California was even more intimidating!


  




  Chapter 712: Chapter 712


  

    "Don't worry, in terms of publicity, Hollywood's mainstream media will definitely back Congress, everyone hopes this matter passes quickly," Charles said to Arianna Huffington.


    "Charles, this time, Hollywood is different; Ted Turner controls CNN, and with you holding NBC, you've got almost half of Hollywood's publicity power," Arianna responded. "But you must know, the Jewish influence within the Democratic Party is significant, and we can't afford to destabilize the factions due to internal strife!"


    Arianna Huffington was worried that Charles might take extreme measures against all the Jewish capital.


    Charles smiled, "Don't worry, Hollywood is a stronghold for the Democrats, that's my base, and we have gradually encroached on the media power controlled by Jews. As long as they behave, they will remain top players in American society!"


    Arianna nodded, understanding that Charles meant that the Jews could no longer act as they wished.


    Above their interests, there was now another power group!


    "Charles, they are used to being at the pinnacle, they won't easily give up their position," Arianna reminded.


    "Don't worry, they will," Charles responded calmly, "Right now, the media power in Hollywood no longer belongs to them. Without their absolute publicity advantage, what do they have to fight us with?"


    "If they don't comply, I won't mind continuing the reforms in Hollywood," Charles smiled, "There is quite a bit of anti-Jewish sentiment within Hollywood as well."


    "Okay, just be careful," Arianna said. After all, she owed her rise to Charles, not to mention the influence of The Huffington Post, the leading political news website thanks to him.


    Moreover, the politicians tied to West Pacific Union Bank's investment business were countless!


    ...


    That evening, at the Hilton Hotel in Midtown Manhattan, Capet Pictures and HBO held a celebration for the fantasy epic series Game of Thrones: Season One.


    Bruce Rosenblum, the president in charge of Warner Bros' television division, specifically invited Charles.


    Bruce Rosenblum and Jeff Robinov, the president in charge of movies, had become Barry Meyer's right-hand men after Alan Horn left.


    Now, Barry Meyer wasn't seen as a capable leader in the eyes of Time Warner chairman Jeff Bewkes. The next CEO of Warner Bros was likely to be either Bruce Rosenblum or Jeff Robinov.


    This situation caused more direct competition between the two.


    "Bruce, long time no see. I heard things at Time Warner are pretty unstable," Charles said as he clinked glasses with Bruce Rosenblum on the sofa.


    Splitting AOL, changing major shareholders, struggling film business, and TBS just getting out of a power struggle...


    "Charles, I should congratulate you. Capet's productions remain consistently strong," Bruce Rosenblum smiled. "This year belongs to Capet!"


    "Unfortunately, Game of Thrones: Season One has such high ratings. I kind of regret partnering with HBO," Charles expressed his regret openly.


    "Hey, Charles, George R.R. Martin has great faith in HBO's production abilities," Bruce shook his head, "Besides, HBO has the exclusive broadcasting rights for Game of Thrones, but Capet Pictures still owns the copyrights!"


    Charles said nothing, changing the subject, "It looks like Barry Meyer hasn't renewed his contract with Warner Bros, has he?"


    Bruce Rosenblum's eyelid twitched involuntarily, "Charles, you..."


    Ted Turner had taken back control of TBS, and American Bancorp, a major shareholder of American Investment Group, was an important shareholder of Capet Group.


    Charles Capet used American Investment Group to influence the Time Warner shareholder meetings and connected Ted Turner with the American Investment Group.


    Although outsiders didn't know how much influence he had, the alliance between Ted Turner and Charles Capet in Hollywood was undeniable.


    "I'm just one of the candidates," Bruce Rosenblum didn't hide anything, "Jeff Robinov has high support too. And he's in charge of the film division!"


    "When Disney's film chairman Dick Cook left, it was Rich Ross from Disney's movie channel who took over, right?" Charles took a sip of his drink. "Besides, if Jeff Robinov doesn't show anything notable, it will be hard for Time Warner's board to choose him. The shareholders of Time Warner are quite complex! And have you forgotten about the Japanese investors in Time Warner?"


    "Japanese investors?" Bruce furrowed his brow, recalling that Ted Turner had support from them too.


    "Charles, what do you mean?"


    Charles smirked and said, "Kevin Tsujihara, the president of Warner Bros. Home Entertainment is of Japanese descent, isn't he? He's responsible for Warner Bros' home entertainment and DVD sales, and his performance is noteworthy. You and Jeff Robinov have board supporters; why would Kevin Tsujihara not have any?"


    "Kevin Tsujihara?" Bruce knew him well. The Japanese investors would definitely support him, and now Turner's faction likely would as well.


    Charles smiled, put down his glass, stood up, and patted Bruce on the shoulder, "Jeff Bewkes' support is important, but the shareholder games behind it are what really counts."


    Bruce was momentarily stunned and couldn't help but ask, "Charles, interested in collaborating? An alliance between Universal, MGM, and Warner Bros would be formidable!"


    It wasn't a secret among the upper echelons that the Anglo-Saxon capital led by Charles Capet was vying for Hollywood's dominance against the Jewish capital.


    Moreover, the Anglo-Saxon capital had gained the upper hand because Capet Universal's performance was too outstanding.


    "I have no way to persuade Time Warner's shareholders. Besides, collaborating with Capet Universal benefits you anyway," Charles shook his head. "I have no say in Time Warner's internal matters!"


    It wasn't that Charles didn't want to intervene, but he couldn't.


    Unlike Ted Turner, Charles didn't hold significant power within the group. With an ally, it was much easier.


    But for these guys, as managers, Charles just hoped Warner Bros' management remains chaotic!


  




  Chapter 713: Chapter 713


  

    Charles just informed Bruce Rosenblum about Kevin Tsujihara. Of course, he wanted Warner Bros. to continue suffering from internal strife like Paramount, but he never intended to cooperate with Bruce Rosenblum.


    What level is Bruce Rosenblum? Even if promoted, he would only be the CEO of Warner Bros. Pictures Entertainment. If Charles wanted to work with anyone, it had to be someone from the Time Warner Executive Group.


    In the evening, Charles quickly left the Hilton Hotel in Midtown Manhattan and went downtown to pick up Elizabeth Olsen, who was in New York.


    Driving Elizabeth Olsen to lower Broadway near Wall Street, he said, "This is Zuccotti Park, where the tragedy happened. No one's around!"


    Charles also glanced at the empty Zuccotti Park from the passenger side. "Yeah, a few people died here just a few days ago."


    "Charles, let's go back," Elizabeth Olsen patted his leg with wide eyes, blinking at him.


    Charles smiled, cupped the woman's face, and kissed Elizabeth Olsen's lips. He then drove back to the nearby Hudson River mansion.


    At midnight, in the bedroom, Charles lay on Elizabeth Olsen, "Darling, is the filming of The Hunger Games going smoothly?"


    "Yes, it's going very well. This novel is so popular, it's bound to have a huge impact among teenagers," Elizabeth Olsen tightly held Charles, her face flushed, breathing heavily.


    The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1 had already grossed over $200 million at the North American box office, completely in harvesting mode.


    The Hunger Games was also a youth-themed work, although primarily featuring a strong female lead, having someone like Blake Lively definitely made it worth anticipating.


    "Great," Charles flipped over, holding Elizabeth Olsen in his arms, "Even though you're not the lead, you're still an important character. My judgment is never wrong. This year's Martha Marcy May Marlene received a lot of praise in the art community, and The Hunger Games is a commercial film, so it expands your range."


    "Yes, I know. I still have the horror film Silent House and romance film Liberal Arts waiting to be released," Elizabeth Olsen said, lying on Charles' shoulder. "Now, I'm getting more scripts than ever!"


    Saying this, Elizabeth Olsen kissed Charles' chest a few times. "Plus, I'm not short on money now. The 200,000 shares of Capet stock you gave me are now worth over $20 million!"


    "Hey, that's what you deserve. How can my woman lack money?" Charles chuckled, touching Elizabeth Olsen's chest. Sadly, Blake Lively wasn't in New York.


    Elizabeth Olsen was more voluptuous, while Blake Lively was the charming youthful type.


    "Charles, wasn't it just enough?" Elizabeth Olsen laughed, reaching out to feel the change in Charles.


    Soon after, she widened her eyes with a smile, "Darling, no wonder so many women like you."


    "Is that so?" Charles lowered his head to kiss her chest, "Honey, don't you want to say hello to it under the covers?"


    Elizabeth Olsen licked her lips, rolled her eyes at Charles, "You like it this way," and then ducked under the covers...


    ...


    While staying in New York, Charles continued to follow the aftermath of the Occupy Wall Street movement and the NBA labor negotiations.


    As early as November 15, 2011, the same day the Occupy Wall Street movement was cleared out in New York, the NBA and the players union resumed negotiations.


    However, the players union representatives and executive committee decided to reject the new proposal, breaking off the labor negotiations.


    Finally, on November 26, after 15 hours of negotiations, both sides announced they had reached an agreement, ending the 149-day NBA lockout.


    NBA Commissioner David Stern announced that the new season would officially start on December 25, Christmas Day, and the free agency market and training camps would simultaneously open on December 9.


    In Brooklyn, at the Barclays Center, Charles attended the club's induction ceremony with Anne Hathaway, the New York Dreamers' ambassador.


    In the office, Dreamers' Chairman Thomas Wayne looked excited. The New York Dreamers had a new home court, new logo, new uniforms...


    "Chris Paul of the New Orleans Hornets is almost with the Los Angeles Lakers? A three-way trade between the Lakers, Rockets, and Hornets?" Charles touched his chin after hearing Thomas Wayne's report.


    "Isn't the New Orleans Hornets under league management now? If Chris Paul goes to the Lakers, where does that leave us?"


    "Uh, Charles, our team has already sent a joint letter to David Stern opposing it. Anyway, the New Orleans Hornets are currently under league management. It's up to David Stern," Thomas Wayne didn't seem very worried, "I believe the league will handle this correctly. After such a long lockout, they will consider the majority of the other teams' opinions."


    Charles nodded, "Right, finalize the trade with the Warriors as soon as possible. Stephen Curry's talent is exceptional."


    Chris Paul's price was too high, not worth it. The young players of the New York Dreamers weren't bad.


    There was no need to sacrifice too much for Chris Paul, especially since the Warriors' new owner was the Russian billionaire Mikhail Prokhorov, who boasted a five-year championship plan.


    He wouldn't want to develop young players slowly; immediate competitiveness was what he wanted. An All-Star point guard wanted to leave the Jazz, and the Warriors eyed him while the Jazz were interested in Devin Harris from the Dreamers. The Dreamers were interested in Stephen Curry from the Warriors.


    A three-way trade where everyone wins.


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles enjoyed afternoon tea with Anne Hathaway. "I didn't expect Brooklyn to have its own team now!"


    As a Brooklyn native, Anne Hathaway was naturally supportive of the Dreamers rooted in Brooklyn.


    "Yes, you can watch games courtside at the Barclays Center," Charles reminded her.


    "I know. I rarely went to Madison Square Garden. Now that the Dreamers are a hometown team, I definitely support them!" Anne Hathaway wasn't even a basketball fan.


    Charles nodded, wanting more celebrities to boost popularity at the Barclays Center.


  




  Chapter 714: Desperate


  

    Manhattan Midtown, Plaza Hotel.


    Charles specially took Anne Hathaway to a charity dinner to raise money for people injured during the Wall Street movement.


    "See, I wonder how much this dinner is costing?" Charles said, his arm around the gorgeous Anne Hathaway, while they watched the speeches on stage.


    Anne Hathaway held Charles' hand and whispered, "I joined protests in New York before, but some celebrities didn't want the media to take their photos!"


    "It depends on the media," Charles laughed and patted Anne's leg. "By the way, how's the PR going for Silver Linings Playbook?"


    Talking about her work made Anne Hathaway's eyes light up. "Many critics and Academy members say my performance is great, and Silver Linings Playbook is a drama, leaving a deep impression on the audience."


    "Charles, what about the Best Actress? Meryl Streep's The Iron Lady is coming out around Christmas. It's a biographical film!"


    Charles smiled. "Don't worry. Biographical films do get more Oscar attention, but Meryl Streep and Harvey Weinstein are too closely tied, and The Iron Lady is from a small unknown company. She stands no chance. Just getting a Best Actress nomination would be good enough!"


    Anne Hathaway smiled. "I'm going to the restroom," she said, and then headed to an upstairs guest room.


    ...


    Feeling bored, Charles waited for a bit before deciding to find Anne Hathaway.


    "Charles, good evening!" In the hallway, Charles ran into Michael Bloomberg.


    Though Michael Bloomberg had resigned as Mayor of New York, his smiling face showed he was hardly affected in other areas.


    "Michael, good evening," Charles replied, lighting a cigarette. "Want one?"


    "Thanks," Michael Bloomberg accepted one and also lit up.


    "Charles, you've really made Hollywood your playground now," Michael Bloomberg said after a drag. "But don't you think you're going a bit too far?"


    Michael Bloomberg was referring to how Hollywood's promotion during the Occupy Wall Street movement had disregarded many Jewish interests.


    "What's the issue? Tell me," Charles wasn't intimidated by Michael Bloomberg. Though Bloomberg News was one of America's four major news agencies, Charles' NBC was one of America's four major broadcast TV networks, giving NBC a considerable advantage in promotions.


    Plus, financially, Bloomberg News couldn't compete with Capet Group, even if it went public. Michael Bloomberg's assets couldn't match Charles Capet's.


    After Capet went public, Forbes estimated Charles' assets at over $45 billion, placing him among the world's top ten richest. Of course, Charles' true wealth was even higher, with many assets unknown to Forbes.


    "Charles, you don't need to compete with Jewish capital. We're all working for America's good," Michael Bloomberg cautioned.


    "You mean Hollywood?" Charles glanced at Michael Bloomberg. "It's just business competition. Capet's position in Hollywood must match its strength. Capet is now the world's top media group and must be respected!"


    "Charles, is that what you want?" Michael Bloomberg sighed, fully understanding Charles' ambitions. With such power, Charles surely wanted to have the greatest say in matters.


    Charles nodded, admitting, "Hollywood's biggest piece of the pie belongs to Capet now. Anyone disrupting Hollywood is disrupting my pie. Michael, what do you think I should do?"


    "Charles, no one is disrupting Hollywood. No one dares cause trouble in Hollywood without your approval. You're overthinking," Michael Bloomberg reminded.


    Charles laughed nonchalantly. "Capital is ruthless. Those without enough power should keep a low profile. Some people have been at the top for so long, they forget someone higher can call the shots."


    Saying this, Charles patted Michael Bloomberg's shoulder. "People need to learn to face failure; otherwise, they'll lose even more."


    Hearing Charles, Michael Bloomberg frowned. "Charles, you know how powerful we can be together?"


    "In Hollywood, you can keep trying to compete with me if you've got the guts," Charles shook his head, speaking calmly. "Hollywood used to be under your control, but now it's under mine!"


    "Isn't it better to make movies peacefully? No matter what, you're still at the top of the pyramid," Michael Bloomberg wouldn't give up.


    Charles countered, "Then why did you enter politics? Continuing with Bloomberg News would've been just fine."


    "It's all for profit. Anyone who obstructs us faces retaliation," Charles said, tossing away his cigarette. "Just like you did before, only now, we're in charge."


    Without their media advantage, what grounds would the Jewish group have to compete with the Anglo-Saxon group?


    Michael Bloomberg watched Charles walk away, lost in thought.


    ...


    "Charles," Anne Hathaway opened the door, welcoming Charles in.


    "Mmm..." As soon as he entered, Charles embraced Anne Hathaway, pressing her against the wall, kissing her.


    Anne Hathaway held on to Charles, passionately responding. "What's gotten into you?"


    "Nothing, I'm just happy," Charles said, starting to undress Anne Hathaway, nibbling on her chest.


    Although the Occupy Wall Street movement hadn't impacted Michael Bloomberg much, his reaction showed the Jews were getting desperate.


    Losing their major ally, Hollywood, had a significant impact on the Jews!


    "Darling," Anne Hathaway held Charles' head against her chest, smiling. "We still have to go down to the dinner later. Time's tight."


    Charles lifted his head, smiling. "I like hearing that. It means I'm good, right?"


    Anne Hathaway snuggled up to Charles. "You always leave women wanting more," she said, licking her lips before kneeling down.


    "Ah," Charles placed his hand on Anne Hathaway's hair. "Darling, you're getting better!"


    Anne Hathaway's skilled movements sent a wave of electricity through Charles...


  




  Chapter 715: Mel Gibson


  

    Downtown Manhattan, Universal Building, Charles sat in his office chair.


    The Incredible Hulk 2 was set to premiere on Friday, while The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1 had already grossed over 200 million dollars in North America and over three hundred million dollars overseas.


    During the Christmas season, Skyfall was also kicking off its promotional activities.


    Not long after, Phyllis Jones entered Charles's office. "Boss, Mel Gibson's film The Beaver that came out this year didn't get much traction. But, he did work with the people from Apocalypto to make an R-rated action crime film called Get the Gringo in Mexico, but it hasn't been released in the U.S. theaters yet."


    Charles took a look and saw that this movie was also a low-budget film. The Jewish boycott in the U.S. was still on, and many distribution companies didn't want to work with him. "Is Robert Downey Jr. hoping we can help out?"


    Phyllis Jones nodded. "Kevin Feige has conveyed Robert Downey Jr.'s request to Donna."


    Charles smiled, "Let Matrix Pictures distribute Mel Gibson's Get the Gringo. I want to see which theater chain dares not to give Capet face. Also, I remember Lionsgate was planning to cast Mel Gibson as the main villain in The Expendables 2. Did they give up?"


    "Yeah, Lionsgate couldn't stand the pressure from above," Phyllis Jones explained.


    "Inform Lionsgate that they can use Mel Gibson. Also, notify NBC to do a special interview with Mel Gibson. Five years of being blacklisted is enough."


    "CNN and NBC will bring Mel Gibson back into the spotlight," Charles said as he stood up. "At this point, the Jewish community can't dominate Hollywood anymore. Let Mel Gibson's return show everyone who truly controls Hollywood's destiny."


    Phyllis Jones nodded seriously. "I know what to do!"


    After Phyllis Jones left, Charles made calls to Brian Roberts at Comcast, Ted Turner at CNN, and his mother.


    This time, Charles was ready. Anyone who dared to challenge him would be shut down.


    ...


    Soon after, Matrix Pictures, part of Universal, added a new film to its February lineup for the following year. After years of silence, Mel Gibson suddenly appeared on NBC's talk show.


    The general public didn't notice much, but Hollywood executives understood - it was a power struggle. Someone was challenging Jewish capital.


    In Beverly Hills, Evelyn Capet had a meeting with her old rival, CAA's head Brian Lord.


    "Evelyn, isn't Charles playing it a bit too big this time?" Brian Lord said helplessly.


    CAA was now completely overshadowed by EDR. Not to mention other areas like sports and music, even their talent management business in the showbiz was declining.


    CAA had many Jewish members. When Evelyn cleaned out EDR, many of those employees joined CAA.


    Now with Mel Gibson's return, Brian Lord was most worried about some talent speaking out and offending Charles Capet.


    "Brian, it's been five years. Mel Gibson hardly had any opportunities to appear on screen. It's such a waste to end the career of a great action star like this," Evelyn said calmly, taking a sip of coffee.


    "Honestly, none of us mind, it's just the people in the background who care," Brian Lord admitted, his words ringing true. Stars didn't mind, but Jewish capital made it an issue.


    Evelyn understood perfectly. "Brian, Charles is serious this time. Anyone who dares to step up will face the combined forces of Capet and EDR. Even Steven Spielberg, if he doesn't behave, will meet the same fate. Do you understand?"


    The Capet faction - NBC, CNN, Twitter, Universal, MGM, and even 20th Century Fox and Columbia wouldn't dare to cross Charles Capet.


    Adding EDR to the mix, and basically, anyone challenging him in Hollywood would be done for.


    What's Charles Capet's status now? Top 10 on Forbes' richest list, probably top 5 next year.


    "Don't worry, I understand. I'll make sure the agents at CAA keep a close eye on the talent," Brian Lord realized how big the gap between him and Charles had grown.


    "Brian, I know CAA has a lot of Jewish shareholders. If you're interested, I can introduce you to some foreign investors," Evelyn offered with a smile. "I know some investors from Europe, Asia, and the Middle East."


    Brian Lord's eyes lit up. "I can meet them anytime."


    Evelyn nodded. "Sure, let's meet on Charles's yacht this weekend."


    "No problem," Brian Lord was also a man with ambitions. Who would want to be a puppet? 


    "I heard Charles had a 460-foot superyacht custom-made in Germany. When will it be finished?"


    Brian Lord and Evelyn chatted about other trivial matters.


    Who wouldn't want to please Charles Capet now? Making money with him was quick. Even if it was against the Jewish community, no one cared. And if anything did happen, Charles wouldn't have to worry.


    His circle would naturally find ways to handle any issues for him.


    Brian Lord, having been in Hollywood for many years, was quite clear on this. Hollywood was no longer dominated by Jews.


    In the past, many stars would mention their Jewish heritage, but now nobody emphasizes it anymore.


    Didn't you see that after Mel Gibson appeared in any public event, many Jews warmly welcomed his return, stating that his previous transgressions had been punished already?


    ...


    Charles returned to Los Angeles specifically to see if anyone dared to stick their neck out. After all, many stars criticized and lectured Mel Gibson when he was blacklisted. Now, with Mel Gibson's comeback, there were no opposing voices, making Charles feel like his punch hit soft cotton.


    California Democratic Senator Gavin Newsom reminded Charles, "The Jewish community is currently busy dealing with the aftermath of the Wall Street movement. Your current influence is huge. They won't want to create an enemy negotiating Hollywood's future for themselves over this."


    Charles shrugged, "These guys are indeed shrewd businessmen - they don't make losing deals!"


    Now, anyone who went against Charles faced his full retaliation. With no apparent benefits, Jewish capitalists wouldn't be foolish to challenge him.


  




  Chapter 716: Chapter 716


  

    In Los Angeles, at Universal Studios Hollywood, they held a grand premiere for The Incredible Hulk 2!


    Charles and his mother were sitting in the office drinking champagne, "Mel Gibson made a comeback, and Hollywood is still so quiet. It's such a pity."


    "Pity?" Evelyn smiled, "If you look at how much coverage Ted Turner is getting with the Wall Street movement after taking back CNN, clearing out New York was almost like a riot. 


    In recent years, the anti-Semitic sentiment exploded due to the subprime mortgage crisis. If the mainstream media hadn't saved them some face, ha!


    Can they still make waves in Hollywood? News Corp is splitting up just to maintain their stock price, and their credibility has greatly decreased due to scandals.


    How can ABC and CBS compete with CNN and NBC?"


    Charles nodded. The benefits of having control over the narrative were fantastic. Ted Turner had a lot of pent-up anger after being sidelined by Jewish capital, and now he was letting it all out!


    "By the way, what's the deal with Arnon Milchan?" Charles asked. After all, that guy was a top player in Hollywood.


    "Arnon Milchan is truly an Israeli spy. Some of his early intelligence work has come out, and it's still being investigated," Evelyn took another sip of champagne. "But given his status, there probably won't be any charges or anything!"


    Charles looked at his champagne. Arnon Milchan dared to casually use Hollywood scandals to divert attention away from himself.


    Simply leaving Hollywood didn't seem like a real punishment. That bastard nearly ruined his major plan!


    "Hollywood won't be a Jewish playground anymore," Charles finished his champagne in one gulp, his eyes sharp, and he asked his mother, "What do you think of Tom Sherak?"


    "Oscar president, Tom Sherak?" Evelyn thought for a moment, "He's okay. He just took over as the academy president after all."


    "Are you still interested in the Oscars?" Evelyn smiled, "Capet has quite a few fans among the academy judges, right?"


    Charles shook his head, "The Oscars don't mean much to me, but their reputation and history are still very significant. The international and media credibility is still strong. If things are going to change, they have to change completely. I want the Jews to be entirely defeated in Hollywood, not allowing them to rise again!"


    American society was dominated by many Jews in various aspects, and Charles was just weakening their presence in Hollywood for now.


    Moreover, he wanted to deepen the divide between Jews and other races, especially the Black community. The greatest benefit of controlling the media was controlling public opinion!


    "I will meet Tom Sherak. There are over 6,000 members in the academy, and those governing them are the board members, mainly represented by about twenty people. Indeed, there are quite a few Jews among the board members!" Evelyn knew what Charles intended to do.


    "The Oscar ratings are too low, and some board members should retire. It's time to promote new ones," Charles chuckled. "Tom Sherak must be clear now on who he should listen to!"


    Right now, the Capet faction dominated the Academy Awards anyway. Did the Oscars really think they could go against MPAA?


    "Don't worry," Evelyn's EDR force cannot be underestimated now. Her directors, producers, screenwriters, and actors in the entertainment circle alone numbered over 2,400 people.


    Adding over 1,000 sports personalities from EDR, this force was quite formidable!


    This was why Charles was so dedicated to helping his mother control EDR and overpowering CAA.


    "Regarding CAA, I plan to introduce Brian to some investors. Any suggestions?" Evelyn asked.


    "CAA's current situation isn't good, and the income has dropped significantly. Investors looking to make money probably wouldn't consider investing in CAA," Charles thought for a moment.


    "Look for Asian investors. Their main goal isn't money. Chinese and Korean capital have always been fascinated with Hollywood!"


    Evelyn waved her hand, "Forget it, I'll decide for myself," Charles's tone suggested he didn't take CAA seriously at all.


    Charles saw his mother, Evelyn, preparing to leave directly, "Not attending the party?"


    "Now, there are parties like these every day. I'll go back to spend time with Dashiell. I haven't seen him for several days!"


    Evelyn was lazy to manage her son again, after all, she now had a grandson.


    ...


    "Congratulations, Marion!" At the evening party of The Incredible Hulk 2, Charles hugged Eva Green and the movie's female lead, Marion Cotillard.


    This year, Marion Cotillard had a son with her boyfriend!


    "Thank you, Charles. I couldn't have achieved this without your support," Marion Cotillard was certainly grateful to Charles. From breaking into Hollywood with The Da Vinci Code, then becoming the Best Actress Oscar winner with La Vie en Rose, to finally joining the Marvel series.


    Charles smiled, "You deserved it. Besides, we were quite wild back then, weren't we?"


    Marion Cotillard also smiled, "Miss those times," then glanced at Eva Green beside them, whispering, "Charles, I heard from French friends that Roman Polanski has a grudge against you!"


    "Roman Polanski? Isn't this guy being boycotted by the Cannes Film Festival due to protests from women's organizations because of the Harvey Weinstein incident?" Charles touched his chin.


    "Well, he's a Jew," Marion Cotillard reminded.


    "Ha, a small fry, doesn't matter," A European sexual offender director, Charles certainly didn't care about him.


    Marion Cotillard caught on, and laughed, "True, you're a big shot now!"


    "Alright, go enjoy your glory. The residual heat from The Avengers this summer will boost the box office of The Incredible Hulk 2!" Charles raised his glass and clinked it with Marion Cotillard's.


    "Yes, we are confident," Marion Cotillard took a sip of her champagne.


    At the premiere party, Charles just made an appearance and didn't stay long. He soon left with Eva Green.


    However, the name Roman Polanski was etched in Charles's memory. He had recently not paid much attention to European news; Indeed, he didn't expect anyone in Europe to be unhappy with him!


    Beverly Hills, Capet Manor, Eva Green, who had just finished filming Dark Shadows, was still blonde, "Indeed, it's a different feeling!"


  




  Chapter 717: Amanda Seyfried


  

    As Capet's Marvel Studios released The Incredible Hulk 2 nationwide, Capet only had one more movie left for the year: Skyfall!


    Throughout 2011, Capet Universal swept the entire box office market.


    Beverly Hills Hilton Hotel, the 69th Annual Golden Globes Nominee Dinner.


    Charles attended the dinner with Eva Green. The black-and-white silent film The Artist, which Capet acquired at the Cannes Film Festival, had also been nominated for Best Musical or Comedy Picture.


    "Your movie Perfect Sense got good reviews, but it didn't even get a nomination?" Charles said to the blonde woman beside him, smiling.


    Eva Green sighed, "IFC didn't market it at all, just screened it in a few commercial theaters in Los Angeles for a week."


    "Alright," Charles said, realizing that it had been treated as cannon fodder. "I'll step out for a bit. If I'm not back, head over to Scarlett Johansson's place tonight."


    "I know, I've been in touch with Scarlett."


    Charles hadn't come just for the Golden Globes Nominee Dinner but to meet with the Hollywood Foreign Press Association (HFPA) President, Aida Takla-O'Reilly.


    As the organizer of the Golden Globes, the HFPA held significant influence.


    ...


    In a meeting room at the Hilton Hotel.


    "Charles, what would you like to drink?" Aida Takla-O'Reilly asked warmly.


    "Wine, please," Charles replied, sitting distractedly on the sofa.


    After pouring Charles a glass, Aida handed him a list of HFPA members.


    The HFPA, which organizes the Golden Globes in collaboration with NBC, always had around 90 members.


    Charles sipped his wine and flipped through the list. "Several of them are 90 years old or more and still members?"


    Ninety percent were old white men, with few minorities or women.


    "Aida, many on this list aren't fit to be members anymore, wouldn't you agree?" Charles said, putting down the list and looking at Aida.


    "Charles, the Foreign Press Association has been around for decades and has its own traditions," Aida responded, troubled.


    Charles chuckled, "My demands aren't high. The proportion of Jewish members should drop below 10%. Right now, more than a quarter of them are Jewish. Remember, I'm not negotiating; I'm making demands. The broadcast contract with NBC and the Golden Globes doesn't matter to me. I'm not interested in the HFPA's internal politics. I just want to reduce the influence of Jewish members."


    Charles spoke calmly, but his meaning was clear and undeniable.


    "Changes are also needed at the Oscars. Hollywood has changed, and I'm in charge now."


    Aida felt resigned hearing this. Capet's NBC was the broadcasting partner for the Golden Globes.


    NBC could easily decide not to broadcast, and they wouldn't be too worried about losing that advertising revenue. But it would be a major blow to the Hollywood Foreign Press Association, which, despite being a nonprofit, still needed income.


    Moreover, if Charles wanted to boycott the Golden Globes, he could come up with a hundred reasons to do so.


    "Alright," Aida finally nodded. "I'll figure something out. The HFPA indeed needs reform. The media's sneering at our shady practices and financial dealings have eroded our credibility year by year."


    "Journalists should do their job," said Charles, standing up. "Members shouldn't just write four paid articles a year and live off pensions. They should listen if they're getting paid, or the Golden Globes should switch to a profit-making venture, and I'll have nothing to say."


    "Don't worry, Charles, I'll announce the reforms soon," Aida couldn't resist any longer. The Golden Globes were merely a product of Hollywood.


    Now that Hollywood had a new owner, the Golden Globes had to serve the new master!


    After finishing the discussion with Aida Takla-O'Reilly, Charles left the room.


    ...


    "Mr. Capet, good evening!" Amanda Seyfried greeted Charles in the hallway of the hotel.


    "Ah, Amanda, good evening," Charles replied. This year, Amanda had appeared in Universal's Snow White and the Huntsman and Les Miserables.


    "Are you here for the Golden Globes?" Charles asked casually.


    "Yes, In Time got a nomination, and the cast and crew are hosting a celebration party here," Amanda explained.


    "You mean the time-travel movie you starred in with Justin Timberlake?"


    Amanda nodded.


    "Got it. How about a drink at the bar downstairs?" Charles invited.


    "Sure," Amanda readily accepted.


    "Mm..." In the bathroom of the bar on the third floor of the Hilton Hotel, Charles passionately kissed Amanda Seyfried from behind, his hand exploring inside her V-shaped dress.


    "Charles," Amanda Seyfried breathed as she removed her panties...


    Some time later, Amanda Seyfried leaned weakly against Charles, catching her breath.


    "Amanda, has filming for Snow White and the Huntsman finished?" Charles asked, his hand on her chest.


    "Yeah, now I'm shooting Les Miserables in the UK," Amanda replied, content and rosy-cheeked.


    "Really?" Charles kissed her ear, "How about it? Satisfied?"


    Amanda nodded. "It was amazing. Being your woman is such a blessing!"


    Charles laughed, "I have many women."


    "I can tell," Amanda replied, looking back at Charles, then turned around and kneeled.


    Charles leaned against the bathroom wall, placing his hands on Amanda Seyfried's head!


    "Phew, cough," a while later, Amanda finally stood up, wiping her mouth with a tissue.


    "Charles, will you look for me again?" Amanda asked while fixing her dress.


    "Uh, do you have a boyfriend now?" Charles asked, adjusting his suit.


    "No, we broke up six months ago!" Amanda said. Her last boyfriend had been Ryan Phillippe, and they had split in May.


    Charles nodded, caressing her waist. "Next time, try to win."


    "Of course, next time I'll beat you..."


  




  Chapter 718: Chapter 718


  

    As Christmas approached, maybe the festive atmosphere dispelled the gloom of the Wall Street protests.


    Hollywood was buzzing with activity and there wasn't a hint of negativity. Award season was in full swing, and the scenes of all the stars competing for attention were endless!


    In Burbank, at the Universal Tower, Jon Feltheimer, the chairman of Lionsgate Films, made a special visit to see Charles Capet.


    "Charles, is it really okay to cast Mel Gibson in The Expendables 2?" Jon Feltheimer was here to ask in person. After all, the production budget for The Expendables 2 was $100 million.


    This was the most expensive film that Lionsgate was currently developing, and they had to take it seriously.


    Charles pressed his hands down slightly, "There won't be any problems. Don't worry, the main revenue for The Expendables series comes from the overseas market. Mel Gibson's comeback won't affect the film's release. He's just a supporting actor. Hollywood isn't ruled by Jewish capital anymore!"


    Jon Feltheimer nodded, "Actually, we approached Mel Gibson quite some time ago, but someone stopped us."


    "Not anymore. Mel Gibson still has some draw," Charles smiled.


    With Charles Capet's assurance, Jon Feltheimer left feeling very relieved!


    ...


    In mid-December, with the arrival of the shortened NBA season, trades between clubs began to unfold.


    A three-way trade between the New York Liberty, Utah Jazz, and Golden State Warriors concluded successfully!


    In Los Angeles, sitting in Kate Beckinsale's villa, Charles laid on the bed holding a sports newspaper.


    "Don't joke around. My judgment isn't wrong," Charles scoffed as Stephen Curry underwent surgery on his right ankle during the 2011 offseason but didn't fully resolve the problem. The Liberty's decision to trade Devin Harris was not seen favorably.


    "Darling, I believe in you," Kate Beckinsale said with a smile.


    Charles pointed to Stephen Curry in the newspaper, "Just wait until this kid heals. He's going to be a standout!"


    "The NBA Commissioner David Stern stopped the three-way trade between the Lakers, Hornets, and Rockets. That must make you happier, right?" Kate Beckinsale pointed to the news in the paper.


    The Lakers planned to send Pau Gasol and Lamar Odom to get Chris Paul.


    The Hornets would send Chris Paul to get Goran Dragic, Kenyon Martin, Luis Scola, Lamar Odom, and a first-round pick.


    The Rockets planned to send Goran Dragic, Kenyon Martin, Luis Scola, and a first-round pick to get Pau Gasol!


    Charles laughed, "It's okay." In the end, the Hornets and the LA Clippers completed the trade. The Hornets sent Chris Paul and two future second-round picks to the Clippers, getting Eric Gordon, Chris Kaman, and Al-Farouq Aminu in return.


    "Clippers," Charles stroked his chin, thinking that Clippers owner Donald Sterling was a staunch racist.


    "What's up with the Clippers?" Kate Beckinsale asked, puzzled.


    "Oh, Clippers' owner Donald Sterling really hates black people," Charles shrugged.


    "There are lots of people who hate black folks," Kate Beckinsale kissed Charles on the shoulder. "Just make sure you don't show it, especially since you're already at odds with Jewish capital right now. If you add racism to the mix, even you could get into trouble."


    "Don't worry, I won't. I'm thinking about how to get a bigger clash between the Jewish people and black people," Charles said. "The Wall Street protests earlier, even though four out of the six who died were black, unfortunately, the blame was mostly taken by the NYPD Commissioner."


    Kate Beckinsale shook her head, "Nothing can be done about that. Michael Bloomberg is a major figure in Jewish capital; he can't go down. While he doesn't have the same high status as you do among Anglo-Saxon capital, he's a significant representative of Jewish capital in America."


    "To deepen the conflict between black people and Jewish people, you need to point out Jewish discrimination against black people," Kate Beckinsale suggested.


    "There are many white people who discriminate against black people. You need to highlight the Jewish aspect. Since a significant part of Hollywood media power is in your hands, you can wait for the right moment."


    Kate Beckinsale, a high-achiever who left Oxford University, had a sharp mind far superior to an average Hollywood high schooler.


    "The NBA is definitely a gateway. There are a lot of black players in the NBA, and it has a big influence. If any news about racial discrimination involving the NBA comes out, it will easily spark a big discussion," Kate Beckinsale suggested, encouraging Charles to focus on the NBA.


    "NBA!" Charles nodded, remembering that Donald Sterling's racist recordings were leaked by his young girlfriend.


    At 77 years old, Donald Sterling's girlfriend was not even 30.


    "Kate, you're sharp as ever," Charles said, leaning in to kiss her on the lips.


    "Mmm..." Kate Beckinsale responded to his kiss, her hand caressing his abs.


    ...


    At the luxurious SLS Hotel in Los Angeles, a grand party was held to celebrate The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 1.


    Popular stars Robert Pattinson and Kristen Stewart attended together, and numerous media outlets eagerly reported the event!


    "Charles, I've spoken with the President of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Tom Sherak. He's going to reduce the number of Jewish members," Evelyn Capet said, holding her son's hand. "And, five Jewish members of the Board of Governors will also leave!"


    Charles nodded, smiling, "I also talked with the President of the Hollywood Foreign Press Association, Aida Takla-O'Reilly. The Foreign Press Association will reform, increasing female members and reducing Jewish ones."


    "You really do have your grip on women's rights," Evelyn smirked, "Alright, I just bumped into Steve Burke, he seems to have something to discuss with you. You should meet him. Now that MGM is totally in line with you!"


    As Brian Roberts' trusted executive, Steve Burke managed MGM Studios. Was he coming to ask about Skyfall?


    "Alright," Charles agreed without hesitation.


    ...


    Later, Evelyn approached Alan Horn, the newly appointed Co-Chairman of Universal Studios Entertainment, "Good evening, Alan!"


    "Oh, Mrs. Capet, good evening," Alan Horn said, observing the lively scene. "The Twilight Saga isn't much behind Harry Potter!"


    "It's still not as good. The box office for Harry Potter is too high," Evelyn replied.


    "But The Twilight Saga was cheaper to make..."


  




  Chapter 719: North American Box Office


  

    "Did MGM want to acquire The Weinstein Company?"


    Charles Capet and Steve Burke arrived at the banquet hall's lounge area where Steve Burke shared his thoughts.


    Steve Burke shrugged, "You should know, Charles, The Weinstein Company had a distribution partnership with MGM. The Weinstein Company has a lot of scripts in storage that haven't been developed, and now Bob Weinstein can only use the Dimension Films label to develop some horror and thriller titles."


    "That's no problem. MGM can totally acquire The Weinstein Company and develop them themselves," Charles didn't see any issue. "If you're worried that the Weinstein brand is already tarnished, you could use the MGM or United Artists label instead."


    Steve Burke nodded, "That's what I was thinking too, but I'm not sure if some of the creators from The Weinstein Company would have any issues related to the Harvey Weinstein scandal. Will it matter?"


    "It's been 3 or 4 years, and everything has been handled. What could be the problem?" Charles patted Steve Burke on the shoulder.


    "It's no big deal, even Mel Gibson can make a comeback now, why worry about those hidden rules? As long as you avoid hiring those actors with bad reputations, a good script will surely yield good returns."


    Steve Burke chuckled, "We are also looking to increase MGM's film library, and The Weinstein Company has the rights to dozens of films. Just like your previous acquisition of Icon Productions!"


    Charles wouldn't be concerned with these minor details; MGM wasn't qualified to be a competitor against him now.


    "The News Corporation's split plan is to combine its film and TV entertainment businesses into a standalone public company called 21st Century Fox, right?" Charles suddenly brought this up.


    Steve Burke nodded, "That's right. The rest, like The Times, The Sun, The Wall Street Journal, and HarperCollins Publishers will continue to be called News Corporation. Charles, with News Corporation's split, the gap between you and them will widen!"


    ...


    After the celebration party for The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 2, Charles brought Kristen Stewart and Alexandra Daddario back to the Capet estate in Beverly Hills!


    With Christmas approaching, Charles stayed in California with his son, Dashiell. Britney Spears also returned to the ranch estate after her concert in Las Vegas.


    In the bedroom, Charles lay on the bed, and Britney Spears was kissing his chest.


    Charles was satisfied, caressing Britney. Finally, he held her tightly.


    After a bit, Megan Fox emerged from the covers, breathing heavily. Charles pulled her to the other side, "Sweetheart, you're amazing!"


    Britney Spears bit Charles's shoulder and laughed, "You're so bad!"


    "Charles, Skyfall made $88 million in its opening weekend and $200 million overseas!" Megan Fox, lying beside Charles, traced her hand over his abs and said.


    "Capet Universal's North American box office this year should have surpassed $2 billion, right?"


    Charles smiled, "It surpassed it early on. This year's box office for Capet Universal is even higher than 2009, when we had over $2 billion in the North American market. I haven't seen the exact figure, but it's definitely over $2.3 billion!"


    "Darling, you are incredible. Capet is undeniably number one now," Britney Spears kissed Charles on the cheek.


    Considering the North American market's total of over $10 billion, Capet's market share now exceeded 20%.


    In the future, Charles aimed to ensure that Capet Universal's minimum standard in the North American market was a 20% share. He remembered that in his previous life, Disney once had a year with a 30% share!


    However, Capet Universal performed better than Disney in the overseas market. While Disney's animations performed well in North America, Capet Universal's countless other works were stronger overseas!


    With 2012 coming, it was time to summarize 2011. There was nothing much to say about Hollywood; after all, Capet Universal Group was the most dazzling presence throughout 2011.


    With 18 films released, and a total yearly box office for the North American market being 2.3 billions of dollars, Capet Universal commanded 23% of the North American market and claimed the top spot.


    Additionally, the 2.3-billion-dollar North American box office was a new record, giving tremendous confidence to the stock market as it was the first year Capet went public!


    ...


    Los Angeles, The Peninsula Beverly Hills.


    Senator Gavin Newsom and his wife attended Capet's banquet.


    "Capet's shares are now $110 each, and the market value has reached $93.5 billion. Congratulations, Charles, Capet's market value will soon exceed $100 billion," Gavin Newsom clinked glasses with Charles.


    "Back then, when Time Warner merged with AOL, the market value exceeded $200 billion," Charles chuckled, seemingly unfazed.


    Of course, that was during the tech bubble!


    Gavin Newsom reminded, "Charles, some Jewish capital seems to want to support Hillary Clinton in the presidential race; what do you think?"


    Charles said calmly, "Then the news about Hillary supporting Bush to wage war back in the day will be all over the news. People will remember Obama took down Bin Laden last year, ha-ha."


    Gavin Newsom laughed. Right now, Hillary's biggest public drawback was her strong stance on supporting the war back then.


    The war was a taboo for the Democrats, just like racism. You could start a war, but you could not overtly support it!


    "The Jewish capital is overthinking," Charles pointed out the window toward Hollywood, "Here, I don't have the power to make them support the Republicans. But, among the Democrats, whoever gets the most support is up to me!"


    "Tell those people to stop wasting their efforts," Charles disdainfully curled his lips.


    "I've even prepared the movie Zero Dark Thirty about killing Bin Laden to support the election. If they don't step up their game, things will get tougher for them. Now in Hollywood, even if Rupert Murdoch switched to the Democrats, I still wouldn't fear him. News Corporation is splitting like Viacom did, and only Disney can face off with me directly now!"


    Time Warner was very divided now; CNN's Ted Turner was a hardliner against the Jewish community.


  




  Chapter 720: China-US Film Memo


  

    On the afternoon of January 15th, the 69th Golden Globe Awards were grandly held at the Beverly Hilton Hotel in Los Angeles.


    The old-fashioned black-and-white silent film, The Artist, distributed by Capet's Focus Features, was nominated for six awards, including Best Musical or Comedy, making it the big winner of this year's Golden Globe nominations!


    But, Charles, who didn't even bother to pay attention to the Oscars, certainly wasn't particularly interested in the Golden Globes either.


    However, The Artist still won three major awards: Best Musical or Comedy Film, Best Actor in a Musical or Comedy, and Best Original Score.


    "Pregnant?" Charles asked, holding Scarlett Johansson in his arms, "Since when?"


    "Two months now," Scarlett Johansson said with a calm expression while lying on Charles.


    "And you were just so wild right now?" Charles held his forehead with his hand, "Isn't it said that pregnant women should avoid sex in the first three months?"


    "Well, that situation just now, I couldn't help it! Besides, it's not a big deal, it's fine!" Scarlett Johansson said while lying on the bed.


    "Alright, you are planning to keep it, right?" Charles asked.


    "Of course," Scarlett Johansson bit Charles's shoulder, "With a child, even if you're not around, the child will be with me. I'll take care of this child first!"


    Scarlett Johansson knew Charles didn't want to get married right now, and if she left Charles in the future, she probably wouldn't get custody of the child.


    Charles Capet's current wealth meant his children would inherit substantial estates, and Scarlett Johansson wanted to have a child by Charles for her security.


    "Uh, rest assured, I will set up a fund for our child once the baby is born. No matter what, the child won't lack money," Charles thought that he should set up a fund for each of his children.


    "We'll see about the future when it comes. Who knows when you'll settle down? You already have so many women, and you're still not satisfied?" Scarlett Johansson had known Charles for years and understood him well.


    At least, Charles certainly wouldn't mistreat his women, especially now that there was a child involved!


    "Hehe," Charles laughed, then lowered his head and started kissing the woman on the chest.


    Scarlett Johansson was pregnant, yet there was no news of Anne Hathaway being pregnant. They hadn't used any precautions lately.


    In late January, the Oscar committee announced the nomination list at the Samuel Goldwyn Theater:


    Director Martin Scorsese fulfilled his childhood dream by directing the movie Hugo, based on the famous children's novel of the same name, earning 11 Oscar nominations, including Best Picture and Best Director.


    Meanwhile, the French silent film The Artist, which had been shining throughout the award season, also earned 10 nominations. Compared to Hugo, which had no acting nominations, The Artist did much better!


    Since Charles had promised to help Anne Hathaway win this year's Best Actress Oscar, he approved a considerable amount of PR expenses for Silver Linings Playbook.


    However, Silver Linings Playbook was indeed worth it. Although Anne Hathaway only got a nomination at the Golden Globes, the movie itself did excellent at the box office.


    Right now, Silver Linings Playbook had grossed over $100 million in North America and over $200 million worldwide, making it a huge success for a low-budget drama film.


    ...


    In her Beverly Hills villa bedroom, Charles lay on Anne Hathaway's back, panting, and said, "Having met so many Oscar committee members this time, Silver Linings Playbook should guarantee you a win. At least, your performance in Silver Linings Playbook deserves it!"


    "Yeah," Anne Hathaway responded randomly while lying on the bed.


    "Whew," before long, Charles carried the woman into the bathroom with him.


    "As long as I don't end up like Gwyneth Paltrow, who was ridiculed by almost every media outlet for winning with Shakespeare in Love," Anne Hathaway said, leaning against Charles.


    "It won't be, this time it's just Meryl Streep in The Iron Lady who's a strong contender. Either of you winning would be reasonable," Charles comforted. "Rest assured, if it's not you, it'll still be you!"


    ...


    At the end of the year, Skyfall, another global hit, grossed over $1 billion, earning $300 million in North America and $700 million overseas in just a month.


    MGM was so thrilled that they threw a celebration party at the Waterworld Hotel in Universal Studios, even Brian L. Roberts specially invited Charles!


    "Another work bringing in over $1 billion globally," Steve Burke said, full of admiration.


    Charles just smiled and didn't say much because tonight, MPAA Chairman Christopher Dodd was also present.


    "Charles, China and the US have signed a new film import agreement," Christopher Dodd told Charles as they moved to a meeting room, handing him a document. "It's signed by the leaders of both countries and will be announced in a few days!"


    "Finally, something good done. Last year, China's annual box office was $2 billion, and with a 30% yearly growth rate, it should be $2.6 billion this year. China's market will soon become the second-largest film market globally, right after the US!"


    Charles put down the document and smiled.


    "Charles, Capet Pictures' Shanghai Universal Resort has contributed significantly too," Christopher Dodd reminded him. "Washington won't forget Capet's role in promoting trade between the two countries!"


  




  Chapter 721: Selling Cinema Chains


  

    In the luxury suite of the WaterWorld Hotel at Universal Studios Hollywood, Charles Capet and "Bond Girl" Gal Gadot were enjoying a hot bath after the celebration of Skyfall.


    "How do you feel? You're pretty much the most famous actress in Israel now," Charles smiled as he reached out and patted the actress's chest.


    Gal Gadot smiled too, "Now I am the pride of Israel," and then she leaned in to kiss Charles.


    The next day, Mel Gibson's film Get the Gringo had its premiere at the Pacific Dome Theater on Sunset Boulevard.


    Robert Downey Jr., Jodie Foster, and other big-name stars showed up to support Mel Gibson's new movie in the U.S.!


    Meanwhile, there were small-scale protests and demonstrations from the Jewish community in Los Angeles against Mel Gibson's films.


    However, the mainstream media didn't mention anything about Mel Gibson's past, nor did any prominent Jewish figures publicly criticize him!


    On North Hollywood Boulevard, near the Hilton Garden Inn, Charles leaned back in his chair, eyes slightly closed, enjoying Gal Gadot's service.


    His hand rested on her black hair, and he put down his cellphone beside his ear, then reached inside the neckline of her dress...


    After an unknown period, Gal Gadot sat up, panting heavily, her face flushed and chest heaving!


    Pulling out a tissue to wipe her mouth, Gal Gadot asked, "Charles, why did Mel Gibson make a comeback?"


    Charles smiled, "Isn't it because of those recent Wall Street protests? Now Americans don't really like those financiers on Wall Street. You know, most of the finance industry is Jewish. Mel Gibson's comeback is to bridge the gap with the Jewish community!"


    Gadot, being just an actress, didn't understand much. Whatever Charles said was the truth to her.


    "Is that so," Gadot didn't quite understand, then leaned her disheveled head on Charles' chest and began to help clean him up.


    "I'm going back to Israel. I've been traveling to many places with the crew for promotions, so I need some rest!"


    Charles nodded, "The success of Skyfall has boosted your fame significantly. So now, you shouldn't worry about getting more projects!"


    After a while, Gal Gadot, having straightened her clothes, got out of the car and went into the hotel, while Charles drove away.


    ...


    In early February, Disney announced that CEO Robert Iger would replace John Cooper Jr. to also serve as the chairman of the group.


    Now, Robert Iger, like the early Disney king Michael Eisner, became the absolute ruler of Disney!


    MGM, under Comcast, quickly acquired The Weinstein Company, perhaps emboldened by the success of Skyfall.


    Initially, everyone thought MGM wouldn't make much noise after the Comcast acquisition. But now, the media declared the era of the seven major Hollywood film studios!


    At the same time, Universal and Paramount, the two oldest film companies in Hollywood, held their 100-year celebration events.


    Compared to Paramount, relying on DreamWorks Animation and the release of Mission: Impossible - Ghost Protocol, Universal's dominance was evident to all!


    ...


    In the office of Capet Universal in Burbank. 


    "Did you come here for something specific?" Charles asked.


    Evelyn took the coffee brought by Charles' assistant and said, "You know that Wanda Entertainment from China wants to buy the AMC Cinema Group, right?"


    Charles nodded, "I know. They reached out to you too?".


    "Yes, this is part of our EDR business," Evelyn smiled.


    "People with more money than sense," Charles laughed, "Ask Wanda if they are interested in buying our two cinema chains as well. Your ArcLight Cinemas and Pacific Theaters?"


    "Yes, my two chains have about 50 theaters," Charles shrugged, "I intended to sell these two chains a while ago, keeping only a few theaters for Universal to manage. Empire Theaters, AMC Cinemas, and Carmike all showed interest in our theaters, but the three major North American chains are broke!"


    Charles spread his hands.


    "Wanda is indeed interested in international cinema chains, and your two companies are premium assets. I think Wanda will be interested," Evelyn speculated.


    In the North American cinema market, Empire Theaters were the largest!


    Wanda's targeted AMC Cinema Group was second, with about 350 theaters and 5000 screens.


    "Okay, let's arrange a meeting for both sides to discuss," Charles knew Wanda was quite willing to spend.


    "What's the current status of the deal?" asked Charles.


    "The AMC Cinema board wants to sell 68% of their shares to Wanda for $3 billion, giving Wanda absolute control over AMC Cinemas," Evelyn explained, wrinkling her nose.


    "Hmm," Charles took a sharp breath, "Is AMC Cinema overestimating itself? Does it even worth $4.5 billion? Its market value isn't even $2.5 billion. In that case, my Pacific Theatres and ArcLight Cinemas should be worth over a billion dollars!"


    Evelyn rolled her eyes, "Even if Wanda is rich, they won't blindly pay whatever AMC Cinema asks. They are still negotiating. However, from what I hear, Wanda seems quite eager to buy AMC Cinemas!"


    Charles laughed, "Mom, please help us contact Wanda as soon as possible. For $800 million, I'll sell them my two cinema chains, including the Pacific Dome Theater on Sunset Boulevard and the ArcLight Cinemas in Westwood. The Pacific Dome Theater is among the top ten box offices in North America, and ArcLight Cinemas in Westwood is in the top thirty!"


    "Are you sure you want to sell your theaters, considering Capet has made substantial investments in cinemas in China?" Evelyn was puzzled.


    Charles shook his head, "I'll get rid of them. The North American cinema market is a pit. If it weren't for establishing Capet's North American distribution network, I wouldn't have considered operating theaters. As for Chinese cinemas? That's a real estate business!"


    Evelyn nodded.


  




  Chapter 722: Oscars


  

    With the successful hosting of the Oscar ceremony in late February, Kodak went bankrupt, and the Kodak Theatre was no longer named after the company.


    The theatre was renamed Hollywood Highland Theater Center.


    With the conclusion of the Oscar ceremony, Capet was the biggest winner. The French black-and-white silent film, The Artist, won five major awards: Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor, Best Costume Design, and Best Original Score.


    At the same time, America's sweetheart Anne Hathaway finally won Best Actress for Silver Linings Playbook.


    ...


    At the Sunset Tower Hotel, the annual Vanity Fair after-party was held as scheduled. Charles showed up because Capet's performance this year deserved his personal appearance.


    "Congratulations," Charles said as he visited Silver Linings Playbook crew to congratulate Anne Hathaway.


    "Thank you," Anne Hathaway replied, excitement written all over her face as she tightly hugged Charles.


    "Okay, go accept your congratulations," Charles patted her back.


    Soon after, Charles found his mother, Evelyn.


    "Tonight, Capet really nailed it, sweeping the four major awards," Evelyn praised, referring to the Oscars for Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor, and Best Actress.


    Charles shrugged, "The movies were excellent, especially the French film The Artist. The black-and-white silent film brought back the memories of Hollywood in the 1920s."


    "By the way, Wanda's offer for the two theater chains is considered too high at $800 million," Evelyn said with a shrug. In business, even mother and son had to haggle.


    Charles touched his chin, "Let's keep the one in Universal CityWalk. The rest can be settled for $700 million, okay?"


    Previously, Charles planned to keep two multiplex theaters in Los Angeles for a price of $800 million. Now he was making a concession.


    This price was still higher than the previous offer from Empire Theatres, which offered about $500 million.


    "Fine, I'll talk to them again," Evelyn nodded, though she didn't quite understand why Charles wanted to keep one theater. After all, Capet Theater at the Burbank base was run by Capet film studio itself.


    Movie premieres and some releases could be held there, and the Universal Theater in Universal Studios wasn't bad either.


    "How are the negotiations with Wanda going?" Charles asked, smiling.


    "Still the price. The difference of a few hundred million dollars is significant, so it's going slow," Evelyn replied with a laugh.


    "Your two theater chains have fewer cinemas, so their evaluation and estimation are simpler."


    ...


    The next day, the Oscar results were in all the major newspapers. Capet Pictures dominated, leaving no room for doubt.


    With the highest annual box office and five of the top ten films in North America produced by Capet Universal, and a sweeping win at the Oscars!


    Vanity Fair's cover featured an image of Charles Capet sitting on the Iron Throne from the Game of Thrones series.


    With an aura of dominance, below him were the other major Hollywood studios like Warner Bros and Disney!


    ...


    "This is too much, isn't it?" Charles said, sitting in his chair and glancing at Vanity Fair's cover.


    Alan Horn chuckled, "Charles, nothing's wrong with it. Game of Thrones' first season ratings certainly justify the photo!"


    "A bit regretful that George Martin wouldn't give up the adaptation rights initially. We had to bring in HBO to persuade him," Charles shook his head. "If the premiere had been on Bravo, imagine how many more subscribers we could've gained!"


    "At least the secondary broadcast and streaming rights are with Capet Television. When it launches on Netflix, it should really boost the company," Alan Horn acknowledged that Capet had produced many high-rating series over the years.


    Not only had Capet Television made a fortune, but NBC's ratings also soared, overshadowing ABC and CBS!


    "Currently, the seven major studios account for about 80% of the North American film market, with independent distributors taking the remaining 20%," Charles said, stroking his chin. "Alan, Capet has a 23% market share, but I think there's still room to grow!"


    Alan Horn smiled wryly, "Charles, Capet's output this year is already a lot. Universal, Capet, along with Matrix and Focus, total 18 films."


    "Warner Bros and Sony each have over 30 films, and even Disney hit 25 after acquiring DreamWorks. To improve box office numbers, we need to increase our output!"


  




  Chapter 723: Universal Studios Archives


  

    In March, the Wanda Group spent $2.6 billion in cash to acquire a 68% stake in the second-largest movie theater chain in the United States, becoming its controlling shareholder.


    Immediately after, the theater chain spent 650 million in cash to acquire two smaller commercial theater chains from Capet: Pacific Theaters and ArcLight Cinemas.


    In mid-April, on Hollywood's Universal Plaza Street, there was the grand opening of the Universal Studios Archives. This three-story venue housed all the film works of Capet Universal, specifically built to align with Universal Studios' 100th-anniversary celebrations this year!


    The celebration event drew countless reporters and fans, filling Universal Plaza Street completely.


    From noon, stars started arriving at Universal Plaza one after another.


    Charles Capet, dressed in a perfectly tailored Italian handmade suit, attended the opening ceremony. On the long red carpet, stars appeared as if attending an awards ceremony.


    After Charles arrived, he also went to the backlot for the Universal studios' centennial group photo.


    Afterward, everyone returned to the grand hall, and the official Universal 100th-anniversary event began.


    The event had esteemed political guests like the Governor of California, federal senators, and the Mayor of Los Angeles, not to mention big-name directors and stars collaborating with Capet Universal. Even top singers like Michael Jackson and Britney Spears were present!


    In the grand exhibition hall, over 300 attendees participated in this grand event, with the newly crowned Oscar-winner Anne Hathaway as the host.


    "Alright, now let's welcome the youngest mogul in Hollywood history, Charles Capet!" Anne Hathaway exclaimed excitedly.


    Charles, sitting with his mother, Britney, Donna Langley, and other executives, received a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek from his mother, Evelyn Capet. "Darling, I'm so proud of you!"


    Charles smiled, then walked up to the podium, took the microphone from Anne Hathaway, and hugged her. Anne whispered in his ear, "I'm so excited! Let's invite Emily tonight!"


    After Anne stepped off the stage, Charles scanned the crowd. Many major Hollywood stars had come, shining even brighter than at the Oscars.


    Among the directors were Ridley Scott, Steven Spielberg, J.J. Abrams, and Francis Ford Coppola, his daughter, and others.


    Male actors included Brad Pitt, Leonardo DiCaprio, Robert Downey Jr., Chris Hemsworth, Matt Damon, Chris Evans, and more.


    Female stars included Nicole Kidman, Scarlett Johansson, Charlize Theron, Naomi Watts, Angelina Jolie, Julia Roberts, Megan Fox, and many more!


    With the addition of Capet Record's music stars, the entire hall was dazzling.


    "Thank you all for attending Universal Studios' 100th-anniversary celebration. Seeing this scene, I want to say, I've done quite well over the past ten years. Universal Studios is one of the most historic film companies in Hollywood. 


    Starting from the silent film era, going through the talkies, to the appearance of color films, we've experienced so much. 


    From World War II, the Paramount Decree, to the impact of television, Hollywood has endured.


    Many film companies have disappeared into the dust of history. Those who remain are Hollywood's elite. 


    Our predecessors developed Hollywood into the world's cinema hub, and we must keep Hollywood in its number one position!


    Of course, owning Universal is a great pride for me. Thinking back to my days on movie sets, I still feel satisfied. 


    I couldn't have achieved this without my beloved mother. If it weren't for her, I might not have entered this industry," Charles said, pointing to his mother.


    "So, your kids might end up like me someday."


    clap clap clap


    ...


    "Finally, Universal Studios is a crucial part of the Capet Group and an inseparable part of Capet's assets. In the future, it will certainly progress hand in hand with other Hollywood studios..."


    After Charles' speech, everyone attended the grand party. So many stars kept the LAPD busy.


    "Charles, this is truly unforgettable," said Gavin Newsom, clinking his champagne glass with Charles. "Governor Brown even called officers from other areas to maintain order!"


    Charles smiled, "Don't worry. I donated $5 million to the Los Angeles City government, and this archive will be open to the public soon."


    ...


    Meanwhile, Donna Langley, back from New York, was chatting with Alan Horn. "I didn't expect Charles to make it this big!"


    Looking at the attendees, who were all renowned figures, Alan Horn smirked, somewhat embarrassed, "Actually, I thought of something else?"


    Donna Langley became interested, "What's funny?"


    Alan Horn's expression made Donna suspect it was something amusing. "Well, Paramount is also celebrating its 100th anniversary this year, and they're holding a grand celebration in the summer," Alan Horn explained, chuckling involuntarily.


    "Now we've set a high standard, not only by building a new film archive but also making the event so grand!"


    "Ha-ha," Donna Langley laughed, covering her mouth, "Philip Dauman and Brad Grey will probably feel awkward..."


  




  Chapter 724: Chapter 724


  

    The 100th anniversary celebration of Universal made everyone aware of Capet's dominance in Hollywood. 


    The intense 2012 election saw Obama coming to Los Angeles for a fundraising event!


    In Burbank, at the Capet Theater, Charles specifically invited Obama to the premiere of Zero Dark Thirty. Director Kathryn Bigelow and lead actress Kate Beckinsale were both present!


    At this stage of the pre-election, the President and Vice President automatically became the Democratic Party nominees, with Obama and Biden continuing their campaign for re-election as President and Vice President this year!


    "The movie was really good," Obama remarked, sitting next to Charles.


    Charles smiled, "This year, I plan to release Zero Dark Thirty in September. By then, both parties' presidential candidates would be confirmed. By the way, is Mitt Romney, the former governor of Massachusetts, still the leading Republican candidate?"


    Obama nodded, "Yes, right now he has the highest support within the Republican Party." he paused and then added quietly, "and the Romney family has deep roots with the Mormons in Utah."


    A September release of Zero Dark Thirty could help boost votes.


    "Deeply tied to Mormons, huh?" Charles touched his chin thoughtfully, "We should emphasize feminism in this year's campaign slogans."


    Obama understood Charles' meaning. Feminism is directly opposed to Mormon ideals, and it is also a key aspect of political correctness in America. Emphasizing feminism would not only help Obama gain support from women but also subtly undermine Mitt Romney!


    "My campaign team thinks the same. We could use Hollywood's help," Obama said.


    "Don't worry, Fox News is no longer a big threat," Charles smiled, "I'll have my people cooperate with your team..."


    In the evening, after the Zero Dark Thirty premiere, Obama gave a brief speech.


    ...


    Charles holding the British rose Emily Blunt, who had just finished filming Les Miserables in the UK, was lying on the bed in Anne Hathaway's Long Beach villa.


    "Mmm," Charles lay on top of Emily Blunt, sharing intimate moments with her.


    On his back, the sensual Anne Hathaway kissed Charles' neck!


    Emily Blunt widened her eyes, "You two are going to crush me..."


    Not long after, Charles lay half on the bed, holding Anne Hathaway, "Sweetie, I didn't get my period this month. I think I'm pregnant!"


    "Really?" Charles enjoyed Emily Blunt's service under the covers, gently squeezed her softness, "That's great. Why don't you take a year off since you won the Oscar for Best Actress?"


    "Okay," Anne Hathaway then showered Charles with kisses on his chest...


    ...


    In April, Capet's animated film The Lorax, distributed by Universal, was released.


    With the summer movie season approaching, The Wolf of Wall Street, Iron Man 3, and The Hunger Games will all hit theaters!


    Meanwhile, the Sino-American co-production Tai Chi held its opening press conference at the Capet Theater, attended by director and leading actor Stephen Chow, lead actress Kristen Stewart, and supporting actors Jack Black and Liu Yifei.


    In the theater office, Charles briefly kissed Liu Yifei, "My mom is downstairs!"


    Charles laughed, "Wanna come over to my place tonight?"


    Liu Yifei shook her head, "No, I'm heading to San Francisco tomorrow to prepare for my role," She had decided to take her acting seriously after receiving poor reviews for The Forbidden Kingdom.


    Charles nodded, "I heard you've been practicing martial arts these past few months. Just make sure you don't overdo it!"


    "I know, Kristen Stewart and I often train together," Liu Yifei frowned a bit, "but sometimes, I get this strange feeling from Kristen Stewart..."


    Liu Yifei hesitated, looking awkwardly at Charles.


    Charles paused for a second, then caught on, "You mean...?"


    "She sometimes gets a little too close," Liu Yifei pondered, "it's almost like the way you are with me."


    Shaking her head, Liu Yifei added, "Maybe I'm just overthinking it!"


    Charles touched his chin and couldn't help but enlighten Liu Yifei with a smile, "You know that some women are attracted to both men and women, right?"


    "Uh, so Kristen Stewart is?"


    Charles nodded, "You guessed it. Kristen Stewart is one of those people!"


    "Oh, I see," Liu Yifei appeared nonchalant, "Looks like I'm quite charming to attract even Kristen Stewart!"


    "Just be careful on set, don't get seduced by that heartbreaker," Charles joked.


    Liu Yifei lifted her chin, "Why shouldn't I be the one to seduce her? She's quite attractive and cool!"


    "Isn't your mom going with you?" Charles asked casually.


    "She doesn't really mind my business with Kristen Stewart, she probably even wants me to get along with her, considering how popular she is now. And besides, Kristen Stewart is a few years younger than me!"


    Finished talking, Liu Yifei headed downstairs to attend the press conference banquet.


    ...


    In the evening, Charles drove back with Kristen Stewart to the Brentwood community, "This year marks the final installment of the Twilight series. "Any thoughts about it?"


    Charles asked while caressing Kristen Stewart's thigh from the driver's seat.


    "Not really, it's a commercial franchise that made me famous, I just feel a bit embarrassed being nominated for the Razzies a few times," Kristen Stewart leaned back in her seat, pouting.


    Then, Kristen Stewart moved closer and unbuckled Charles' belt, reaching in, "That Chinese girl is really pretty, huh?"


    Charles chuckled and nodded, "You're not thinking of seducing her, are you?"


    "Why not?" Kristen Stewart smiled, moving her head down, "I've got my charm!"


    With that, Kristen Stewart began to pleasure Charles.


    Charles gripped the steering wheel tightly with both hands, then let go with his right hand to stroke Kristen Stewart's hair, "If she's willing, that's your skill!"


    "Mmm," Kristen Stewart responded unclearly, her head down...


  




  Chapter 725: Lucas Capet


  

    In May, during the summer blockbuster season, Capet Universal released a new film adaptation of a novel, The Hunger Games. The opening weekend box office earnings of more than 150 million showed everyone that Capet Universal still had immense power!


    In a suite at the Plaza Hotel in New York, Charles Capet rolled off Ivanka Trump and said, "So, no problems with the New York State Senator?"


    Ivanka's beautiful eyes twinkled as she replied, "Of course not. I haven't even joined Obama's campaign team this year. Even if there were problems, we would either solve the problems or deal with those causing them!"


    Charles smiled, "Of course. Michael Bloomberg is no longer the Mayor of New York City, and your family has quite a few connections in New York. And with support from the White House, winning the upcoming congressional election for a New York representative shouldn't be a big problem either."


    Ivanka pulled a cigarette from the bedside table and lit it, "I'm not going to take birth control anymore. I'll use the identity of a single mom to get votes. You need to get Hollywood's feminists to support me. Being a New York State Senator isn't enough. In two years, I want to be a Congresswoman!"


    Ivanka had her ambitions written all over her face. She wanted to be a glamorous member of Congress.


    Charles smiled, fondling the woman's breasts. "So, you're going to build experience first?"


    Ivanka nodded. During the conversation, she took out her phone and made a call. "Well, you have quite a surprise ahead."


    Soon, a sexy blonde woman in a sheer nightgown entered the room. She was over 170 cm tall with a body that rivaled Ivanka's.


    With a gorgeous face, she looked just like a Hollywood movie star.


    "This is Isabella, 22 years old, a top student from Duke University's law school, my assistant," Ivanka said, beckoning Isabella onto the bed.


    Ivanka immediately embraced and kissed Isabella for a while. "Isabella, this is the famous Charles Capet. Recently ranked third on Forbes' Billionaires list with a net worth of $60 billion, only behind Carlos Slim and Bill Gates, surpassing even Warren Buffett. But I can tell you now, the wealth listed on Forbes is just part of his fortune. The top two are nothing compared to him!"


    "Mm," Isabella nodded and then began kissing Charles passionately.


    After a moment, Charles responded and then lay back to enjoy Isabella's attentions.


    "So, how do you like it?" Ivanka asked as she put out her cigarette and kissed Charles on the neck. "Feel good? Now you have someone else to share the heat with."


    That year, thanks to the centennial celebrations of Universal Pictures, along with the box office successes of The Hunger Games and Iron Man 3, Capet's market value surpassed $100 billion, with each share valued at $118.


    In July, Iron Man 3 had a North American opening with 175 million. In June, The Wolf of Wall Street had also grossed 120 million domestically and nearly 400 million globally.


    As for The Hunger Games, it had grossed $400 million in North America and $300 million overseas!


    Warner Bros.' DC movie The Dark Knight Rises boasted an impressive North American opening of 161 million, second only to Iron Man 3.


    ...


    In a villa on Kauai Island, Hawaii, Scarlett Johansson had given birth to a son for Charles, and Charles was accompanying her along with one-year-old Dashiell.


    Kate Beckinsale, who got along well with Scarlett Johansson, also came along.


    "Daddy, Daddy," Dashiell, just over a year old, called out, giggling in Charles' arms.


    "Aww, so cute. Lucas will be just like him," Scarlett Johansson said, referring to the baby boy she had named Lucas Capet, who was already asleep.


    As a new mother, Scarlett Johansson took Dashiell from Charles and played with him.


    "Charles, there's news from the U.S.," said Kate Beckinsale, handing Charles a newspaper.


    Charles took a look: "Aurora Theater shooting in Colorado!"


    At around 12:30 AM on July 20, in a shopping center in Aurora, about 15 kilometers from Denver, Colorado, a masked gunman opened fire on the audience watching The Dark Knight Rises and threw a tear gas grenade.


    The identity of the shooter had been confirmed as 24-year-old white male James Holmes, a neuroscience Ph.D. student at the University of Colorado. The incident resulted in 12 deaths and 70 injuries!


    "The news says James Holmes was influenced by the Joker in the previous Batman movie," Kate Beckinsale explained.


    Charles chuckled, "Warner Bros. still has a bit of bad luck," casually putting down the newspaper as if it were a trivial matter. "Nothing will curb the influence of Hollywood movies and their violence."


    "Lots happening recently," Charles said, getting up from the sofa. "News Corp just split into News Corp and 21st Century Fox, and now Time Warner gets caught up in this. That's great!"


    "Scarlett, are you planning on taking Lucas back to Los Angeles?" Charles turned and asked.


    "Ah," Scarlett, playing with Dashiell, looked up, somewhat hesitantly, "Do you want to show Lucas to Mrs. Capet?"


    "Uh, that's not important. I just thought I should head back and didn't want you to get lonely," Charles explained.


    With Zero Dark Thirty soon to promote and release, Kate Beckinsale also needed to return for the promotion activities.


    "You should go back first. I want to stay here a bit longer," Scarlett said, "Don't worry about me. My parents will come to visit too!"


    "Alright then..."


    Soon, Charles headed back to Los Angeles with Kate Beckinsale and his eldest son Dashiell.


    Kate Beckinsale, having a daughter of her own, was experienced with children. She kept Dashiell entertained and happy on the plane. "Hey, Charles, you now have two kids. Don't you want to get married?"


    "I don't know. I love all of you women. Can I marry all of you? I can't," Charles said, looking pensive.


    "So, who should I marry?"


    Kate Beckinsale glanced at Charles and held Dashiell's hand, "Haha, I don't want to marry you. I like my life as it is."


    "Zero Dark Thirty will definitely get me an acting award, maybe even an Oscar nomination!"


    Charles shook his head, "It's a sure thing!"


  




  Chapter 726: Innocence of Muslims


  

    As August came, the presidential campaign entered a heated phase. As expected, the Republican presidential candidate was Mitt Romney.


    Charles Capet's Hollywood faction had fully supported Obama's re-election, and with backing from Silicon Valley, despite the previous "Occupy Wall Street" movement that tarnished the reputation of Jewish financiers, they still provided substantial funding!


    In September, a 14-minute trailer of Innocence of Muslims on YouTube sparked worldwide protests from the Muslim community.


    On September 11th, the 11th anniversary of the "9/11" attacks, intense anti-American demonstrations erupted across Islamic countries. The American consulates in Egypt and Benghazi, Libya, were attacked by protesters.


    American Ambassador to Libya John Christopher Stevens and three other Americans were killed in the incident.


    ...


    In Los Angeles, a Ferrari 430 parked on the tree-lined path of the Los Angeles Country Club. Charles sat on a chair, talking on the phone with Ilka, while Emma Roberts was busy with her work beside him.


    "I know everything. I'll get to Washington as soon as possible. Just wait for me," Charles' voice was a bit heavy. "Tell Mrs. Huffington to remind Obama to control all the Jewish people associated with Innocence of Muslims!"


    "Understood," said Ivanka Trump before hanging up the call.


    "Phew," Charles set down his phone, his hands unconsciously resting on Emma Roberts' head, enjoying the moment.


    Every election had its share of events, and Charles wasn't too concerned. After all, Innocence of Muslims was made by an Israeli Jewish director who deliberately uploaded an Arabic dubbed version.


    The attacks on American embassies were seen as a challenge to the government, undermining the Democrats' prestige. Hillary, as Secretary of State, became the target of criticism since handling international relations was her responsibility!


    Charles knew the real issue was Hillary and the higher-ups selling arms to terrorists. Ambassador John Stevens was investigating these arms deals.


    This all started from the Libyan Civil War in July, when a US military Chinook helicopter "collided" with a dud Stinger missile. The serial number on that Stinger showed it was under CIA custody and should have been at the Al Udeid base in Qatar.


    Clearly, the CIA was selling weapons, dealing with terrorists. John Stevens was Hillary's urgent appointment to investigate this matter, and now he was murdered!


    Hillary, Jewish people, combined with the now fiery anti-American Muslim sentiment - a real drama.


    Charles smiled. Looks like last year's "Occupy Wall Street" movement had made life tough for the Jewish financiers.


    This time, the "Benghazi Incident" had a far more significant impact than in previous history, just like the "Occupy Wall Street" movement did, thanks to Charles' manipulation.


    Soon, amidst Charles' quick breaths, Emma Roberts groaned a few times before lifting her head, taking deep breaths.


    "Gosh, darling, that was amazing," Charles said, reaching out to rub the girl's chest.


    "Hmph, I saw you leave the hotel restroom with Elizabeth Olsen tonight," Emma wiped her mouth. Tonight was the celebration party for The Hunger Games at the Peninsula Hotel.


    "And Blake Lively, no doubt, is another of my sisters," Emma grumbled.


    "Such a flirt," Emma moved her hand down to touch Charles Jr. "Tell me, who's better, me or Elizabeth?"


    Charles chuckled, "Honey, you are the most skilled!"


    "Let's go back."


    ...


    The next day, Gavin Newsom came to Burbank to discuss the election matters with Charles.


    Charles sat in his chair, "Don't worry, Obama's approval rating is high, but we still need to make other arrangements!"


    Gavin Newsom reminded, "Charles, the Israeli director has been caught for inciting religious conflict. Now you need to find a way to get Google to remove Innocence of Muslims trailer."


    Charles smiled, "I've already instructed Donna Langley to organize an MPAA meeting. The big seven Hollywood studios will jointly file a lawsuit against YouTube for film and television copyright infringement. The new Internet Copyright Reform Act must be submitted and passed. I don't think Obama will reject it this time, right?"


    How was Innocence of Muslims spread? Through YouTube, which is owned by Google. Its founders Larry Page and Sergey Brin are both Jewish!


    Immediately, Charles dialed a number on his desk phone.


    When the call connected, "It should be Mr. Larry Page, right? This is Charles Capet!" said the Google founder and CEO.


    "Ah, Charles, good morning," Larry Page responded with a smile.


    "Can the Innocence of Muslims trailer on YouTube be taken down?"


    "Charles, it's the author's freedom..."


    "He's already been arrested. We both know this was deliberately dubbed to incite unrest. It's election season, and I don't want any disruptions."


    "Now, this is a crucial point for the Republican attacks," Capet and Google were both in the Democratic camp but from different factions.


    "Charles, I can't do anything about it!"


    "Larry, if the 'Internet Intelligence Sharing and Protection Act' signed earlier this year isn't enough, I don't mind mobilizing all of Hollywood against Google. You know I have that power. Don't forget, a few years ago, I was also a shareholder of YouTube. I understand YouTube better than any of you," Charles said calmly. "You should know how much the other Hollywood studios despise YouTube. I can easily rally them! By tomorrow night, I need an answer. Either go to war with Hollywood or meet our demands. You know exactly how much infringing content there is on Google."


    After hanging up the phone, Charles looked at the surprised Gavin Newsom, "Were you planning to trade benefits?"


    Gavin Newsom nodded, "Support them in vetoing the new Internet copyright law."


    "Ha, with me here, the Jewish financiers don't stand a chance. Silicon Valley is not beyond my reach. Twitter is now valued at about $50 billion, though it's only half of Facebook's market cap since it listed in May. But it is also growing quickly. In the future, Twitter's overall market cap will rise rapidly, and it will form a strategic partnership with Microsoft Bing search. Neither Google nor Facebook will dominate Silicon Valley!"


    Charles had been planning for years. How could he let the Jewish financiers completely suppress him?


    Even in Hollywood, a traditional Jewish stronghold, he called the shots, let alone other areas!


    "Hillary will resign as Secretary of State," Gavin Newsom added.


    Charles couldn't help but curse, "Damn fool, she's just a pawn. Can she really get away unscathed after all this?"


    Everything had been orchestrated by the Jewish financiers using her!


  




  Chapter 727: Piracy Bills


  

    The next morning, Hollywood film groups like Universal, Warner Bros., Paramount, and MGM jointly announced a lawsuit against Google's YouTube for pirating their movie and TV resources.


    This piracy caused billions of dollars in revenue losses. The lawsuit, led by the MPAA and Hollywood's seven largest film companies, demanded $14 billion in compensation from Google for infringement.


    Los Angeles Times: "Paramount and DreamWorks are no longer fighting alone!"


    CNN: "YouTube is Hollywood's biggest cancer!"


    New York Times: "A full-scale war between Hollywood and Silicon Valley!"


    In Silicon Valley at the Google building, Larry Page and Sergey Brin sat together on a sofa.


    "The message from the White House isn't great. If we don't comply, they'll start an antitrust investigation," Sergey indicated.


    "Hollywood's joint lawsuit... I worry that Charles Capet won't back down!" Sergey sighed, visibly frustrated. "Maybe we should just stop this. We've done all we could, but an antitrust investigation is no joke."


    "And Hollywood's combined power is massive now. Charles Capet truly has rallied everyone together!" Larry Page reluctantly agreed. "We even planned to use this issue to negotiate a new internet copyright law with Washington. Sigh."


    "Let's agree with Charles. He's a businessman too and doesn't want a lose-lose situation. Hollywood and Google rake in billions from each other every year," Larry continued.


    "To counter Hollywood, Silicon Valley would also need to band together. I didn't expect Charles' Twitter to grow so rapidly after acquiring WhatsApp and Instagram. Its valuation is already half of Facebook's," Sergey noted.


    "Twitter's IPO will probably go insane, just like Facebook!" Larry remarked.


    Twitter, with Charles Capet's control over Hollywood, had quickly become the platform of choice for celebrities, worrying Facebook's future.


    ...


    In Burbank at Capet Pictures, it was noon in Charles' office lounge. Amanda Seyfried was lying on the bed, while Charles lay on her back.


    "Amanda, why are you here?" Charles tenderly asked while stroking her soft skin.


    Amanda turned to kiss Charles, "I missed you. We've only seen each other three times in a long while."


    "Really? How about we invite some friends over tonight?" Charles smiled.


    "Who?" Amanda asked.


    "Emma Roberts!"


    "Her? Sure!" Amanda agreed.


    ...


    In the afternoon, Charles received a call from Larry Page.


    "Haha, they've caved!" Charles said, leaning back after putting down the phone, drumming his fingers on the desk.


    ...


    Later that night, Emma Roberts arrived excitedly at the Capet residence. As soon as she entered the room, Charles picked her up and carried her to the bed.


    "Sweetie, I haven't bathed yet. I'm a bit sweaty from shopping," Emma said, helping Charles undress her.


    "It's alright," Charles smiled, unclasping her bra and kissing her chest.


    Soon, Amanda Seyfried also slid into bed, leaning over Charles to kiss his back.


    "Whoa, Amanda? It's you..." Emma was briefly surprised.


    "Shh, no talking," Charles hushed her.


    "Hmph, I thought it would be Elizabeth." Emma hesitated only for a moment before responding with enthusiasm.


    "Next time, it'll be you and Elizabeth," Charles whispered in Emma's ear.


    Emma closed her eyes, not saying any more.


    Charles moved and asked again, "Okay?"


    Emma remained silent, visibly struggling to hold back.


    "Okay?"


    "Yes, whatever you want," Emma finally replied, hugging Charles tighter. "Hurry!"


    ...


    While staying in Los Angeles, Charles kept an eye on the election process and also coordinated with Ted Turner's CNN to counter Rupert Murdoch's FNC.


    The release of Zero Dark Thirty improved Obama's reputation with its good reviews and box office success.


    By the end of September, Charles finally arrived in Washington D.C. and checked into a five-star Waldorf hotel.


    As evening fell, Charles stood by the window, admiring the Washington night view while smoking. Ivanka Trump hugged him from behind, "My man has truly taken control of Hollywood."


    "Oh, these Jews. For their own benefit, they disregard party interests," Charles chuckled disdainfully.


    The Jewish community's fight against Muslims had given the Republican Party a target to focus on, and now Hollywood and Silicon Valley had buried the news.


    Ivanka laughed, "Well, Anglo-Saxon influence in the Democratic Party is growing bigger by the day."


    "Alright, let's head downstairs. The car's waiting for us," Ivanka suggested.


    "Okay," Charles nodded.


    In no time, Charles and Ilka were on their way to the White House.


    ...


    At the West Wing's second-floor room, Charles met with Obama and Chief of Staff William Daley. The three men sat on the sofa.


    "Charles, we found over 500 critical files in Hillary's emails," William Daley looked astonished.


    "She's a pawn. Once the election is won, discard her immediately. She's a ticking time bomb," Charles calmly said. "The FBI and CIA need to clean this up quickly!"


    Obama knew this was a punishment for the FBI and CIA allowing Jewish influence to run rampant.


    "It's complicated, Charles. We've got Jewish interests to consider, but we can't ignore ours," Obama looked at Charles.


    "Now you understand just how powerful Hollywood is. Silicon Valley and Wall Street are important to America, but don't forget, Hollywood is also the media hub of the country and equally important."


    "Charles, rest assured. You did very well and acted promptly," Obama smiled. "Hillary will resign swiftly."


    "Democrats can't afford infighting. You should consider the big picture," Obama emphasized.


    Charles laughed internally. Obama also had Jewish supporters. Another pawn groomed by Jews, Hillary was not to be thrown away lightly.


    "I can't say Hollywood's support can guarantee someone becomes president, but I can say if Hollywood opposes someone, they definitely won't become president!" Charles lit a cigarette. "For years, we in Hollywood have been pushing for the Stop Online Piracy Act, the Intellectual Property Protection Act, and the Anti-Internet Infringement and Counterfeit Products Act. The MPAA president is practically stationed in Washington, yet none have passed!"


    Obama sighed, "The Anti-Internet Infringement and Counterfeit Products Act and the Intellectual Property Protection Act will pass. But the Stop Online Piracy Act targets too broadly; it will be challenging to pass."


    "Goddammit, the most crucial one is the Stop Online Piracy Act, which significantly enhances the Intellectual Property Protection Act and even criminalizes online infringement with a maximum sentence of five years."


    "Hillary will be dealt with. NBC and CNN won't interfere; how you handle FOX's attacks is up to you," Charles cut in.


    "Charles, this..." William Daley was exasperated. Everyone knew the situation with Hillary. Without the support of NBC and CNN, what chance did she have?


    "It's possible," Obama shook his head. "Although it would hit the Democratic Party hard, it would remove a cancer."


    "Charles, it has to be after the election!" Obama insisted.


    If Larry Page had been the one visiting the White House, these three bills would still be gathering dust.


  




  Chapter 728: Conclusion


  

    With October arriving, Warner Bros. released their political tribute movie Argo.


    Charles's influence in Hollywood was unquestionable. Countless stars voiced their support for Obama online and in newspapers, dramatically boosting Obama's approval ratings!


    New York, in a vacation villa at East Hampton's Gold Coast on Long Island, Charles rolled off Blake Lively.


    Then, Elizabeth Olsen slipped under the covers to continue serving!


    "Hmm," Charles said, enjoying the pleasure lying on top of Blake Lively.


    "Love," Blake Lively kissed Charles on the chest, "some tabloids say you are the world's richest man now!"


    "Newspapers always talk nonsense," Charles laughed and closed his eyes, stifling a groan shortly after.


    Elizabeth Olsen emerged from under the covers and jumped on top of Blake Lively, kissing her on the lips!


    Seeing this scene, Charles just calmly shook his head. What deep sisterhood, wanting to share the good things.


    ...


    On November 6th, Election Day, Democrat Obama won the presidential election by capturing over half the electoral votes, 336 votes to 202 against Republican Mitt Romney, successfully securing a second term as President of the United States!


    ...


    In Miami, the pregnant Ivanka decided to stay in West Palm Beach to await the birth. Lying in Charles's arms, she said, "This time, you did the most!"


    Charles smiled, "It's all good. Presidents come and go, but capital is solid. Now I, Charles Capet, am the king of Hollywood; no one can ignore me. David Rockefeller, David Koch, Warren Buffett, and Bill Gates alike are all out of the question. Jewish capital like Alan Greenspan and Ben Bernanke? Also no!"


    "And in the future, who will be your opponents?" Ivanka's beautiful eyes sparkled - this was her man, as she gently placed a hand on little Charles.


    "Future opponents, huh," countless faces flashed through Charles's mind, mostly from Jewish capital.


    Silicon Valley's Google, Apple, and Facebook; 


    Hollywood's Disney and 21st Century Fox; 


    Wall Street's Goldman Sachs, JPMorgan, Blackstone, etc.!


    "No matter if it's Democrats or Republicans, I've supported many. The entire state of California cannot resist Capet's influence," Charles chuckled. "In the future, the Capet family will flourish!"


    ...


    Leaving Miami, Charles headed to his villa in Long Island, New York, to accompany the heavily pregnant Anne Hathaway.


    "In two months I'm due, and I'm getting nervous," Anne Hathaway said, leaning on Charles on the sofa.


    "Relax, we still have time to think of a good name," Charles said, touching Anne Hathaway's stomach.


    "Mm..."


    ...


    When Charles returned to California, it was already the end of the month. At the San Luis Obispo Ranch, he saw his two sons!


    "Daddy," Dashiell, now a year and a half old, wobbled to Charles and was picked up.


    "Hmm," Charles kissed Dashiell's cheek and asked, "Where's your brother?"


    "With Grandma," the little one pointed at Evelyn who was holding Lucas Capet not far away.


    Charles walked over with Dashiell in his arms, sitting on the sofa as Lucas, who was six months old, grinned widely!


    "Congress just passed the Intellectual Property Protection Act. 


    The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn - Part 2 has been out for more than half a month, earning nearly 250 million in North America box office, with $400 million overseas. 


    Iron Man 3 grossed more than 400 million in North America and over $1.2 billion globally. 


    The Hunger Games made more than 400 million in North America and $700 million globally. 


    Next, Ant-Man will be released. The momentum of Capet's dominance in Hollywood has reached its peak!" Evelyn casually mentioned while playing with Lucas.


    Charles chuckled, "The next ten years will belong to Capet. Hollywood will be totally under Universal's rule."


    "Anne Hathaway's due soon, right?"


    "January next year is her due date!"


    "What about Ivanka?"


    "Ivanka is two months pregnant," Charles did not hide such matters from his mother.


    Dashiell got down from Charles's arms and ran to Evelyn, "Grandma, when can my brother play with me?"


    "Dashiell, your brother is still small. Wait until he grows a bit, okay?" Evelyn affectionately petted her grandson's head.


    Then, Evelyn handed Lucas to Charles as her phone rang.


    Once Evelyn went to the study room, Charles held Lucas with one hand and picked up Dashiell with the other, walking to the yard.


    Bathed in the evening glow, the shadows of the father and sons stretched longer and longer.


    Charles's mind wandered. At this moment, Dashiell held his brother Lucas's tiny hand, seemingly enjoying their chat despite Lucas's unclear speech.


    From 2001 to 2012, Charles spent 11 years uniting Hollywood, becoming the unchallenged media mogul in America!


    Recalling Ivanka's earlier query about future opponents -


    Hehe, opponents, huh? With each stage comes new rivals. Disney's reign is broken.


    News Corp has been split, its reputation crumbling, declining day by day.


    Viacom doesn't even qualify as a rival to Charles.


    Power is heavily divided within Time Warner and Warner Bros. hits a low period.


    Sony dares not meddle in the internal Hollywood power struggle.


    Comcast's MGM was raised single-handedly by Charles himself!


    Wall Street, Hollywood, Silicon Valley!


    Politics, finance, technology, and entertainment all orbit around the colossal Capet capital now.


    "Dashiell, Lucas," Charles called to the two little ones in his arms with a smile.


    "Daddy," Dashiell and Lucas looked up at Charles with their adorable, curious eyes!


    "Look, all of this is the empire daddy built for you," Charles pointed to the distant sunset.


    Of course, the little ones didn't understand, just giggling and reaching out to grab Charles's face!


    "Hahaha," Charles laughed with them, their laughter echoing far into the distance.


    As the sun set, the shadows of Charles holding his children stretched longer...


    The End.
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